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Аннотация
On a dreary London evening, Commander Esmonde Shaw leaves his pile of paperwork in the Admiralty and heads home to Barons Court.
Yet what should have been a routine evening is disturbed by the discovery of a body underground… a gruesome murder which is traced by Naval Intelligence to the troubled region of Nogolia in West Africa, the site location of the British-American radio station which controls the nuclear missile satellite BLUEBOLT.
From this Nogolian radio station, nuclear missiles can be directed to any target on earth.
Aside from the fears of accidental detonation at the hands of corrupt political powers is the mysterious cult of Edo, a troubled and hazardous movement gripped by the power of voodoo, sweeping across the continent of Africa like wildfire with no mercy for anyone who dares to question it.
Natives are on the verge of revolt and as spiritual and scientific powers collide, the security of BLUEBOLT ONE and the world are at stake…
Commander Shaw soon finds himself in the depths of the African jungle on a grave and treacherous mission, searching for a man called Edo with a brief to halt his plans for world power and destruction…


Philip McCutchan
Bluebolt One


CHAPTER ONE

Julian Hartog walked across the utility-furnished office to the window, moving with his peculiarly characteristic loping stride, as quiet and purposeful as a tiger.
He said in a deep, grating voice, “It’s starting, Steve.”
Stephen Geisler didn’t seem to have heard; and Hartog looked out across the hard, dry earth between the control-station’s admin, buildings and the flagstaff where the naval ensigns of Britain and the United States drooped limply like butter muslin, side by side on a dead level, and looking oddly out of place among the lush, heavy trees which hemmed in the station. He looked away towards the cloud-bank forming, dark and menacing and yet welcome, along the top of the Naka Hills. All the night before he had lain awake, as he had lain awake for so many nights now. He had tossed and turned, haggard-eyed beneath the mosquito-netting, and listened to the mutter of Africa close at hand beyond the high-voltage cables and the barbed-wire mesh which formed the perimeter of the base. Like all else that lived and breathed and moved in the airless heat, he had waited for the blessed breaking of the rains which were now some weeks overdue.
But in Hartog’s case it hadn’t been just the stifling atmosphere. He’d had hardly any sleep ever since the strangers from Jinda had contacted him so casually, and yet at the same time so threateningly with their hints about a past which he had himself tried to forget…
Now, he said again more loudly, “It’s starting, Steve.” He brooded, black brows drawn together over a high-bridged nose and a saturnine face with clusters of tiny red veins over prominent cheek-bones. “And by God we need it!”
Geisler looked up then and nodded. He said, “Sure.” He stretched his stocky sailor’s body and sighed, puckering up the sunburned flesh of his round face so that the eyes, the eyes which lately had lost their normally cheerful twinkle, seemed almost to disappear. “Maybe the blacks’ll be more settled, once the rains come.”
He said that with more hope than belief.
Hartog turned impatiently. “Ah, stuff it!” His big, rubbery mouth twisted in contempt and he spoke brutally. “The bastards are used to their own stinking climate. That’s a damn silly thing to say.”
The American base commander stared at him. “Gee, I just made a remark, didn’t I, that’s all—”
Hartog took no notice. “Rain or shine, it’s made no difference to the rest of Africa, has it? Besides, it’s not just routine rioting, the kind we’re all used to these days. This thing’s directed against us— specifically us. You know that as well as I do. It’s a pity some people in high places haven’t hoisted it in yet!” He crossed the room again. Tall and enigmatic, he loomed over the Navy man like a restless evil genius. Dropping into a wickerwork chair and pushing his lanky body back with his feet, he lit a cigarette and inhaled deeply. “They won’t be satisfied — the blacks, I mean — till we’ve packed up and gone, Steve.” He gave a hard, jerky laugh. “Just don’t know what’s good for ’em, that’s the long and short of it.”
Geisler said mildly, “Can’t help seeing their point of view in some ways.”
“Perhaps you can’t. I can.” Hartog waved a powerful arm. “I can’t answer for you. All I know is, I’ve had a bellyful of this lot. And now I’ve got a bellyache.”
Stephen Geisler sighed and rubbed at his eyes, feeling the sting of sheer tiredness in them. He’d had almost two years now of unremitting work and worry and responsibility as base commander, an anxious period in which he had established the control post right from the bare earth upward, and waited, until just a few weeks earlier, for Bluebolt One to be put into orbit from Cape Canaveral, after which the station had taken over control of the new satellite and its load. It had been a responsibility borne in circumstances which were getting every one down, had worn their nerves to the final pitch when tempers could sometimes no longer be controlled and men did stupid things for no real reason. But Julian Hartog, Geisler’s chief civilian scientist from the British Ministry of Nuclear Development, and the real brains of the operations staff, had gone a little beyond that lately, and Geisler didn’t like the implications.
He said, “That kind of attitude doesn’t help, Julian.”
Hartog sneered. “I’m sick and tired of making the best of an impossible situation. People like you — well, you don’t notice things so much.” He broke off moodily, flicked ash off his cigarette, and then went on, “You’d think some one would be taking an interest in us… seeing what’s going on in the rest of Africa. I tell you, Steve, we’re forgotten men. Out of sight, out of mind. And I’m fed up to the teeth with waiting for some damn idiot in a safe Government office back in London or Washington to tick over, get off his fat, overpaid backside and act. One of these days… d’you know what’ll happen?”
He sat forward and leaned close to Geisler. The C.O. smelt whisky, strong on his breath. He suspected, not for the first time, that Hartog was drinking on duty now. He asked, “No. What?”
Hartog said, “I may get to hear of something that’ll shake ’em rigid. If I do I’ll let you know. Only it’ll probably be too late by then.”
Geisler felt a vague sense of fear. “What d’you mean by that, Julian?”
Hartog stuck out his lower lip and pulled at it with nicotine-stained fingers. There was a slight grin on his lips now. He said slowly, “Why, nothing, Steve. Just — nothing.”
Geisler studied him. He fancied there had been a subdued trace of something like hysteria in Hartog’s voice, a curious high note. He said, “If it was nothing you wouldn’t have spoken in the first place. Want to tell me anything else?”
“No.”
“Well, I’m just warning you. Don’t go and do anything stupid. I’ve done all I can by putting in my reports.”
Briefly, Hartog swore; he got up suddenly, lurching just a little. Then he turned away, away from Stephen Geisler’s eyes, and banged out of the office. Geisler heard the outer door slam, saw Hartog go out on to the veranda and walk across towards the control-tower.
A few minutes later Hartog heard the thunder rolling overhead. Then came the long-awaited cloud-burst and he saw the solid water sheeting down over the glass dome above him, making the control-room look like a tank submerged in the sea. Big shoulders thrown back and his hands on his hips, he stood there staring upward, his lips moving soundlessly. A few moments later he swung away and crossed the room, going over to a radar screen beside the main instrument panel. He looked moodily down at a small circle of brilliant green light, a circle which appeared to be moving but which in fact was stationary; it was the actual outlines of the world’s countries and oceans which moved behind the dot on the radar screen. That brilliant green circle represented Bluebolt One, so that at any given moment the position, relative to the earth, of the big satellite which was orbiting some two hundred miles up in space could be seen pictorially as well as being pin-pointed with deadly precision from the dials in front of the operator’s seat.
Hartog put down the instrument with which he had been carrying out a routine check of the mass of complicated electronic equipment and studied the moving map. There seemed to be something about it which was mesmerizing him. It was the sheer immensity of the power-potential which that small green circle of light, hanging over the world’s map, represented; the concentration of destruction, of misery and terror in the shining, cylindrical body of Bluebolt, as it sped round and round the world endlessly… endlessly, that was, until one day the balloon went up for ever and somebody got on the wire in London or Washington and the urgent, clamant message came through, the message which would order Julian Hartog into the operator’s seat to make a target setting from the cipher table and then press the first transmission key…
Hartog reached out a hand and laid long, sensitive fingers gently on that key.
He felt a strange tingling sensation in his spine as he did this and he stepped back, breathing fast. He found he was sweating profusely, and he took up a white towel and wiped his face and neck. He stared upward through the glass dome at the beaming-mast with its intricate antennae which moved fractionally, almost imperceptibly unless you knew it was in motion, lining up in automatic response to Bluebolt as the satellite sped down the length of Africa from approximately NNE to SSW. At the top of the short mast a curious attachment, rather like the spread wings of a butterfly, canted upward very gently, held straight for a brief moment, and then very gradually began to lower, facing this time towards the south and Cape Town.

CHAPTER TWO

On the night prior to the breaking of the rains in Nogolia Commander Esmonde Shaw had been working late at the Admiralty, engaged on some routine paper-work in connexion with an assignment which he had recently carried out. He had left just in time to catch a train from Trafalgar Square which connected with the last westbound Piccadilly Line train to Barons Court and home. He could not have known that before he reached Barons Court he would be out of that train and walking by torchlight, with the guard, along the track.
But that was just what he was doing — fumbling, tripping over rails and dirt, scraping his shoulder against the tunnel wall.
The current had been cut off now, by the contact procedure with the telephone wires running along those walls; but Shaw and the guard pressed their bodies away from the ‘live’ rail running cold and shining, and still somehow deadly, up the centre of the track — pressed away instinctively even though they knew it was perfectly safe.
There was a faint draught blowing through the tunnel, but even so the air was close, fetid with the day-long exhalations of the crowded tubes. Drips of water streaked the grime of the walls, fell now and again on to Shaw’s head and shoulders as he edged his tall, wiry frame along behind the guard, who was outlined in the back-glare from his torch. That torch sliced ahead into the total darkness, the almost tangible darkness stretching away below South Kensington, a darkness no longer relieved by the squares of yellow light from the train’s windows. It was like walking into some long-sealed tomb. The muffled sound of an eastbound train boomed out hollowly, shaking the very air of the tunnel, and when it had passed in its own sealed-off tomb their footsteps echoed again along the track, eerily. Shaw heard the heavy breathing of the guard ahead of him. The man was clearly scared, scared for his own skin because of what people might be going to say.
That guard was a coloured man — from Africa, by the look of him; a man from a troubled, unhappy continent, now a stranger in a largely hostile land — and Shaw couldn’t help feeling sympathy on that score alone. He knew that London’s coloured population had plenty to contend with in the deep-seated feelings of hostility which their skins seemed so often to arouse, and possibly because of that latent hostility the man was scared of what might happen to him now that a white man had died, scared that ‘they’ might not believe his story.
The two went along as fast as they could, Shaw’s head bent away from possible projections, the instinctive self-preservation of a tall man even when he knows he has plenty of clearance.
He asked, “Can you see anything yet?”
“No. I can’t see anything. Sir, it wasn’t my fault.” Shaw, who earlier had seen the greenish tinge of the ebony face— the robust, open face — and the rolling fright in the eyes, caught the note of panic now. “That man, he’d been drinking, sure. He just came for me.”
Shaw nodded slightly, thinking back. He himself and an elderly man had been alone in the last-but-one compartment, and the guard had been alone with that other man, the one who was now almost certainly dead, in his compartment immediately in rear of Shaw’s. Shaw had seen, through the connecting doors, what had looked like a struggle and then the other man had disappeared from his line of vision and then, perhaps a quarter of a minute later, the train had slowed and stopped. After that, Shaw had lowered the window in his compartment and banged on the guard’s window. The coloured man, who was badly frightened, had told him that a passenger had forced the door open and had fallen out. After some argument as to the right of passengers on the track, Shaw had used the authority latent in his quiet voice and his bearing, and had carried his point that two might save life where one might not; and so here they were walking back in the direction of Gloucester Road station, towards where it had happened.
The guard said for the third time, “Certain sure they’re going to say it was my fault. But it wasn’t. That man, he just gets up and comes for me, then he makes for the door… maybe he’s drunk and he thinks we’re just coming into Earl’s Court, maybe he wants to kill himself, maybe… I don’t know. I tried to stop him, honest I did.”
Shaw grunted non-committally, ran a hand over his long, determined jaw. Personally, he was prepared to believe the man. He looked a decent lad, and honest. He said, “Well, that’s not my concern, laddie. Press on. Perhaps it’s not as bad as we think.”
“Please… God, it isn’t.”
Shaw scarcely noticed the slight hesitation then, though he was to recall it later. He said, “Don’t start worrying yet, anyway. Any reason why he should have attacked you?”
“No.”
“Did you know him — had you seen him before?”
The guard hesitated for a moment. “I’d seen him, sir, when I’d been on this late turn. I didn’t know him, though.”
“He was a regular user of this last train?”
“Maybe he was. I just don’t know about that. I just saw him once or twice.”
They groped forward, streaked now with dirt where they’d rubbed the walls of the tunnel, faces running with sweat. A few moments later Shaw heard the hiss of breath from the guard, and the man stopped. The beam of his torch wavered.
Shaw said briskly, “Here, lad. Give it to me.”
He took the torch from shaking fingers, shone the beam ahead on to the track, felt his scalp tingling as he looked at what had so recently been a living body and was now very, very dead indeed. The man was lying half across the ‘live’ rail, and there was still a stench of scorched flesh and cloth; it fanned into Shaw’s nostrils on the draught as he went forward, bent down and examined the broken body. The legs were severed. It looked as though he’d swung back into the spinning wheels of the rear compartment as he’d fallen, and the legs had been nipped off neatly at the knee-joints. The head lolled horribly; the back of the skull was smashed in like an egg. Since this would be a police affair Shaw didn’t want to disturb anything by going through the pockets for means of identification. He said, “Nothing we can do for him, poor beggar. We’ll have to get word through… we mustn’t move him ourselves, you understand?”
He looked at the guard in the light of the torch, saw the nervous way in which the young fellow fingered his upper lip. The coloured man said, “You mean until the police come?”
Shaw nodded, looked with concern at the almost grey face. “I’m sorry. Now listen — do you feel all right?”
“Right enough, sir.”
“Do you feel up to walking back to Gloucester Road, tell them what’s happened?”
“I can do that, sure. Don’t want to — to stay here.” The guard was shaking badly. “I’ll go right along now.”
“Good man. I’ll stay here, then.”
The guard glanced at the pathetic remains hanging on the rail and shuddered. Then he turned away. Shaw, watching the departing flicker of the torch, wondered briefly if he couldn’t have contacted Earls Court or Gloucester Road by phone from the train rather than walk back as he himself had suggested… but the guard must know his own job… he heard the footsteps clumping and echoing into the distance, and then there was silence and he was alone with the body in the total, subterranean dark. He shivered a little. The faint plopping noise as a drip of water fell from the invisible roof into a puddle on the track seemed like an explosion. Shaw fumbled in his pockets for a box of matches, lit one. Almost at once it blew out on the draught. He brought out his folded evening paper, twisted a half page into a spill and lit that, shielding the flame with his coat. He bent towards the still form on the track. In that uncertain, flickering light he examined the body again. Medium height, stoutish build, brown-haired, clean-shaven, an indentation on the bridge of the nose where spectacles had rested. Probably aged anywhere between thirty-five and forty. Fresh complexion, well-fed body. Somehow he didn’t look like a drinker, at any rate not an habitual one. He was quietly and fairly expensively dressed — his suit looked as if it had come from a Savile Row tailor, the shirt was of nylon. If it was suicide rather than drink, it was a funny way to do it… unless of course he’d gone berserk suddenly, felt, say, that he couldn’t face home any more — something like that? These things did happen, and he could have come to the end of his particular tether between Gloucester Road and Earls Court as well as anywhere else… but the police would go into his background, of course, and it would all come out in time.
The spill, the third spill by now, burnt out.
Shaw waited on, his nerve-endings jumping and tingling, the potted air close and clammy on his skin. He waited longer than he’d thought he would have to, for Gloucester Road couldn’t be so very far back.
Some ten minutes later he saw the lights — coming from the direction of Earls Court. Soon he heard tramping feet, and faint voices echoed, coming nearer. Then, in the loom of big lamps, he saw a line of uniform caps and a bowler hat.
He got up and walked along the track. A beam caught him and an edgy voice called truclently, “What’s going on here, eh?”
Shaw didn’t like the tone. He called back, “A man’s been killed — or didn’t you know?”
“What!” Another beam joined the first, flickered into Shaw’s eyes, then swept him from head to foot. The light turned away and there was a shocked ejaculation as the man bent and looked at the body. Behind the light Shaw made out a heavily built man with a big grey moustache and an air of authority.
Shaw said, “You’ve heard the guard’s report, surely?”
“No, I haven’t.” The man straightened. “Who’re you?”
“The name’s Shaw, Commander Shaw.” He explained in detail what had happened. The man tilted his bowler to the back of his head, rubbed his forehead which was streaked with sweat and dirt.
He said gruffly, “Well, this is a right lark, this is. No one reported anything, far as I know. Driver contacted Earls Court, said the guard had stopped the train and he didn’t know why… the guard, ’e said, didn’t answer on the intercom, all ’e said was to get the current off, like, and then ’e went off the line. Driver asked us if ’e should leave the train and take a look. We said no, to stay where ’e was. Then we came along—” He broke off. “How long ago did the guard leave you?”
“Twenty minutes, roughly.”
“That’d give ’im plenty of time to get to Gloucester Road and report.” The man brushed a hand along his cheek. “Funny… wouldn’t ’ave ’opped it, not Jackson.”
Shaw said, “I wonder if he’s passed out on the line. If he’d hopped it, as you say… well, he’d have been seen coming off the line at Gloucester Road, surely?”
The man with the bowler hat shrugged. “Perhaps, perhaps not. If ’e wasn’t actually seen leaving the tunnel, no questions would have bin asked, not necessarily. Nothing unusual in staff going off duty, you know, leaving by the proper exit.” He scratched his head.
Shaw suggested, “He could have panicked. He was very upset. That’s why I thought he may have passed out, and I think—”
“I doubt ’e’d panic — or pass out. Wouldn’t be like Jackson, that wouldn’t. Jackson was on this train, see… that’s what makes it so queer. Solid as they come, Jacko is. Known him for years. One of the old sort.”
“Old sort?” Shaw looked sharply at the official. “How many years had you known him? He didn’t look to me much more than twenty-five or thereabouts, and not long in this country, either, I’d say.”
“Eh?” The man peered suspiciously at Shaw. “Jackson’s never been out of this country. Been a Londoner all ’is life — born and bred.”
“You’ve got it wrong, then. This man was a coloured immigrant.”
The man’s mouth opened. “Blimey. You sure of that?”
“I couldn’t very well make that kind of mistake.”
The official said grimly, his moustache seeming to bristle at Shaw, “Something does begin to smell a bit fishy, then. Jackson’s as white as your ’and — and I happen to know he was due for this train.”
“Couldn’t there have been a last-minute substitution?”
The man rubbed his jaw and tilted his head sideways to scratch below his chin. “I s’pose there must ’ave bin, but there’d ’ave to be a really good reason, if there was… look, sir, I reckon you’d best come on back with us and make a statement to the police, when we’ve picked up what’s left of that bloke. I’ll send one of my men along the other way in case the guard is still on the line.”
* * *
Shaw made a long statement, was himself cleared by the word of the elderly man who had been in his compartment; but it was a couple of hours before he could get away from the station and make his way home to the Gliddon Road flat in West Kensington. Dead tired and with a splitting head, he let himself in with his latchkey, walked into his sitting-room, and poured himself a stiff whisky. After that, he undressed and got into bed, but he didn’t sleep very well. He kept seeing that broken body on the track. He was beginning to think that perhaps it wasn’t so clear-cut after all, that the coloured guard, who had certainly ‘hopped it’ all right, hadn’t panicked in quite the way he’d thought at the time. And yet he would have sworn that lad was genuine. He’d been an educated man, far from being a mobster, in fact he’d seemed rather above the job he was doing really. And he hadn’t looked the sort to murder anyone.
Anyway, that was for the police to worry about now.
It seemed to Shaw that he’d been asleep no time at all when the telephone bell jangled out into the quiet flat. It made Shaw’s heart leap and he was wide awake on the instant. He reached out for the handset of the closed line to the Admiralty. As he did so, he glanced at his watch and saw that he’d overslept and it was ten o’clock already.

CHAPTER THREE

Since he’d joined the Outfit Shaw had developed some instinct which, deep inside him, always told him unmistakably when the ring of a telephone meant trouble; and this time he knew right away that there was something new lined up for him.
The closed circuit from Room 12 brought the prim, precise tones of Miss Larkin, Latymer’s confidential secretary.
“Good morning, Commander Shaw. Mr Latymer wishes to see you.” She gave a genteel cough. “May we expect you here as soon as possible, Commander?”
“Yes, Clarice, you may.”
There was a slight click of disapproval and Miss Larkin said, “Thank you very much, Commander Shaw.” Then the line went dead. Shaw grinned to himself as he swung his long legs out of bed and stood up in carpet-slippers. Clarice Larkin, in early middle age, had just one driving passion in her asexual life and that was her devotion to Latymer. All other men were treated exactly alike — with dampening coldness. The devotion was in a sense misplaced for Latymer was something of a misogynist, as well as being a diehard bachelor; but he completely filled a void in Miss Larkin’s otherwise meagre life — and when she said ‘we’ in her royal way she spoke for Latymer just as much as if the Old Man had been on the line personally, talking himself in that quiet, authoritative voice of his, the voice in which the quality of steel was never very far away. Shaw stopped grinning when he thought of Latymer.
He shaved and dressed quickly and had a scratch breakfast. He’d certainly overslept more than somewhat… and he decided that the juxtaposition of an urgent summons to the Chief, and the events of last night, was just a little too much to be due to coincidence.
It wouldn’t be long before he found out.
* * *
Slowly Shaw climbed the broad staircase of the old Admiralty building on the Horse Guards, feeling, as he always felt just before an assignment got under way properly, that cold nagging pain at the pit of his stomach, the legacy of the ulcer which had cut short his seagoing career as a very junior officer years before and had projected him into the atmosphere of intrigue and danger that surrounded the big jobs carried out by the Special Services agents of the Naval Intelligence Division.
Walking into the secretary’s room he met the impersonal stare of Miss Larkin.
She said, “Oh — Commander Shaw. Mr Latymer wanted to see you the moment you arrived. He’s been here for some hours himself.” There was a slight stress on the word “moment,” and she glanced at the green Connemara marble clock, her expression and the very way she held her stiff figure as she twisted round to look at it managing somehow to convey disapproval. She pressed a switch on the intercom box, spoke briefly and crisply, and then Latymer’s voice said; “Send him in, Miss Larkin.”
Shaw moved over to the door.
That door was marked simply: Mr G. E. D. Latymer. Shaw, who had been a party to the close secrets of state after a certain bomb had gone off years ago in Eaton Square and left ‘Mr Latymer’ scarred for life, often thought that a lesser man than the Chief would never have for so long survived the gall of having to pretend to civilian status in the Admiralty. The night of the bomb, a high-ranking officer of the Admiralty Staff had been blown up and left for dead by agents of the other side to whom he had become too dangerous to live. He had, in fact, been within a fraction of an inch of death when Shaw had found him; and it had been thought expedient, prudent in the circumstances of the time, to allow these men to believe that they had in fact made the kill. This had been done with the aid of sheer cunning and the Official Secrets Act under which, when the officer was out of danger, a certain plastic surgeon had worked his miracles of physical transformation… and Vice-Admiral Sir Henry Charteris, K.C.B., D.S.O. and two bars, D.S.C., youngest officer ever to attain that rank, had become ‘Mr Latymer.’ The fact that he had no family whatever living had made the thing, to that extent, easy. Only a handful of men apart from Shaw — men who had since all retired from the Service or politics — knew that Sir Henry Charteris lived on and had, under his pseudonym, returned, after months of illness and recuperation, to the Naval Intelligence Division, taking over again in due course his old job as Chief of Special Services — a job which few people even knew still existed at all.
Shaw knocked, and entered the sumptuous room, his feet sinking deeply into the thick pile of a fitted carpet. A bar of sunlight came through the big window, turned the old shagreen surface of Latymer’s vast, beautifully polished desk to green-gold. Latymer was sitting there squarely, hands flat on the desk before his thick, powerful body, arms straight as though he was thrusting himself backward. The pugnacious face was stormy, thunderous. That face seemed, and not for the first time, almost Churchillian — and the steely green eyes, so clear and direct, bespoke the seaman still. Or perhaps that was only because Shaw knew. The disguise, in fact, held good, would go on holding good to those who hadn’t known Sir Henry intimately in the old days.
Latymer’s deep voice rumbled out. “Well, Shaw. A very good morning to you — and sit down.”
Shaw took the chair opposite the desk. Latymer reached out for a big round ebony ruler, which he picked up and held like a sceptre pointed at the agent. He said abruptly, “I dare say you’ve guessed what this is all about.”
Hard eyes stared right into Shaw.
“Something that happened last night, sir?”
“Exactly.” There was a snap in Latymer’s tone. “I know all about it, so you needn’t explain. Scotland Yard’s been in touch and so has the Foreign Office — simply because you got yourself involved. It didn’t occur to you to make a report yourself, evidendy.” Thick white brows came down in a line over the scarred pink face, and the chin jutted, rock-like. “Why?”
Shaw flushed, recognizing the danger signals, but he met the Chiefs eye. He said evenly, “It didn’t occur to me because there was nothing whatever to suggest the department might be implicated, sir. As far as I was concerned it was either a suicide or an accident, and as such it was purely a police matter.”
“H’m. I see.” Latymer was still frowning; outwardly — and only outwardly, for it was all part of the act as a fussy senior Civil Servant — a little pompous. “And that’s all you have to say?”
“That’s all, sir.” It was always best to stand up to the Old Man.
“I see.” Latymer’s face relaxed into pink folds and he gave a very faint grin. “All right, my boy. Daresay I’m just being wise after the event, as a result of being contacted by the Foreign Office.” Slowly, he rolled the heavy ruler in his stubby-fingered hands, stared across the room towards the tall windows looking down on to Horse Guards Parade, where ordinary men and women went about their normal daily business, quite unmindful of the life-and-death decisions so often taking in this quiet, opulent room above their careless heads, decisions which had their effect throughout the world, spreading like a big ship’s wash from Latymer’s desk. There was, Shaw fancied, something strange in the Old Man’s eyes this morning, a kind of far-off look, and more than a hint of puzzlement. After a few moments Latymer turned towards
Shaw again, said, “That man who — died. Know who he was?”
“I gathered he was a man called Handley Mason. The police’ll be making the usual further inquiries—”
“Dammit,” Latymer broke in irritably. “Of course they will. And they’ll confirm he was Handley Mason all right. I, however, know a little more than the police, and I know that he was a Foreign Office man of sorts.”
Shaw raised an eyebrow.
Latymer picked up a sheet of paper from his blotter and studied it. He said, “I’ll explain. Up to three years ago, Mason had been the usual diplomat doing the rounds of the overseas Embassies with a bit of time in London in between. Last appointment as such was as a second secretary in Washington, where he was employed on information services. After that, for some reason which the F.O. people refuse to discuss even with me, blast ’em, his name disappears from the Foreign Office List. Now, nothwithstanding that omission, he turns up on attachment to the Moscow Embassy, still with the equivalent rank and pay of second secretary, but with certain duties which in the strict sense I’d call non-diplomatic and which I believe were only cover for — well, for other activities, activities connected with counter-espionage, in fact. After that, he goes on loan to the Commonwealth Relations Office and is appointed in an unofficial advisory capacity to Sierra Leone. Then he’s back again in the Foreign Office, but this time in the commercial section. Now, that’s' a somewhat curious record — at least, I think so.” Latymer leaned forward, jabbing the ruler towards Shaw.
He went on, “Here’s the rest of it: at the time of his death he’d left the F.O., so officially they’ve no further interest in him. He was working as a Public Relations Officer for a commercial firm with interests in Africa — the British African Trading Corporation. But between you and me, Shaw, I’m pretty certain from what I’ve been told by our man in Nogolia that he was actually employed on counter-espionage, though the F.O. man flatly denied that. He was quite huffy, as a matter of fact, when I dared to suggest it. You know what these gilded young gentlemen of the Foreign Office are like… anyhow, I’ve got my own ideas as to what Handley Mason may have been working on when he was killed.”
“You’re quite sure he was killed, sir? The way I saw it last night, it could very easily have been suicide or an accident, as I said, though I don’t-”
“Dammit to hell!” Latymer was glaring at him. “Handley Mason didn’t commit suicide, I can assure you of that, my dear boy! Why the devil should he — and why should he have been drunk, which I gather was one of the theories?”
Shaw grinned. “I don’t know, sir. Except that even agents are human. When they’re allowed to be, that is!”
Latymer gave an irritable grunt and tapped his desk with the ruler. “Well, he certainly was killed. Remember, you’re a little out of date by now. I’ve already had the post mortem report, you see — in the circumstances, Scotland Yard was urged to get a move on, double-quick, and the result’s just been rushed across to me here.” He took another sheet of paper from his blotter, waved it at Shaw. “Not only was Mason murdered, but he was dead before he left the train, and the pathologist has been able to pinpoint the time of death pretty closely. It seems he was murdered some time after the train ran out of Green Park — between there and the time he fell from the compartment, anyhow. And that, together with the fact that there was an unauthorized guard aboard that train, that the guard was alone with Mason for at least part of the journey, and has since disappeared, means that so far as I’m concerned that aspect of the case is open and shut. The fight you saw could have been when the guard killed Mason, which would most likely be just before he pushed the body out.”
Shaw asked, “What was the actual cause of death?”
“Pressure on a vital point in the neck — and very cleverly done, too, with just the right amount of force to do the job without leaving much in the way of evidence. I dare say the killer thought the damage resulting from the fall would have hidden it altogether. They nearly got away with it, too. If I hadn’t been rung by the F.O. and then had those suspicions of my own about Mason’s work, they would have. In the circumstances as they first appeared to be, that body would have been taken for granted and no detailed examination would have been made — at any rate, provided the guard hadn’t got cold feet and vamoosed as he did. As it is, they’ve been bowled out.”
Shaw nodded. “Evidently. But if it’s murder… why choose that way? Surely it’s a little on the clumsy side, sir?”
“Certainly not. I don’t agree at all, for reasons as afore-stated. Besides which, the guard’s got clear away so far, and no one saw it happen, except you — and you thought it was something fancy like suicide! Now then — here's what I’m getting at: this was no casual murder, Shaw. Handley Mason was on to something big, and because of that he had to die— I’m certain of that. It may be that he’d stumbled on to it almost by accident as it were, could have been working off his own bat and was quite genuinely not linked with the F.O. at all. I just don’t know — but I suppose the young gentleman of the Foreign Office could have been speaking the simple truth when he said they knew nothing about Mason’s current activities.”
“What about his own firm, sir?”
“They don’t know a thing about it, couldn’t help at all. I happen to know one of their directors and I spoke to him personally. No dice — and I’m sure he wasn’t holding anything back. And yet I’m sure of my facts. One of the things that fits — and you’ll see why in a moment — is simply that the guard involved is a coloured man. Have you any idea where he may have come from, by the way?”
“He was an African Negro, I should say. He had the look of a Kroo — educated, and obviously capable of holding down a better job than a Tube guard, but still a Kroo.”
Latymer nodded as though in satisfaction. “Africa again, same as Mason’s firm. Fits all right. And there’s Kroos in Nogolia, as well as in Liberia.”
“Yes sir. But what’s the connection?”
Latymer frowned and said quietly, “I foresee big trouble coming out there, Shaw. What d’you know of the set-up in Nogolia?”
“Nothing much, sir.” Shaw rubbed a brown hand across his jaw, reflectively. “I know they’ve been independent a good long time, of course___and somehow they’ve managed to keep aloof — fairly aloof — from all the riots and risings in the rest of the continent. Or so I thought. They’re friendly enough towards us still, aren’t they? About the only African state where we’re at all welcome these days.”
Latymer said, “Yes, they are, so far as the Prime Minister’s concerned — dear old Tshemambi. He’s a grand old chap — he was a native councillor before independence, very pro-British — that doesn’t make him very popular currently, of course — and he’s got a long tradition of friendliness towards this country. Basically, most of the thinking Nogos, the responsible ones, are only too glad to have the Americans and ourselves keep what’s left of our footing there. We’ve both poured a devil of a lot of hard cash into Nogolia in the past, and we’ve gone on doing so in spite of all that’s happened in Africa since. Of course, the bone of contention, as it were, is the very thing we’ve been buttering the Nogos up because of — I mean the Bluebolt control-station, up near Manalati in the Naka Valley. That’s what’s causing all the trouble.”
Shaw said, “So that’s it, I might have guessed.” Mentally he went over what he knew of Bluebolt, the big armed satellite recently put into orbit from Cape Canaveral in Florida, U.S.A. Developed by a joint U.S.-British Navy team (who, incidentally, had stuck like leeches to their offspring against weighty opposition from the Army and Air Force, each of whom had tried to take it over on its successful completion) Bluebolt was the ultimate weapon, and as yet there was no known defence against it. The huge satellite carried one enormous nuclear missile which packed a punch having the equivalent of a fully loaded Polaris submarine’s entire destruction potential, and, depending on its position in space at any given time, that load could be despatched on to almost any earth target, with one hundred per cent, accuracy, by electronic impulses beamed from the Naka Valley control-station. To date, Bluebolt was still on the secret list, and so no operational details whatever had been released to the Press on either side of the Atlantic. To the unsuspecting public it was just another rather pointless satellite, one of many chunks of metal to be watched from the garden at night as it sped on its shining way around the world, while the control-station itself was, for purposes of public consumption, designated merely as a point for beaming signals to radiocommunications balloon satellites.
Shaw had often wondered why the decision had ever been taken (though admittedly it had been taken before events had reached their current ‘low’) to put the control-station in Africa, considering the perennially turbulent state of that continent. In fact, whatever the friendly feelings of the Nogolian Government, he had privately considered the decision to be unwise and dangerous; but the official view had been clear and adamant: It was a risk, but it was the lesser of two risks, and it was considered a fair one. It was essential, under the new concept of ‘dispersed defence’ favoured by the Western Powers, to site the control-station outside the land masses of Europe and North America, so that it could be used as a major ‘strike-back’ threat which could be put into effect even after an attack had already been mounted and those land masses had come under very heavy saturation. Undoubtedly, the official mind had argued, so far as the British Isles at all events were concerned, any attack would be far too concentrated and saturating for the Services to be able to rely on a control point surviving it; and any risk was preferable to that of siting such a post on territory absolutely certain to be attacked at a very early stage. Africa had been the only reasonable answer.
Latymer was looking impatient. He snapped, “I said, I suppose you do realize how damned important Bluebolt is?”
“I’m sorry, sir. Yes, I do indeed—”
“It’s all very well to talk about Polaris the way they do. With up-to-date anti-submarine know-how, and techniques being devised by Russia for the detection even of craft lying stopped on the ocean bed, Polaris isn’t anything like as secure as the public imagines. On the other hand, the Bluebolt control-station is almost invisible from the air, right smack in a small jungle clearing, well away from any large target. And there’s a lot of territory in those parts, Shaw, which would need a great number of long-range nuclear missiles to saturate it. It’s not like pinpointing the big targets such as cities or troop concentrations. After all, these I.C.B.M.’s aren’t all that accurate. While the station’s intact, we’re sitting very pretty indeed — it gives us great security and it gives us great influence too. Wonderful for power-bargaining at conferences. We’re relying a lot on it.” Again he levelled the ruler at Shaw, “We don’t want anything to go wrong.”
“Of course not. But do you mean there’s a definite threat developing to the station, sir?”
Latymer smiled and with some sarcasm said, “I always knew you had genius, Shaw. How the devil did you guess, hey? Yes, I think there is. So far, there’s been nothing more than a few straws in the wind, possibly rather vague straws, but I don’t like the general picture, the way things seem to be going. The difficulty is, we’re so utterly in the dark as to hard facts. If anyone really knew anything I’d say it was Handley Mason. And he’s dead because of it.” Latymer sat back, pushed a cigarette-box across the desk towards Shaw. The agent, who had been needing a smoke ever since he came in, took one thankfully. He flicked his lighter, held it out to Latymer, and then lit his own. Latymer went on, “All I know is that the natives are being stirred up to something, and that something is — to drive the remaining whites right out of Nogolia, get rid of the Bluebolt station, and negate the treaty under which it was put there in the first place. And — need I add it? — Guess Who’s behind that!"
“Quite, sir. But how are they going to go about it? It’s a pretty tall order, surely, when the Nogolian Government themselves are backing us?”
Latymer didn’t answer directly. Instead, he asked, “Have you ever heard of voodoo, Shaw?”
“I’ve heard of it, of course. But—”
“Well, just listen to me for a while.” Latymer leaned forward, his face serious, looking hard at Shaw. “You may not believe in it, but it’s a brave man or a foolish one who denies the tremendous power of voodoo over the native mind, even if he doesn’t believe in it himself. Agree?”
Shaw pursed his lips. He said doubtfully, “I suppose I do, sir.”
“If you don’t,” Latymer informed him shortly, giving an irritable movement of his hand, “you’re a damned fool. It’s hard fact, not supposition. Well now. Africa’s still a land of gods, Shaw, of ju-ju men and black magic, mainly, of course, in the remoter villages up country, but to a considerable extent in the towns as well. Whatever the progress that’s been made, whatever the education programme, the African remains basically the same as he’s always been. He can’t help that, Shaw — he’s been conditioned that way by a thousand years of mystery and sacrifice and pagan beliefs that go back into time itself, beliefs so deep-seated that they can hardly begin to conceive of life without pagan gods and ancient ceremonial rites, and that conditioning process has been drummed into ’em by resident witch-doctors who make damn sure no one deviates! It’s right inside the African, Shaw, in his blood, his bones, his whole mind and outlook.”
“What about the civilized ones, sir?”
Latymer said, “I suppose it’s a truism to repeat that civilization’s only a veneer, and a pretty thin one at that. It can crack almost at a moment’s notice. Take a town like Jinda.” Latymer waved a hand. “Capital of Nogolia, fine modem buildings. Skyscrapers, some of them, built to American designs by American architects and local labour. Electric lifts, air-conditioning, refrigeration — the lot. And almost entirely run by the Nogos themselves now. Place is full of big stores with all the latest gadgets and fashions and all that. The Jindans, or a lot of them, anyway, go around in the local equivalent of the white collar, and they hold down a whole variety of top jobs in the professions and commerce. They govern their own country — on the English model, even now — and they do it very well indeed. They’re good at finance and law and administration and even diplomacy. But they’re still Africans, Shaw. One generation back their fathers were unskilled, underpaid slaves in the copper or tin-mines, or running about bare-arsed in the jungle and living in mud-and-grass huts, making sacrifices to the appropriate gods, under the thumb of the ju-ju man and their very ancient heritage of superstitious god-appeasement. Right?”
Shaw, who was watching Latymer intently, nodded.
“Well, you don’t change that overnight, Shaw, in fact in my humble opinion you don’t change it even in a couple of generations. And I can tell you this: There’s some pretty queer goings-on in Jinda itself from time to time, and other cities too. You know the sort of thing, I dare say — ritual murders, carved-up bodies found in odd places, sexual orgies in apparently harmless night-spots. Believe me, the ju-ju man is still the law over a very wide sector of Africa and if you ask me he’ll be so for a hell of a long time yet. But it’s not the long-term prospect I’m concerned with — it’s the present, Shaw.” He gave a tight grin. “Want to know why — or are you still convinced I’m talking drivel?”
“I don’t think that, sir,” Shaw told him. “As a matter of fact I do know these things go on.”
“Good! Well now — I’d better explain that Africa is full of things they call Cults, which are based on voodoo and originated mainly in the Melanesian Islands in the South Pacific. They’re not exactly secret societies… they’re really a kind of permeation of ideas, of pagan beliefs again, d’you see, rather than concrete forms which you can pin down in the way you could a secret society. These ideas start with perhaps one man and then spread like wildfire. Once a particular Cult, backed by voodoo, takes a grip on the imagination, it means that immense power passes into the hands of the man who dreamed it up. His followers are like clay to a modeller, completely malleable — he can do anything with them, get them to do just as he wants. Of course, by and large all the Cults are reasonably harmless. But now a new one’s come up, according to our man in Jinda and also reports from the base itself. And it’s at really big thing, a fantastic thing in its whole conception. It’s known as the Cult of Edo. God alone knows who, or what, Edo is, but his name’s spread right through Nogolia in a very short time indeed. The Edo Cult is behind the attempt to get rid of the Bluebolt station, and of course Edo’s been given a flying start by the general anti-white feeling in the rest of the continent and the way all white influence is being cut out.”
“Yes, quite.” Shaw’s brow wrinkled. “Just what do they mean to do, sir?”
“I don’t know. We can only make guesses — that’s all — as to what method they’ll use. The objective’s clear enough, though: To force Tshemambi into withdrawing the treaty rights. My own guess would be that the general riot situation which Nogolia shares with the rest of Africa, though until recently not so badly, is Edo-inspired in Nogolia’s own case — that’s to say, he’s cashed in on a prepared exterior situation — and he hopes to force Tshemambi’s hand that way. Anyway, this rioting has been very much more widespread lately, though it hasn’t yet reached proportions serious enough to make the politicians sit up and take notice — you see, you have to look at it within the framework of the rest of Africa. When the whole damn continent’s aflame Nogolia’s troubles appear almost minor—at present, to those who can’t or won’t think ahead. Now, in addition to the rioting, there have been reports of large-scale go-slow movements in the basic industries, and that’s going to affect the country’s economy before long, and there’ll be more rioting as a result of that alone. I understand from our man in Jinda that Edo hasn’t yet manifested himself to his followers, so it’s a fair guess, I think, that his coming will in itself be the signal for something really big to start. Meanwhile they’re nicely softened up and the situation’s getting grimmer every day. When it starts it’ll develop very fast — and quite apart from Bluebolt, that’d be a sorry thing to happen in a country which so far has managed to remain friendly in spite of all the current problems between black and white.”
Shaw nodded slowly. He asked, “Who have we in Jinda, sir?”
“You mean who had we.” Latymer’s face hardened. “We had John Stringer. And Stringer’s dead.”
“Killed?”
“Yes. Killed before he could get anything more through to us than what I’ve already told you. He was found right in a rnain street of Jinda, just before dawn a day or two ago. I didn’t get the news right away. When they picked him up he… just fell to pieces.” Latymer’s face was pale now, the massive skin-grafts standing out grotesquely. “He’d been very cleverly dismembered, and then equally cleverly fitted together again… until he was moved, you see. It’s odd, isn’t it— Stringer and Mason both dead! As usual, all mention of Stringer’s work has been kept out of the papers, but I’m told there’s been an intensive investigation on the spot and all that’s emerged so far is quite negative. No one knows a thing. But something was found branded on to his forehead. This.”
Latymer slid a hand into the drawer of his desk, brought it out, and pushed something across to Shaw. The agent picked it up. It was a small square cardboard box, which he opened. Inside, mummified and impaled on a pin, was a large black spider. It was a wicked-looking brute. Shaw stared at it in horror, as at something evil.
Latymer went on, “That’s a Black Widow. It’s the trademark of the Cult. The adherents have this image burnt into the flesh, of their right forearms, just below the bend of the elbow.”
He tapped the box. “Stringer sent this little specimen through just before they got him, and it forms just about the only real clue we’ve got.” He added, “I suppose you didn’t happen to notice if that guard last night had the mark?”
“No, sir. He had his coat on all the time.”
“Quite, that’s what I thought… pity, though. It would have given us something to go on, a definite lead.”
Shaw asked, “If these people are marked as you say can’t they be picked up easily enough?”
“On what charge? There’s nothing illegal in itself about belonging to a Cult. Admitted, Stringer’s murder is clearly linked with the Cult and some of the marked men have been arrested in Jinda, but they won’t open their mouths and nothing can be proved against them. Scotland Yard’ll find the same thing in the case of Handley Mason — that it’s a brick wall.” Latymer stubbed out his cigarette and lit a new one. “As to the Cult itself, if we can get hold of the men behind the scenes and nip it in the bud in time, it’ll fade out, at least in its present form. But meanwhile it’s gathering momentum fast.”
“I suppose you want me to do the nipping, sir?”
“That’s the general idea! We can’t afford to risk the physical manifestation of this Edo feller, Shaw. He’s got to be identified and then short-circuited. He’s got to be shown up for what he is — a hired rabble-rouser who’s out to set brother against brother in Nogolia and create yet another power vacuum which’ll be filled by the Eastern Bloc. The situation throughout Africa doesn’t give me much hope that the Nogos will mind that very much, I admit, but I do believe that if Edo can be shown to be a flop they’ll damn soon desert from his ideas. There lies our hope, Shaw — and we’ve got to force him into palpable failure before things get too hot for Tshemambi to hold.” He inhaled deeply. “It’s not only that, either. I’m particularly worried about the staff up at the control-station. They’re under big pressure, they’ve been out there a long while, establishing the base and then latterly running it as an operational unit. All around them, in the other African states, there’s been nothing but trouble and riot and rape — all that sort of thing, the whole damn continent on the boil. Now they can see it moving closer to their own lives. If I know anything of that kind of existence I’d say it’s getting right under their skins, preying on them day after day. They’ve got a hell of a lot of time on their hands, time in which to do nothing but think, and in the end that can begin to affect the mind. I wouldn’t like anything to go… well, let’s say badly wrong, just because some one’s getting to the end of his resources.”
“What exactly have you in mind, sir?”
Latymer said slowly, “It’s just a rather unpleasant feeling. Sometimes coming events cast their shadows before them. I don’t like it, Shaw. It’s such a trigger-happy situation, and these boffins… they’re obviously highly intelligent men, that goes without saying. When a super-intellect starts thinking too much, thinking perhaps in circles, starts feeling frustrated and hemmed-in, or is just plain anxious to the point of getting itself a neurosis — well, then anything can happen. Those particular men are sitting on a metaphorical volcano which could go up at any given moment — which will go up when Edo gives the word — and they know it.”
“Do you think the Edo boys may try to sabotage the base?”
Latymer said, “It’s a definite possibility, although of course it’s well defended.”
“Even against a determined mob — I mean, if these Edo people are fanatics, they won’t mind being slaughtered in hundreds, I imagine?”
Latymer shrugged. “Probably not. In a way, you know, it’s if Edo fails to move Tshemambi by the less sensational methods that things will get really dangerous for the station itself in the direct physical sense. He’ll have to use tougher methods, you see. And Tshemambi’s an obstinate old devil, for which in the main we ought to be thankful, of course… but I’m thinking more about the staff. When things get bad accidents tend to happen. People fly off the handle. If anything went badly wrong it would play into Edo’s hands, give him a first-class propaganda lever to sway the new, uncommitted nations against Britain and the U.S. Nogolia’s something of a testing-ground just now, in a way, and the fence-sitters will take their cues from what happens there. Now — say there’s an accident, and the boys at the station start shooting up the Africans, it’s not going to look so good, is it? A lot of Edo’s work would be done for him and the whites discredited yet again in the parts of the coloured world where we have still got some influence and friendship. And don’t forget the blacks are a reckonable force these days.”
“Yes… but the question of the staff. They wouldn’t have been sent there if they were the sort likely to crack up, surely?”
Latymer said irritably, “Oh, nonsense. However closely you screen a man and however many factors you take into account, you can never be absolutely sure of his reactions under any given set of circumstances which haven’t occurred up to the time of screening. They’re all a first-class bunch out there, admittedly, and in a security sense they’re absolutely all right, but we just can’t risk any incidents at all. That’s why I want you to bowl out Edo before he has a chance to get cracking in a big way. But”—he jabbed the ebony ruler at Shaw again—“if you do take on the job, and as you know I never force a particular assignment on anyone — I don’t want you to go into this with your eyes shut. Remember, Mason was killed in a pretty nasty way last night. Stringer’s end was — messy. And voodoo has always led to killings in the past. Of course, it’s not just the Africans themselves — left alone, they’re all right. It’s the men who stir them up.” He paused. “All the same, I hope you’ll take this on, Shaw. You’re the best man I’ve got, and Washington’s perfectly happy to let you handle this.” He grinned tightly. “I’ve already taken the precaution of sounding out the Pentagon!”
Shaw stifled a sigh, shifted restlessly in his chair. Once again, it seemed, he hadn’t much choice in the matter when it was put to him like this. Not until he was pensioned off would he be able to lead the normal, ordinary life that he and Debonnair both wanted so much. Now, he swallowed his bitterness and nodded.
He said reluctantly. “Very well, sir. Where do I start — in Nogolia?”
“Not to begin with. I believe the first lead’s going to come right here in London. If I were you I’d try to find that coloured guard and see what you can dig up — his name’s Patrick MacNamara, by the way, at least that’s what he calls himself over here. Find him before Scotland Yard does, too. I don’t want this to get bogged down in a simple murder hunt.” He spread his hands on the leather desk-top and got up. “And that, I’m afraid, is all the lead I can give you, my boy.”

CHAPTER FOUR

The rain had started by the time Esmonde Shaw left the Admiralty. He went quickly through to Whitehall and boarded a Victoria-bound bus. Getting off near Strutton Ground, he made for the administrative offices of London Transport by St. James’s Park station. A few minutes later he was sitting in the office of an old associate — Major Bob Herrick, late of Military Intelligence and now a high-up on the security side of London Transport.
Lighting a cigarette, Shaw said, “Look, Bob, I don’t know the set-up here, and this may not be your pigeon at all. But I want some help and there’s no one else I can go to. You’ll understand that. It’s this way…”
Herrick, as it happened, had many of the details to hand, since the police had been in contact with him already. It turned out that Jackson, the guard who should have been on the train, had been beaten up by a gang of Teddy boys shortly before he’d been due to go on duty at Cockfosters the night before, and had been found on some waste ground by a policeman on the beat in the early hours of the morning. He’d been more dead than alive, and it looked as though his attackers had intended to kill him but had been interrupted before they could finish the job. In the meantime Patrick MacNamara had reported at the depot, saying that Jackson had been taken ill suddenly and had asked him to stand in.
MacNamara himself, who was twenty-four years old, was a Kroo from Nogolia with no family living. He had been employed as a houseboy by the manager of the Jinda branch of a British bank, who had been impressed by the lad, had taken a fatherly interest in him, and had seen that he went on to Yoganda Bay College to get a proper education. At the college the boy had taken his present British name, had done very well though not brilliantly, and about two years ago had come to London intending to study medicine. Partly because of colour prejudice, he had failed to get started, and had landed up in London Transport.
Shaw asked, “As a temporary measure?”
“Not officially, but I dare say he may have looked on it that way.”
“Has he ever been in trouble before, Bob?”
Herrick shook his head. “No. They say he’s keen, steady, reliable. A good lad all round… but now I suppose they’ll have him for murder.”
Shaw’s eyebrows went up. “You know it was murder, then?”
“Yep — Scotland Yard came clean, old boy! It does look a fairly conclusive case, doesn’t it. Funny, though… it doesn’t quite add up, to me anyway. I’ve always thought I’m a fairish judge of character, and I’d have sworn that young man was as straight as a die.”
“My own view entirely, from the little I saw of him,” Shaw said. “Did you actually meet him, then?”
“Oh, I yarn with all the coloured immigrants when they apply, and get all these details out of them,” Herrick told him. “They don’t know it, but they’re being screened in a mild sort of way, and that’s one of my special jobs. We don’t want too many yobos, you know, and I try to make sure we get the pick of the bunch. Matter of fact, I particularly remember Patrick MacNamara. He struck me as a very open young fellow.”
“Any known friends — girl-friends, for instance?”
“No idea. Sorry, I can’t really be much help as» to his private life, Esmonde… why not call at his lodgings — I’ll give you the address — or the depot?”
Shaw grinned. “No, thanks! Scotland Yard’ll be around there doing the bloodhound act…
* * *
Leaving London Transport, Shaw rang through to the Ministry of Nuclear Development for an urgent appointment with the head of “P” Branch. He was told to come along at two-thirty, and after a quick lunch he was back in Whitehall and sitting alone in an office in Personnel, an office very high up in a tall building not far from the Cenotaph.
There was a tap at the door, and a thin, grey-haired man with a stoop and an apologetic manner came in carrying a thick file. He said, “It’s all here, Commander Shaw. If you wouldn’t mind just signing.” He laid a large book in front of Shaw and held out a fountain-pen. Shaw took it and scrawled his signature.
He looked up. “Thanks, Mr. Crocker. Don’t bother to wait. I may be some time.”
The man coughed. “If you’ll pardon me, Commander, the files can be handed back only to senior staff for locking up and re-sealing. But take your time… I shall be in my office when you’ve finished.”
“Right.” Shaw smiled, and Crocker left the room. Shaw opened up the file. These papers contained the security screening details of all the men employed at the Bluebolt control-station in Nogolia. Shaw studied them closely, memorizing as he went along every detail that seemed to him important. In point of fact, these were very few indeed. The men’s records were without exception absolutely clear, and Shaw hadn’t expected them to be anything else; but a long experience had taught him that reading between the lines could often be a profitable way of spending his time until the real action began and that a man’s background, however clear from the security angle, could often yield points of interest which sooner or later might provide a lead.
Having read through the whole lot, he turned back to the records of the senior men.
Commander Stephen Wainwright Geisler, United States Navy, had been bom in Portland, Oregon, thirty-seven years before, and had been commissioned from Annapolis in the usual way. From there on, his career had been much the same as any other naval officer’s until, having always shown an aptitude for the scientific side, he had started specializing in guided-missile control. In due course he had been appointed to study the joint navies’ armed satellite programme, and after a long and searching series of interviews he had been sent out to command the first of the control-stations. He was noted down — and this was what really interested Shaw — as being a teetotaller, which, in Shaw’s experience, was unusual in a sailor; and as being a man who on occasions was inclined to take himself a little too seriously. However, his executive ability was outstanding, he had no political affiliations or interests whatever, his private life was ordinary and happy, and he had his wife (there were no children) out in Nogolia with him.
Shaw turned to the senior civilian scientist and chief controller, Julian Hartog.
Aged forty-eight and a Dutch citizen by birth, naturalized British, Hartog had been born in Rotterdam, and while at his university had acquired a reputation for brilliance and unorthodoxy. During the War he had been interned by the Nazis, whom he had goaded at every opportunity, thus getting himself specially harsh treatment, including a move to a concentration camp inside Germany itself. When he had been released (by the Russian forces) he was only just alive, and his recovery had been very slow. He had found himself in the Russian zone when he was fit, but as soon as he got the opportunity he had slipped across the border into West Germany. His period with the Russians had apparently given him a violent hatred of Communism — or so it had appeared from close questioning during his screening; he had, in fact, never spoken of his views, or indeed of this period of his life, in the course of his work or the normal social round. Resuming his interrupted career, this time in England where he had made his home and where his wife, an Englishwoman, had already gone at the beginning of the war, he had become a brilliant man in the guided missiles field; he had later been loaned to the Admiralty by the Ministry of Nuclear Development and had joined the team working on the joint Anglo-American naval programme of Bluebolt satellite construction in the States. His loyalty and integrity were unimpeachable, but he had been noted as something of an enigma in his personality and bursts of belligerent moodiness. He was known, via Geisler, to have been drinking too much during the last few weeks, but this was not unusual in the tropics, and Geisler’s rigidly abstemious principles were well known and so not too much attention had been paid to this. Like his senior, Hartog lived in his own bungalow with his family — in this case, a wife and daughter.
Shaw slammed the file shut and rubbed his eyes. He stretched, glanced at the clock. He thought, as he carefully tied the red tape back on the file and got to his feet: Hartog’s been in Russian hands and he doesn’t talk about it much… now, couldn’t that be just a little interesting?
* * *
Shaw caught a train to Barons Court, and just after he got into the flat the phone went. It was the Admiralty extension.
He said, “Shaw here.”
“Ah — Shaw.” The voice came harsh and metallic — Latymer himself. “Glad I caught you. Now — a tip. D’you remember a man called Jiddle?”
Shaw frowned at the instrument. “Jiddle… the name sounds familiar…”
“Cast your mind back a few years. Scapa, and a court-martial…
Shaw gasped. “Jiddle — of course! Do I not remember him! Didn’t know you knew about that, sir?”
“Well, I do. You may be surprised to hear he’s not currently in prison, though I believe he’s well acquainted with most of our larger establishments. Listen. If you can make it convenient to be in a public house called The Hertford in Carson Street, Notting Hill, at 9.30 to-night, I think Mr Jiddle will be there. He’ll make contact in his own way — but I don’t want him to know your N.I.D. connexions, Shaw, or to go to your flat. For his part, he’s somewhat thinly balanced between the law on the one hand and the Paddington gangs on the other, and he has to be careful.”
“I bet he has!”
“Well, he may be some help to you or he may not. I make no definite promises. Point is, he knows his way around London’s coloured quarters probably better than anyone else, and he also knows the West Coast. Good-bye now.”
Latymer rang off.
Shaw had barely put down the private line when his other telephone rang, and it was Debonnair.
She said, “Esmonde, darling, I’ve just seen an early evening paper. What have you been up to?”
“Nothing much, Deb. I just happen to like night strolls along Tube tunnels, that’s all!”
He knew by the sharp intake of breath that she’d taken the hint. She said quietly, “Oh. So it’s like that, is it. Well— just so long as you’re all right. That’s all I wanted to know, darling. I’ve phoned several times already.”
“I’m fine, old thing. See you soon… I’ll get in touch when I can.”
“All right, I’ll leave it to you — like I always do!” There was a small catch in her voice as she went on, “Esmonde, keep it that way, won’t you — I mean, be sure you’re all right. Always. Promise?”
He said gravely, “Promise, Deb.”
She gave a rather anxious little sigh and then rang off. Why — he thought — why is it we poor so-and-sos in the Outfit never feel easy, can’t even have a normal conversation with our friends without feeling what we say to each other may be taken down in writing and given in evidence? God, it’s a rotten feeling and it’s a rotten fife too. If anybody wants to change jobs they can have this one… he shook himself out of it. He wasn’t the only one. It was just as bad for Debonnair and for all the other women unlucky enough to fall in love with an undercover man, a man whose way of life was too dangerous, whose expectation of life was too short and fragile, to permit of homemaking.
* * *
At 8.45 Shaw, dressed in a zipped windcheater, open-necked shirt, and old grey slacks, was walking along the Portobello Road, going north from Notting Hill Gate. There didn’t seem to be very many people about, but of those who were the coloured population seemed to be in the majority, going around in small groups. The odd gang of narrow-trousered youths drifted along noisily, but no one was starting anything. Children played in the doorways opening on to side-streets, dirty side-streets; occasional prostitutes leaned from brightly lit windows, safe from a puritanical law up there.
Shaw came to Carson Street and turned along it. It was a lengthy road, stretching away into blank darkness relieved only spasmodically by widely spaced street lamps and a sprinkling of uncurtained windows. The dirt of years grimed the walls of shops and dwellings, there was cracked and broken brickwork above his head, shabby fascia boards of grimy little shops, some of whom had long strips of handwritten advertisement cards hanging inside their glass doors, with here and there a furtive-looking man studying them in the light of a torch, guiltily. A cat crossed his path, arched its back into a doorway, shot out again spitting as a man shouted abuse. Across the road, a tired policeman, bound for the Portobello Road, looked at his watch, moved back into the sheltering recess of a shop front, yawned hugely and flexed his knees, glancing without interest at Shaw.
He walked on, faster now.
Some way ahead there was a drab pool of yellow light thrown across the pavement which was now spotted with a light rain. The brassy jangle of a juke-box hit the night. Above, a sign hung, dimly lit by lights shining on to it from either side.
The Hertford.
The pub was one of those late Victorian monstrosities which, garish though they are, have a certain and undeniable nostalgic charm for the Londoner. It was all faded plush and fly-spotted, patterned glass, with screens dividing the saloon bar into semi-private cubicles. A stuffed parrot gathered moth in a dusty cage above the bar, there was a tank of depressed-looking goldfish swimming about behind a patina of green slime at one end of the mahogany counter, and just inside the door a huge, green china frog stood with its mouth open to receive the walking-sticks and umbrellas of a departed generation. The saloon bar was empty, as Shaw could see through the windows.
Pushing open the swing-door of the public bar, he walked in. The place had a bare, unwelcoming look. The juke-box deafened him; a group of Teddy boys looked round as he entered. The atmosphere was close, somehow unclean. A handful of older men and women, tarty-looking women mostly, lounged at the bar or sat at beery marble-topped tables. The room was thick, cloudy with tobacco smoke, stinking of spilt beer and sweat and foul breath and the closeness of a stuffy London night.

CHAPTER FIVE

The landlord of The Hertford came along the bar slowly, wiping a hand across his mouth.
He said, “Yur?”
Shaw asked for a pint of mild, brought out a two-shilling piece from his scruffy slacks, and slapped it on the bar. The dark liquid spilled into the glass straight from the wood, flatly, almost as though unwilling to leave the cosy friendliness of the cask. Shaw carried the beer over to a table, sipped, looked around. There was a hum of conversation, briefly audible between the changing jangles from the jukebox. Shaw studied the clientele over the rim of his glass; they all looked as though they had impressive records tucked away in police files, but they were all strangers to him.
All except the sunburnt man sitting at a table by himself.
This was a slightly built man, a man who looked rather more prosperous than the others, a man with a scrawny, lined neck and a long, horse-shaped face, a face with a humorous and defiant twist to the mouth.
Jiddle.
A few years older and tougher, but still — Jiddle. Jiddle who obviously didn’t want to be recognized yet.
* * *
The juke-box screamed to a stop, as though pain had won the day and it had died. Its stopping left a tangible silence in which the smallest sound — the chink of a coin in a pocket, the rasp of a match, the top coming off a bottle of light ale — stood out like gunfire. One of the greasy sideboarded youths lounged away from the bar, picking at a tooth, and inserted a coin into the demoniac machine. It blared out again, full belt, a deafening and raucous din that hit the ears like a physical blow.
Shaw groaned inwardly, moved in sudden irritation, nerves on edge and rasping at him. Then he caught Jiddle’s eye, saw the sudden gleam that came into it. There was the suggestion of a wink, a signal, and then Jiddle set down his glass on the table and got to his feet. He lurched past Shaw’s table, hit it, said, “Sorry, mate.” Just before he moved on he added very softly, “First right up towards Portobello… five minutes’ time.” Then he left the bar.
Five minutes later Shaw left The Hertford casually and without attracting any attention. He walked up towards the Portobello Road.
Jiddle was standing by a parked Humber just inside the first turning, dragging at a cigarette. He held the car door open and jerked his head towards it. Shaw climbed in. Jiddle settled himself behind the wheel and said, “Couldn’t talk in the boozer after all. That Teddy mob, they know me, see. Didn’t think they’d be there to-night.” He slipped in his gears, pulled the Humber round to the left at the end of the street, and roared away across the Portobello Road, making in the general direction of Paddington, as it seemed to Shaw, through a maze of back streets; but a little later he went off to the right, hit the Bayswater Road, and headed up for Marble Arch. He didn’t speak, kept his eyes skinned ahead.
As they went round into Park Lane and took it a little slower, Shaw asked, “Where are we going?”
“Anywhere we can talk private, see. Stay in the car and just drive.” Jiddle stared ahead, his lean features hard in the passing lights. “I’m not fussy. You?”
“Not a bit!”
“I want this meeting to look as unarranged as possible, see. You never know who’s watching in this life.” He added, “I’ve got reasons. Don’t question ’em. That way, it suits us both best. Check?”
“Check,” said Shaw, smiling faintly. Jiddle knew his business best. Jiddle didn’t say anything further just yet, and Shaw let him take his time. Meanwhile, his mind went back a few years. This car was an expensive model, a lush job… so Jiddle had made out all right, despite his record — or more probably because of it. Trust Jiddle! It had started, so far as Shaw was concerned, during the war-time days afloat. Shaw, who had broken his ankle, had been put aboard the depot ship in Scapa when his destroyer had sailed on convoy-escort duty. At about the same time Jiddle, a ‘hostilities only’ rating, had been landed from a cruiser in which he’d been serving as a supply assistant, to be accommodated in cells, also aboard the depot ship, and to await court-martial on a cast-iron charge of flogging Government stores on a scale which had staggered the whole naval command. (Even in those days Jiddle hadn’t done things by halves.) Soon after his cruiser had entered Scapa she had received urgent orders to proceed to sea. That had had to take precedence even over evidence at courts-martial; written depositions were left behind, and so, of course, was Jiddle.
There had been a desperate shortage of available officers in the command at that time, and the semi-mobile Shaw, though a very junior officer indeed, had been stuck with the job of Accused’s Friend. In this capacity he’d had several long talks with Jiddle so as to prepare the defence, had at once realized that the man was a bom racketeer, but had done his best in an obviously hopeless case. Jiddle had seemed pretty grateful, considering how little Shaw had been able to help him, and he’d gone to three years imprisonment with a smile on his face and an impudent offer of a job in Civvy Street for Shaw once the War was over. Shaw had never set eyes on him since, had never even given him a thought, and he’d certainly never expected to meet him like this.
He reflected, as they slowed into Piccadilly and Hyde Park Corner, that Latymer had an odd sense of humour at times…
Jiddle asked suddenly, “Come after that job, have you?”
So Jiddle remembered too! Shaw said, “Not exactly.”
“Whatever it is, let’s have it.” Jiddle engaged his gears, moving forward into the stream of traffic and turning down towards Knightsbridge.
Shaw asked lightly, “I suppose you’re still mixed up in all the rackets you can find?”
“Definitely. Only way to live, these days.”
“Well, I’ll have to take your word for that!”
“You can and welcome. Look now. I don’t know where the tip-off about you wanting to see me come from originally, and I’m not curious. Can’t be, not in my line. But I thought to meself: well, now, here’s a bloke who once did me a good turn and now he’s in a spot of trouble himself. I may look at things different from what you do, but that don’t stop me being grateful for favours received. Don’t stop me trying to repay a debt, see?”
“Thanks, Jiddle.”
“And I read the papers, same as anybody else. Saw your name, Commander Esmonde Shaw, who I knew when he wasn’t much more than a kid. Brought it all back straight off. So when I heard you wanted to see me, I was flippin’ surprised, I’ll admit, but I guessed it’d be about that little lot last night. Right?”
Shaw nodded. “Quite right, Jiddle. There’s… one or two things I’d like to clear up, seeing I’m likely to be called as a witness. Briefly, I’m trying to find the guard who was on that train. He’s a Nogolian — and his name is Patrick MacNamara.”
“Saw that in the evening papers too. Murder, eh… I can tell you right off, he’s not one of my tenants, not now. Maybe I’d better explain that before I go on.” He grinned. The lights outside Knightsbridge Barracks glinted on his face, swept flickering shadows through the car’s lush interior. “Ruddy landlord these days — that’s me, among other things.
I own the leaseholds of fourteen properties, big stuff… roughish stuff, slums you’d call ’em, round Notting Hill and Paddington, you know what I mean. But never a room empty, see? Know why? Strict colour-bar, that’s why — no whites need apply. That’s why your contact put you on to me, see. If anyone in London knows the niggers it’s me.” He chuckled. “Them niggers, strewth! They’ll pay the flippin’ earth for just a share of a room, and never ask for nothing to be done. No trouble at all — usually. Well, now, this MacNamara, he was a tenant of mine — until a few weeks back, as I’ve cause to remember. Anyway, he moved, somewhere down by the docks where it was cheaper.” Jiddle sniffed. “Mind, it’s no skin off my nose, if they don’t see the value of a good address. His flippin’ room was let before he’d moved out, and at a bigger rent—”
Shaw interrupted. “You say you had cause to remember him?”
“That’s right. He had a white girl-friend, for one thing, a real classy bit and a good-looker too. Tall brunette. She wasn’t exactly a tart, though I reckon ’er morals weren’t all that far above reproach, as they say.” He shook his head sadly. “I never did understand it, not really. Mind, he’s not the only one who’s managed to take up with a white girl, but there aren’t so many who do, and you remember ’em.” Jiddle hesitated, seemed about to say something else, but evidently thought better of it.
Shaw asked, “Do you know where he is now?”
Jiddle glanced round, “I’m not a flippin’ missing persons bureau. They don’t come round and confide in me either. Nor has the grapevine reached me yet. Dessay I might hear something in time, though.”
“This is rather urgent, Jiddle. Still — if you don’t know, you don’t.” Shaw looked sideways at the man, outlined again in the many-coloured neons as they went along Kensington High Street. “Or — would you remember something now if it was worth your while?”
Jiddle said quietly, “Now look, Mister Shaw. What I’ve told you is the straight truth, see? I don’t want your lolly and I’m not holding anything back. If I knew I’d tell you. But I don’t. I’ll give you a word of advice, all the same,” he added. “Keep your nose out of this. I don’t know, mind, but I reckon there could be something big in it. I know these niggers, see, better’n most people. And whatever it is, it isn’t for the likes of you. You’re still in the flippin’ Navy, aren’t you?”
“Yes.”
“Well, you won’t be much longer, not if you get mixed up in this. I’m just warning you.” He glanced at Shaw again.
“Not going to be accused of murdering that bloke yourself, are you?”
Shaw laughed. “I hope not! I don’t really think so, Jiddle. It’s not that — but, well, I’ve got a good enough reason for keeping my nose just where it is for a little longer. What makes you think there’s something big behind it, though?” Jiddle pursed his Ups. “Only this: That MacNamara went round with a queer sort of gang… that’s all, really…”
“The tough mob?”
“You mean teddies, like in the boozer? No, not them. This was a gang who kept themselves to themselves, sort of, know what I mean? And they was niggers. Nice and polite on the surface, and most of ’em educated, but you had the feeling they was hiding something. Like a sort of club they were, used to meet in each other’s rooms and yammer away till all hours. Sort of nationalistic, I reckon, by what I heard. Africa for the Africans and all that, see?”
Shaw nodded. He saw only too well, saw that things were really starting to link up with Latymer’s ideas — or could be. He asked, “Can you be more specific, Jiddle? This is pretty important.”
Jiddle thought for a moment, then said, “Maybe I can. This is another reason why I remember MacNamara. He had a room looking out the back, not far off some property on the next street, see, where there was white tenants. Well, I used to get a few complaints from there, put through the other landlord, who was a pal of mine. Seems MacNamara and his mates used to kick up a shindy, weird sort of chanting and that. These whites, they used to see goings-on through the window, too. People dressed up funny. Once some old cow swore blind she’d seen what she said was a bunch of monkey’s-tails or something, and one of the blacks crouching down in front of it, praying, she said. I reckon she must have used opera glasses, but there you are, take it or leave it. My pal didn’t believe her, said she was a proper nosey, interfering old bitch, anyhow.”
“What was your reaction, Jiddle?”
“To all that lark, eh? Well… I don’t know really. I dessay it was a bit of ju-ju. Talk to anyone that hasn’t been to Africa, and they’ll laugh at you… but I went there after the war for a while, engaged on a quiet bit of business on the West Coast, you follow? Diamonds. Very profitable. Lived with a black bit an’ all. Well — what I saw and heard I wouldn’t repeat, not in this country, not unless I wanted to be locked up in a loony bin.”
“You mean — voodoo?”
“I don’t really know what I do mean, and that’s the truth. Voodoo… well, I don’t say I believe in it, not really. But when you’ve spent some time out there and seen what does happen, you just don’t dare to disbelieve altogether, no matter how sceptical you are by nature. Take that black bit I told you of. She used to beat it back to her own people every now and again to attend some sort of tribal ceremony. Tried to rope me in, but I wasn’t having any. Well, she’d come back looking like she’d been on a month’s non-stop belt — honest — proper done in, and a sort of mad look in her eyes. She told me once the kind of thing they get up to, and it turned even my stummick. Sex and blood-lust, that’s what it is.” He was silent for a while, as he turned the Humber off to the left of the Hammersmith Road and ran along quiet, poorly lit streets of little houses. Then he gave a grim laugh and said, “I got sick once, the local ‘wog tummy,’ you know what I mean? Couldn’t sit still for two minutes together, got weaker and weaker. Well, she gives me some muck to drink, and I was too beat to worry what was in it till later on, though the taste nearly made me puke me guts up.” He shuddered at the recollection. “Then she tells me it was stuff called borfina. Know what that is, do you?”
“No.”
“It’s medicine, made from the organs of murdered people. You can laugh! I expected to die any minute after she told me that. Funny thing was, it cured me, which is more’n I can say for the stuff the quacks give me.” He added, “I didn’t come down with the last shower as well you know, Mister Shaw, but I dunno… you don’t believe, see, because reason tells you not to. But like I said, you don’t disbelieve either.”
“You keep an open mind?”
Jiddle nodded. “I reckon so, yes. I’ve kept an open mind, anyway… and I’d say that MacNamara could have been a bit of a ju-ju man, or thought he was.”
Shaw laughed. “Come off it, Jiddle. You don’t get witchdoctors in Notting Hill.”
‘How do you know?” Jiddle stared ahead, driving expertly. “Not that I say you do, mind. I don’t even say MacNamara was that, not necessarily. But I do say he was mixed up in funny goings-on and he isn’t really civilized, not even though he’s had an education.”
‘I dare say that’s true enough,” Shaw murmured. “Look, you couldn’t put me in touch with any of his friends, could you — that gang you spoke of?”
“No. They’re all split up and gone. The usual lark, I reckon, falling out among themselves. I tell you again and I tell you straight, I’m not a ruddy inquiry bureau. I don’t get to hear everything, not by a long chalk. I don’t know where any of ’em are now. Can’t even remember their names — if ever I knew ’em.”
“They weren’t actually your tenants?”
“I tell you I don’t know. I didn’t inquire all that closely. It was only those complaints that made me take any interest, and one nigger’s like another so long as he pays up.”
Again Shaw glanced sideways. Jiddle was looking slightly worried and anxious; Shaw had the feeling he was playing safe now, had suddenly decided he might already have said too much. Shaw knew the reputation of the area in which Jiddle worked; lives were at stake around those areas, when a man indulged in rackets that spelt big money to some one whose nose might be put out of joint by careless talk, and kid-glove methods weren’t customary. Nevertheless, Shaw decided to chance another question.
He asked casually, “That girl-friend you were talking about, Jiddle — the white one. Was she mixed up in any of this?” Jiddle shrugged indifferently. “Couldn’t say. Maybe, maybe not. I wouldn’t think she was, not to look at her. I believe she was real gone on him, and that’s all I do know.” He drove in silence for a while after that, swinging into the Fulham Road, then he said, “Tell you what. I said I wanted to help and I meant it, only I got to be careful. Why not have a word with the girl? Only never say I sent you. Right?”
Shaw said quietly, “That’s a promise, Jiddle. I can find a way of squaring that.”
“Mind, I don’t know her address or her name, come to that, but you’ll find her easy enough. She works in the King’s Road, Chelsea — a place called Helene’s. It’s a dress-shop, not a big place — you know the sort of thing I mean — where you get the class stuff, see? You’d get her there any day. Only remember what I said: I don’t come into this.”
They turned for home then, and within a few minutes they were heading towards Knightsbridge again. Jiddle said he would drop Shaw the moment he got either an absolutely clear road or one so busy that Shaw wouldn’t be noticed getting out, and then he would beat it fast. But as luck would have it the conditions didn’t suit Jiddle anywhere, and it was as they came past the Albert Memorial, intending to head south again into the quieter streets around Pimlico, that the other car ran up close and Jiddle spotted it at once in his driving-mirror.
He said tautly, “We’re being tailed. Hold tight.” A string of vicious oaths ripped out, and then he went silent and tight-faced; he accelerated and then a little later swung the wheel over hard, tyres screaming, into Sloane Street and then hard left at the first turning, then right again, disregarding all traffic regulations and losing the car behind. Half-way down the street he pulled up towards the kerb, but kept moving, and snapped, “Out, chum.”
“But—”
“You heard. Out. There’s an alley just there — get up it, get lost. It’s me they’re after, a thousand nicker to a penny. I know ’em. Don’t want you to get hurt.”
Shaw looked down as he felt the hard rim of a gun-muzzle dig into his side. He shrugged, pushed the door open, and got out. The moment his feet touched ground Jiddle leaned over and yanked the door shut and then accelerated. Dodging back into the alley which ran between two small, exclusive shops, Shaw watched from cover. Jiddle was nearly at the end of the street when the other car came round the corner on two wheels, tyres screaming, straightened, and hurtled down towards him. No one had seen Shaw, and he edged out when he heard the rattle of gunfire, saw Jiddle’s car slew round almost in its own length, run up on to the pavement, hit a lamp standard, then over once… twice… three times, and then burst into a roar of flames. As the other car swept past, it slowed, and a stream of bullets tore into the Humber.
Then the car accelerated again and was gone.
A police whistle shrilled, and almost at once the crowd gathered, Shaw, his face white, slid back into the shadows, went up the side alley. He couldn’t help poor Jiddle now; those men would have done an efficient job and he would be as dead as mutton, and there was far too much in the balance for Shaw to get mixed up in yet another murder. He would have to leave this to the police and keep his name right away from Jiddle’s — it was the only thing he could possibly do. This was another of the occasions on which Esmonde Shaw found himself detesting his job with every fibre of his being.
Sick at heart, Shaw walked quickly into Sloane Street and picked up a taxi, wondering if Jiddle had been right about who those men were really after.

CHAPTER SIX

Next morning Shaw went carefully through the papers, and in the Late News he found what he was looking for.
A car had been fired at off Sloane Street and a body had been found, charred, in the wreckage. The body had not so far been identified as being definitely that of the owner of the car — in other words, Jiddle — and whoever had fired the shots had got clear away in a fast car, a stolen car which had later been found abandoned a little way beyond Eccleston Bridge. No arrest had been made.
And none would be, Shaw thought savagely. Those men would simply vanish.
After that, Shaw made a telephone-call to Albany Street, and when he got through he didn’t waste any time. He said, “Deb, it’s me. I want to see you urgently. Can you talk Eastern Petroleum into giving you the day off, d’you think?”
“Darling,” she said, “I was just on the point of leaving for the office. Is it really important?”
“Yes, very.”
There was the briefest of pauses and then, because Debonnair Delacroix knew Esmonde never said things lightly, she told him she would fix it. She said, “Leave it to me. I’ll ring Pauline right away.” Pauline was her secretary, a girl who was still a little overawed at working for a girl who’d once been in the Foreign Office. “Coming round?”
“Right away, if that’s all right.”
She said fondly, “Never too soon for me, darling, and you know it.” He rang off, let himself out of the flat into Gliddon Road, walked down to the Hammersmith Road, and found a taxi. He was soon ringing Debonnair’s bell at the Albany Street flatlet. He heard high heels clicking along the short passage that formed the hall, and then she’d let him in and he was taking her in his arms. As she kissed him, her hazel eyes were wary, anxiously searching his face. As they went together into the sitting-room she asked, “I suppose it’s still to do with the night before last?”
He nodded. ‘There’s something I want you to do for me, if you will.”
“I’ll help all I can. You know that.”
“Yes, of course I do, darling.” He squeezed her arm, looked fondly down at the girl’s almost tawny skin, the skin which made the blood pump faster in his body… he looked away. He was here on business, and time was short. He knew he could rely on Debbie absolutely, could even sometimes take her pretty fully into his confidence. Her Foreign Office work — which had been responsible for throwing them together in the first place — was guarantee enough not only in Shaw’s eyes but in Latymer’s too. But all he said now was:
“I want to get in touch with a girl.”
Her eyes sparkled, suddenly mischievous. “Really, Esmonde!”
He went on, “She’s a girl who works in a shop. It’s a small place — a dress-shop in the King’s Road, Chelsea. Helene’s. D’you know it?”
“I don’t.” Sitting on the arm of a chair, she smoothed her frock over long, slim thighs, blonde head bent to hide a hint of quite irrational jealousy. She knew it was irrational and it didn’t last long. She looked up, her lips curved in laughter now. “But it sounds as though you’ve reconnoitred the ground pretty well yourself, doesn’t it, Esmonde dear?”
He grinned tightly. “Ass! Look, Deb, this is serious. I’ve got to find something out from this girl. And I don’t even know her name. All I know is that she’s a tall brunette — a ‘real classy bit and a good-looker’—to quote a description I was given last night.”
“Poor darling, you are going to have a search, aren’t you?”
“No,” he said, “you are.”
“Heavens, why me?” She looked bewildered.
He said, “Because if I went along it’d raise one hell of a lot of speculation—"
"You flatter yourself, my pet—"
"— and I'm playing this as carefully as I know how. We're handling something pretty prickly and we're liable to step on other people's toes—"
“Policemen’s toes?”
“Yes. Scotland Yard. Latymer doesn’t want it known we’re working on this — not yet, anyway; till we know rather more than we do at present. Now listen, Deb.” He put his hands on her shoulders and looked into her eyes. “I want you to go along to Helene’s and buy yourself a dress — or something — and get talking to the girl who serves you. Try to find out if any of the girls has been upset over a boy friend the last couple of days.” He hesitated. “I think I’ll have to tell you a bit of the story after all. I’m looking for the white girl friend of that coloured Tube guard of the night before last, the one who disappeared—”
“Isn’t this rather delicate ground, Esmonde? I mean… the colour question and all that?”
“Yes, it is, and that’s another reason why I’d like you to handle it. She might resent a man. Just feel your way around it — you understand all right. All I want is a name and address for now. I’ll leave it to you to find the best way of breaking the ice on the spot in the circumstances as you find them. Can you do that?”
She said quietly, “I’ll have a shot. It shouldn’t be all that difficult — those little places don’t often have more than two or three girl assistants at the most, and they all love a bit of a gossip. Who doesn’t, anyway? But I don’t promise a thing, mind.” She looked at him with a peculiar, rather wistful expression. “Sounds as though she’s made rather a fool of herself, doesn’t it? I mean, a coloured boy friend who’s got himself into nasty trouble — and who may have let her in for another kind of trouble for all we know — h’m?”
“We don’t know anything about that. All I’m concerned with is finding out where MacNamara is, anyway. Whatever she may have done, it’s her own worry, Deb.”
“Yep, sure!” She swung her slim body off the arm of the chair and went over to a mirror. “It always is the girl’s worry, isn’t it? Makes you think, though.” She turned towards him. “All right, Esmonde dear, leave it to me. Kiss me.”
He took her face in his big hands, kissed her on the mouth, gently. He said, “Thanks, Debbie. Get along as soon as you can. In the meantime, I’ve got some homework to do. I’ll be back in the flat at lunch-time, maybe before. Go straight round there and give yourself a drink if I’m not in.” He grinned down at her, took her chin in his hands, loving the light dusting of golden freckles on the tawny cheekbones. “That’s if you haven’t lost the latch-key….”
She grinned back. “Darling, it’s my dearest possession, I wear it next to my heart… look, who was it who said just now to get along to Chelsea as soon as I can?”
* * *
They left Albany Street together and split up at Great Portland Street station.
Shaw made his way to the reference library in Kensington High Street. Here he was handy for Gliddon Road and could nip home quickly to stand by for Debbie. He spent the morning studying large volumes dealing with the peoples of Africa — and Nogolia in particular. And as he read, absorbedly, the quiet room seemed to grow quieter, dark with the secrets of the hidden, forbidding continent; the atmosphere thickened with the blood that had been spilt in ten thousand years of voodoo, a doctrine and a way of life as old as time itself, stretching back into pre-history. Africa, land of the Dark and Angry Gods, the men of hate and fury, the spine-chilling spirits whose gross appetites could be appeased only by human sacrifice and terror… those old gods still stalked the land and filled men’s minds to-day, made the lush green jungle creep with fear, and, except on the surface, twentieth-century progress came to a dead stop. Behind the factories of so-called Modem Africa, behind the copper- and diamond-and tin-mines, the gold-mines and the progressive industrial front, there still lurked the ancient paganism walking hand-in-hand with the ju-ju man who had a vested interest in its survival… Sango the Thunder God, the Snake God, Erinle, Otin, Esamba, all these gods and others were the stock-in-trade of ju-ju… cruelty and barbarism and revolting practices, blood and lust disguised as propitiation ceremonies for the spirits who came to plague and purge the jungle-heart of Africa. Latymer had been right.
These people, steeped from birth and pre-birth in the implicit beliefs and understandings of their ancestors, could not easily or quickly be weaned from a way of life which held life itself as cheap as dirt, could not have their thought-stream dammed and diverted in the short span of one or two generations. Behind the police façades of the Negro colonies here in London even, behind the faces of the bus-conductors and the street-sweepers and the lawyers and the businessmen, behind the too-smart suits and the decorative shoes and the colourful shirts, there lurked still those deep impulses, impulses which, in blind and sheerly instinctive obedience to the powerful, compelling voice of Africa as personified by the man who called himself Edo, could break right through as soon as the moment of action came. Even the hard-headed Jiddle had been half inclined to believe in these things; and Shaw realized, as he read on, that you didn’t even need to believe in order to see the stark fact that most of Africa’s millions had no possible doubt in their minds that voodoo and the ju-ju man and the Dark Gods were there yet, and always would be, that they were immortal and timeless, while the white man’s meaner substitutes of mission and hospital were only drearily temporary and could be swept away. Indeed, Shaw’s newspapers lately had told him that in some ways Africa was ‘advancing’ backward, that in many areas, as the white men withdrew, the old practices were coming back.
And yet Patrick MacNamara had intended being a doctor.
Surely the doctors, at least, among the Africans had given up the old nonsenses? A man who intended to study the white man’s medicine must surely have gone halfway towards rejection — or could he be rediverted? Probably he could.
It was still a puzzle, and Shaw couldn’t fit the pieces together until he’d found MacNamara.
He got back to the flat shortly after twelve-thirty and found it empty. Because he’d expected to find Debonnair there when he arrived, he waited in a fever of impatience until he heard the doorbell.
When he answered it a light rain was falling, and Debonnair was looking seductive in a flame-coloured lightweight mackintosh which set off her hair and her tall, slim figure beautifully. The clear hazel eyes smiled at him, and she gave him a thumbs-up sign as she came into the hall.
He said, “Good girl!”
“Not so fast. Look.”
She’d kept her other hand behind her back, and now Shaw realized why. Smiling triumphantly, she brought out the long, wrapped cardboard box. She said, “That’s why I was rather a long time. It’s the sweetest little frock, darling — bought on your orders, remember?”
He tried to look severe, but he couldn’t help responding to the happiness in her eyes. “How much?”
“Fifty guineas.”
He whistled. “You’ve got a hope!”
“I repeat — on your orders, Commander Shaw! Right?” She put her face up and he kissed it. He said indulgently, “Right! I’ll fix that somehow, even if you get me shot… which is quite likely. Latymer looks at all the expense accounts himself.” Putting his hands on her shoulders, he slewed her round and took her mackintosh and hung it up. “How about a drink?”
“Just what I need. Give me one, and I’ll tell you all about it.” She walked ahead of him into the sitting-room, and he studied her back view appreciatively. Going across to the cupboard he brought out the glasses. He poured the girl a gin, a whisky for himself. As she sipped, curled up in a big leather armchair, she told him.
She said, “I can’t tell you in detail how it happened, but these things do, between women. Just a little interest shown, and passing the time of day — you know? I found out that a young lady by the name of Gillian Ross had been upset yesterday over something she’d read in the papers, and she’d asked Mrs du Pont — that’s the madame — if she could go home. Which she did. And she hasn’t been in to-day. When madame rang Mrs Tait, who’s the young lady’s landlady, she was told the girl was ‘poorly’ and wouldn’t be in for a day or two. Does that help?”
“Yes, I think it fits, Deb. Sounds like the right girl… I take it there weren’t any others who’d been upset?”
She shook her head. “Only her.”
“Good. I suppose you didn’t get her address, did you?”
“No. Short of asking right out, there didn’t seem to be a way, and I knew you wouldn’t want me to show too much curiosity. But it shouldn’t take long to find out, should it?” She smiled up at him over the rim of the glass, provocatively. “Use that brain of yours, darling!”
He grinned. “All right, wonder-girl! I’ve ticked over. Mrs Tait’s on the phone, we know that, so she’ll be in the book. I don’t know what I’d do without you!”
He went into his bedroom, came back with the telephone directory, and thumbed through it. He murmured, “There’s quite an assortment of Mrs Taits. I suppose we’ll have to try them all.”
Debonnair said, “I’ll do it. May as well finish what I’ve begun.”
“Right, thanks.” He added warningly, “Be careful, though. Talk around the point when you get the right Mrs Tait. I don’t want the girl to know anyone’s on to her, just in case she decides to run.”
“Okay.” Debonnair went out of the room. She wasn’t away very long, and when she came back she said, “I followed a hunch and tried Chelsea first… just a wrong guess or two and then I got her. She lives in Oakley Street Mrs T. sounds rather an old dear, incidentally, but I didn’t get any fresh information except that Gillian’s not actually in bed.”
“I didn’t think you would, and I’m glad she’s not in bed, because we’re going round there.”
“Are we indeed? D’you really mean ‘we’?”
Shaw nodded. “Moral support — for me! She’s bound to be upset.”
“True enough. Well — when do we start?”
“Right now.” Shaw looked at his watch. “We’ll eat afterwards, somewhere in Chelsea.”
* * *
They rang one of the bells at the top of the steps in the Oakley Street house, the bell with a small white card alongside it with the name: Miss G. Ross. After a second ring, they heard footsteps, and the door was opened by *a tall, dark-haired girl of little more than twenty, dressed in a tightly moulded sweater and tartan trews whose folds left very little to the imagination. She was undoubtedly, as Jiddle had said, a ‘good-looker’; but she was showing the strain of recent events and she was pale and nervy-looking, with large dark rings under her eyes. Shaw introduced himself.
She was suspicious and wary at first, but when Shaw mentioned Patrick MacNamara and the fact that he had been on that train with him, she seemed to soften a little — she would, Shaw knew, have read all the papers. Glancing at Debonnair, she said, “Oh, all right then, come along up. The room’s a bit untidy.”
She turned away. An attractive perfume wafted back as they followed her in and up the stairs which rose steeply from the end of the hall. The long, trousered legs went up quickly, past the first landing and up to the next, beyond that again to the very top of the building, to where the stairs were even steeper and narrower and covered with lino instead of carpeting. She led them into a tiny, jazzily furnished apartment with a sloping, garret-like ceiling and an unmade divan bed in one corner. A door led off into a poky kitchen, like a cupboard. Gillian Ross jerked the door of the kitchen shut with her foot and then jabbed at some cushions in the chairs, pushing them straight.
She said abruptly, “Sit down, won’t you. I think I need a drink. What about you?”
Debonnair shook her head and Shaw said, “Not just now, thanks, but don’t let us stop you.”
“All right.” She picked up a bottle and splashed gin into a glass. Shaw watched her curiously. She was young to be starting this sort of carry-on, he thought, and she looked as though she had a decent background somewhere. She had an almost patrician air, with her straight brows and firm, determined chin, and this didn’t quite fit with the jazzy room, and the gin, with the whole untidy, slack bachelor-girl existence which, by first appearance anyhow, seemed to be her life.
When she’d poured the gin she lit a tipped cigarette, took a deep lungful of smoke, and said, “Well? You’d better explain, hadn’t you? How did you know my address — and how did you know about Pat and me, anyway?”
Shaw dodged those two direct questions, but apart from that he explained as fully as he could. He said, “I happen to be a — Government agent, Miss Ross, though nothing whatever to do with the police. We have reason to believe that MacNamara may be able to help us quite a lot in certain inquiries which we’re making. In turn, I’m quite sure we can help him. You see, I was a witness to some of what happened in the train.”
“D’you think he did it — that murder?” The girl’s voice was higher, brittle, and Shaw noted the way her fingers tightened round her glass.
He said, “For what my opinion’s worth — no, I don’t. That’s one of the reasons I want to help, to find out more than I know already. Only MacNamara can tell me anything.”
She nodded, seeming to consider what he had said. Then she asked, “Is Pat in danger? I mean, will some one try to get at him?”
Shaw studied her set, drawn face obliquely. “Not necessarily. It could be that he’s simply being hidden by some one. On the other hand — yes, he might be in danger. Can you tell me where I can find him?”
“No,” she said. “No, I can’t. I swear that. I just don’t know… I’ve not heard a word from him since — since that happened. You… don’t think something could have happened to him already?”
“That’s something I can’t possibly answer,” he said gravely. “Miss Ross — why do you think some one may try to get at him, anyway?”
She didn’t answer at first; then, hesitantly, she said, “I don’t really know. Only he’d got into a bad set, and there were things…” Her voice trailed away and she began to tremble a little. “I don’t know anything really, honestly I don’t.”
Shaw’s eyes narrowed and he shook his head slowly. He said seriously, “If you do, I hope you’ll trust me enough to tell me. I promise I’ll do all I can to help, but we don’t want to be too late.” Her head jerked a little at that and he went on, “I can tell you this — we believe that something very big is behind the killing the other night, and there are people who’ll go to any lengths to see that their plans aren’t messed up. It seems clear that MacNamara must have been pretty deeply involved himself, but it could be that he’s only an innocent dupe, just some one they’re making use of. I want to find him and talk to him — and I want to get to him before anyone else does… anyone who might think it advisable to prevent him giving away information if he’s arrested. Do you see?”
“Yes,” she said, “I see that. I!ve been half expecting the police to come along and say something like that, but they haven’t been, I don’t know why, unless they just don’t know about me. We never met each other’s friends, so there wouldn’t be anybody to know really. That’s why I was so surprised you knew.” She stopped then, and seemed to break down completely. Her face went down into her hands and her shoulders heaved. Debonnair flashed a glance at Shaw, frowned warningly, went across and sat by the girl. For several minutes she talked to her in a low, comforting voice, and the racking sobs began to subside. After a while Gillian Ross looked up, her face tear-stained and blotchy. She said, “I’m awfully sorry. Things have got me down a bit.”
“Of course they have,” Shaw agreed sympathetically. “It’s time you had someone to talk to and take some of the load.” He paused, looking at the girl closely. “I’m going to take a chance and put you in the picture, Miss Ross, and remember, if ever you’ve kept a secret in your life, and I’m sure you have, this is the one time above all others that you’ve got to give me your word you’ll never reveal what I’m going to tell you, not to anyone. I dare say you’ve heard of the Official Secrets Act. Well now, that applies to all I’m going to say, and I’m warning you — officially, and in the name of Her Majesty’s Government. Do you really understand?”
She said wearily, flicking ash off her cigarette, “Of course. I did go to school, you know.”
He smiled. “Fine! Now listen carefully. I’m attached to Naval Intelligence at the Admiralty, and I have certain facts at my disposal, facts which at the moment mustn’t be released even to the police. Remember, I’ve told you I don’t believe MacNamara did kill the man in the Tube — he hadn’t got that sort of reaction. By running away he’s behaving perfectly naturally, if rather stupidly. That’s all. I’m genuinely out to help. And if I can find out who did that killing — well, MacNamara’s in the clear, isn’t he?”
“Uh-huh.” She lit a fresh cigarette, discarding more than half the old one, and he noticed the shake in her fingers as she did so. “Yes, I suppose he is. But what I said was the truth. If I’d known where Pat was, I’d have gone to him myself.”
“You’re very fond of him, aren’t you?” he asked gently.
She didn’t answer right away. She drew deeply on her cigarette and drank some gin, then, frowning a little, she said, “I wasn’t in love with him, if that’s what you mean. Not exactly that. I was attracted, I suppose. I… respected him and I felt terribly sorry for him. I’ve always been able to tell about people.” After that she looked at him sardonically, her lip curling a little. “You think it’s all pretty odd, don’t you?”
He shook his head. “Not necessarily. Would it help at all if you were to tell me about it, Miss Ross?”
She gave a tired sort of smile and said, “What you mean is, you want to know. All right then — I’ll tell you.” She took another mouthful of gin, spilling some on her lap. “I did what girls like me aren’t generally supposed to do. I went to a public hop, all by myself. You know the kind of thing I mean — the Palais…"
* * *
It was rather a sad little story really, as the girl told it, abruptly and unsentimentally. She had lost both her parents in a flying accident when she was a baby, and she had no memory of them whatever. She’d been brought up by a bachelor uncle who’d kept what sounded like a very rackety establishment down in the West Country, with drink flowing regularly and girl friends constantly appearing and being replaced by new ones. She’d been pushed around a lot, and the kind of life that she’d had to lead had sickened her and she’d become something of an anti-social recluse, not wanting to meet any of her uncle’s friends or, indeed, anybody else. In the end, soon after leaving school, she’d had an almighty row with the gay uncle, who’d made semi-drunken advances to her one night. He had washed his hands of her, and she’d come to London, alone and utterly friendless, though at first she’d scarcely been conscious of this, and with just one skill to offer, a skill which she’d developed in the long, lonely hours in Devon — an ability to design dresses. This had led her to a small job in a well-known London fashion house, but she’d been unable to get along with her workmates and so, later on, she’d got this job at Helene’s. She’d first come to London four years before, and for a time she’d lived in a young women’s club; there she’d been, after a while, desperately lonely because somehow or other she’d felt she had quite lost the ability to make friends, and she used to sit night after night in the club lounge, all by herself, pretending to read a book, until she went off early to bed. And after a time, she’d begun to change.
London was all around her, and all the girls she knew at work had boy friends, and she felt the lack, felt the awful, grinding loneliness of her position; but she herself never had any opportunity of meeting any men at all. The club had a moral tone so high, she said, that it hit you like a bomb and she almost wished herself back in Devon; but under no circumstances would she crawl to the uncle now. No men were allowed in that club, and most of the young women were of the severe, blue-stocking type; while at work the only men who came into the shop were heavily attached, and all they could do was to make eyes at her and wonder how she would compare in bed with their own wives or mistresses. As to the other girls, she simply could not, as she had said, get along with them, and they had no out-of-hours contact at all. She was, she admitted frankly, becoming a misfit.
In time she had begun to earn more money from her work, especially after moving to Helene’s, and she’d found this flatlet going for a rental which was reasonably within her resources, though it didn’t leave a lot over, and she’d taken it thankfully. It had, however, proved a mistake and she was lonelier than ever.
She explained quite honestly that her position was the worst a girl could be in, bar one. She was by this time frankly avid for male company, but because of her mental conflicts and her deep-seated inhibitions (which, Shaw guessed, had by this time assumed the proportions of a complex), she just couldn’t see any way of getting it except by a pickup. So she’d gone one night to the Palais and she’d seen Patrick MacNamara, sitting all by himself — because, as she suspected, of his colour. That, she said, made two outcasts, two people against the world, and she’d thought to herself, well, what the hell, may as well make myself cheap as be a wallflower. So, when he’d given her a half-defiant grin, she’d started to eye him properly. And that was how it had all begun. She told Shaw now quite openly and without shame that she wasn’t a virgin any more, but she knew how to take care of herself, thanks to early example; and she repeated that she wasn’t in love with Patrick MacNamara, but she had grown, as she’d said earlier, to respect him as a decent boy who was fighting a losing battle against colour prejudice and bad luck and to that extent, and partly because of her own deep loneliness, she said, perhaps she did love him without being in love, if Shaw could understand the difference… they were, she said, almost two of a type apart from the colour of their skins.
“What else do you want to know?” The question was abrupt, as though she felt she had already talked too much and was ashamed after all at having let her hair down so far.
Shaw said, “I’m interested in his friends, Miss Ross. That bad set you mentioned earlier.”
“D’you mean Sam Wiley and his crowd? They were Africans too. Do you mean them?”
“Perhaps. At any rate, I’d be glad if you’d tell me more.” Suddenly, something came into his mind, an association of names, an alliteration, and he thought: Sam… that rings a bell, or does it? Then he remembered reading that morning about Esamba… Esamba — Sam? He gave an involuntary start, saw Debonnair looking at him curiously, and then realized Gillian Ross was talking.
He said, “I’m sorry, Miss Ross, I didn’t catch what you were saying?”
“I said, I can’t help you an awful lot. I didn’t know Sam or what Pat called ‘the boys’ myself, you see. I never even saw them. But Pat used to talk about Sam — at least, he did just once, after — after something happened…”
Shaw prompted, “And that was?”
A far-away look came into her eyes. “Once when I was in his room in Notting Hill some one came to see him, his landlord it was, and he went away for about ten minutes. While he was away, I looked round — it was the first time I’d been there, actually, and just in case you want to know, it wasn’t the last, though I never went to his new place because we couldn’t be alone there, he hadn’t got a room of his own. Well, as I say, I looked round. I wasn’t prying. I was just — well, getting to know his things, the way he lived, the things he liked to have by him. Looking at his books and so on — you know. He never said very much about himself and I was interested. Anyway, there was a piece of paper on the floor, down between the bed and a table where he kept his books. I picked it up, and I saw it was a note. It was from this man Sam Wiley.”
“Did you read it?”
She said hesitantly, “Well, I couldn’t help it really. It was something about a meeting being cancelled — I didn’t pay much attention at the time. Anyway, he came back just then, and when he saw what I had in my hand, well, his reactions absolutely amazed me. He went a sort of grey colour and he began to shake all over as if he was ill. I thought for a moment he really was ill, then I realized he was just — scared. Very scared.” There was still that far-away look. “He snatched the note and stuffed it in his pocket, and just stood there staring at me, with his eyes all kind of — of wide and starey. I tell you, he was absolutely terrified. He started talking wildly, said Sam was very powerful and he could see all that went on, everywhere, and he’d be very angry with him for leaving the note lying about.”
She stopped, and Shaw noticed that she was twisting a handkerchief into a knot in her lap. He asked gently, “What did you think about all that at the time?”
“Quite honestly, I thought he was mad.”
Shaw nodded. “Did you ever see anything else funny at any time?”
“No, not really___I did find some little things on his table once, funny things like little carved men, sort of all dried up. He said something about them being given him by a witchdoctor back in Africa when he was a little boy. I remember asking him about things like that, if he believed in black magic and all that, but he wouldn’t talk about it at all.”
Shaw felt a sudden thrill, and once again his mind seemed to fill with the darkness that was MacNamara’s unhappy land. He asked, “Did he ever say anything about this Sam Wiley beyond what you’ve told me? Think carefully, Miss Ross: Did he ever tell you anything that might help us now?”
She frowned in concentration. “No-o… I really don’t remember anything, and I’m sure I would have done.”
“Do you know where they met — was there anything in the note you found?”
She said, “No, there wasn’t. Pat was always out on a Thursday, though, even when he wasn’t on a night turn. He may have gone to meetings, I don’t know.” She added, “I do know he used to go to a sort of club most Thursdays, a place in Camden Town called the Ship’s Biscuit. It’s in Corner Crescent… I think it’s a kind of drinking club. They may have used it as a rendezvous, I suppose?”
“Have you any idea what went on there?”
“Pat told me there was a strip-tease — it’s that sort of place. I was rather surprised, really.” She looked across at him, finished the gin, and set the glass down rather hard on a small table. “And that’s all I know. Honestly.”
“Yes, I see.” He frowned in some perplexity. “Miss Ross, I don’t want to be prying or indelicate or anything like that, but wasn’t it a little odd for you to go on seeing him after you found out that he might be mixed up in something you thought yourself was peculiar?”
She shrugged, swung the tartan trews over the arm of her chair. The unburdening process seemed to have done her good to the extent of bringing back a hardness, a self-contained compactness, into her face and attitude. She said distantly, “Oh, I suppose it was very odd. I don’t kid myself over that. White girls, nice ones, just don’t go around with — niggers, do they?” There was something off-beat, something challenging and yet hopeless, in her tone, something vaguely masochistic and yet at the same time almost frightening. “Only it so happens I didn’t think of him as a nigger — even after I’d found out what I told you. I thought of him as a Negro, yes. What’s wrong with that?”
Shaw said, and meant it, “In itself, nothing. I’ve known plenty of coloured men who’re more worthy of respect than many whites. I was referring to what he was mixed up in.”
She nodded. “Yes, I know you were really. You don’t look the kind of man who’d be prejudiced. But mixed up in… I think he’d been forced into something against his will, almost. As you said — a dupe. There wasn’t anything vicious in him at all. If he’d been allowed to lead his own life by both blacks and whites he’d have been entirely different. He was a disappointed man, Commander Shaw, and he’d got bitter. I don’t know what it was he’d been made to join, but I don’t think you can blame him, whatever it was.” She was speaking with a passionate sincerity, eyes bright. “And you see there were very good reasons why I stuck to him.”
Shaw said diffidently, “Forgive me. I know you spoke of this before. But you’re definite you’re not—”
“Expecting his baby?” She gave a high, nervy laugh and her face tightened. “Oh, God, no. I told you the whole truth. I’m not as stupid as that.” She swung her legs down and stood up, tall, almost statuesque in a pale afternoon sun shining through the attic window. “The reasons I meant were simply that he was literally the only friend I had… and perhaps I am in love with him, I don’t know. So get him back — will you?”
He said, “I’ll do all I can. You have my promise. There’s just one other thing,” he added casually. “Had MacNamara got anything branded on to his right arm?”
She said, “Yes, as a matter of fact he had. A spider. He said it was some sort of tribal mark, to do with an initiation ceremony which they’d carried out when he wasn’t much more than a baby.”
“Thank you. That’s all, then, Miss Ross. Take a tip from me, though.” He wagged a finger at her, solemnly. “Don’t leave this flat on any account whatever for the time being. Don’t admit any visitors unless they produce evidence to Mrs Tait that they’re either policemen or some one from my department. Don’t even answer the doorbell yourself. I’ll spin Mrs Tait a yam on the way out, and I’ll also see what she can do about your essential shopping. As far as Helene’s is concerned, you’re still under the weather. Clear?”
“I suppose so. But what’s the idea?”
“Just routine precautions. But see you do as I tell you. If you want me at any time, ring this number.” Shaw tore a sheet of paper from a notebook and scribbled the number of the outside line to his flat. He added an Admiralty number and said, “If I’m not there and it’s urgent, ring this other one and ask for Captain Carberry. If you do all I say you won’t have to worry.”
Walking away down Oakley Street for the King’s Head and a snack lunch, Shaw and Debonnair exchanged wondering glances. Debbie said, “My God, Esmonde, what a popsie — and what a crazy, mixed-up kid, poor girl! Good background, I think, but she certainly does lead her own life — and how!”
“Yes… funny how they can change, isn’t it? But — try putting yourself in her place.”
“Oh, I know! Sorry if I sounded catty. You can’t lead other people’s lives for them, and that’s a fact, though there’s plenty of busybodies trying to.” She wrinkled her nose attractively. “Let me know in good time if ever you see me starting to become an old cow, Esmonde.” They walked on in companionable silence for a few yards, then she said, “Esmonde, you looked as if you’d sat on a pin when she first mentioned Sam Wiley. Do you know the gentleman?”
“Not personally — yet. But I’ve a nodding acquaintance with another gent by the name of Esamba.”
“Who?”
“Esamba, Deb. I’ve read about him. This morning. It’s just my turn of mind, I suppose. Esamba’s one of the Dark Gods — he’s the One Who Blows Out The Light Behind Men’s Eyes.”
She stared at him. “You mean kills them?”
“Not necessarily, I gather. Sends them blind first, anyway.”
“Oh, Esmonde!” She gave one of her deep, gurgling chuckles. “This is Oakley Street, S.W.3, and there’s a London Transport bus, and there’s a bobby by the traffic lights — see? This is dear old London — wake up! You don’t really believe all that voodoo nonsense, do you?”
“I don’t know,” he said echoing Jiddle. “I honestly don’t know. There are so many things we don’t know, can’t know, for all our scientific progress — and so much I can’t tell you anyway, my dear. But I assure you I haven’t suddenly gone off my head.”
She said comfortably, taking his arm as they crossed the road, “Well, that’s nice to know, anyway. By the way, what are we going to do after we’ve eaten?”
“I’ve got a phone call to make to Carberry, put him in the picture in case that girl rings him or the Old Man starts asking him questions.”
“Anything else?”
She was looking up into his face and smiling, but there was a hint of anxiety behind that smile. He asked, “For Carberry? Yes, there is. I want a membership card as soon as possible for the Ship’s Biscuit club in Camden Town.”
“Mean you’re going there?”
“I am — and to-night at that. Remember, it’s Thursday today. But before I go, we’ll dine somewhere, you and I, Deb.”
“Two meals out in one day? Sounds as though you don’t expect to have the chance again for some time, doesn’t it?” He grinned and squeezed her arm, but he didn’t say any more.

CHAPTER SEVEN

That same afternoon word had reached the Bluebolt control-station in Nogolia’s Naka Valley that the bodies of two white men had been found, horribly mutilated, on the Jinda-Manalati road not far from the tribal village of Zambi. In the north of Nogolia a white woman, wife of an executive of the Nogolia Copper Mining Corporation, had been raped by six Africans and then butchered. Her husband had almost stumbled on the body himself when he arrived home and had gone practically out of his mind when he realized what had happened. Reprisals had been made by a group of angry white copper workers, who had gone out in force and beaten up crowds of (probably innocent) Africans, one of whom had since died. This had led to counter-reprisals and a general riot in which a number of Africans and Europeans had been killed and several policemen seriously injured by stones, broken bottles, and sticks. The riot had been put down, but the situation was still on a knife-edge.
When Julian Hartog got this news he sat very still at his desk for nearly a minute, his eyes blazing oddly in his dark face. Then he got up, went over to a cupboard, and took down a half-empty bottle of whisky. He took two big gulps, neat from the bottle, and shut the cupboard again. Then, wiping his mouth on the back of his hand, he went over to the window and he stood there a long while, just looking out at the rain and the jungle and the grotesque antennae of the mast which rose above the control-room’s glass-domed roof. There was still a peculiar glitter in his eyes, and a vein throbbed tightly in his left temple. He was beginning to feel that he couldn’t take much more of this, that something must snap before long, that he must act even before those blackmailing bastards who were behind the current troubles were ready for him, act before things were taken out of his hands and the station was overwhelmed by the march of events… a moment later he began walking up and down, walking with those long, loping strides, wolf-like, lean and hungry and predatory.
That was how Stephen Geisler found him. Hartog stopped in his stride as Geisler came in. He asked, “I suppose you’ve heard, Steve?”
“The killings?” Geisler too was showing the strain now. “Sure.”
Hartog’s eyes, red-rimmed and bloodshot, glared at him. He said, “So that’s all you’ve got to say. Listen, Steve.” He went across to the Navy man, stood towering above him, shoulders hunched, hands rammed into the pockets of khaki slacks. He said, “One of these days, some one’s going to act for those that won’t act in time.” His eyes narrowed and he drew back his lips until they made two thin, bloodless lines, a curiously animal-like snarl. “You ever stopped to think just what we could do if we took things into our own hands — you and I, Steve?”
Geisler’s ruddy face paled a little, but he didn’t answer. Hartog went on harshly, “I told you the other day. I might find something out. If I do there’s going to be trouble, I can tell you.” He glowered down at Stephen Geisler. “I’ve been doing a little bit of… well, let’s call it homework, in my own time—”
Geisler cut in, his tone suddenly steely. “I don’t know what you mean, Julian, but I can make a guess, maybe. And I’ll tell you this: don’t go sticking your neck out. That’s not our job. Leave it to the politicians. This is a Navy outfit and we just obey orders.”
Hartog stared at him, his lips curling scornfully. Then he burst into a peal of laughter — bitter, mocking laughter. He said, “Ah, nuts, Steve. You just don’t know what you’re saying. It’s no good talking to you.” He went out of the door, slamming it hard behind him.
Breathing fast, he walked across the station compound, mouth working a little, and got into a parked Land Rover. He backed the vehicle out and drove down to the gates, halted, and nodded tight-lipped at the petty officer of the naval guard. The big steel-barred gates were swung open for him and he drove on through.
Driving viciously, he headed south-westward along the Jinda road. After some fifteen minutes he pulled the Land Rover off the roadway to the left and drove into the scrub. He stopped the engine, leaving the vehicle well hidden. Then he walked on into thick jungle, along an overgrown track.
After a while, forcing his way through, he came to some old mine workings which had been started some years before as an extension of a small tin-mine which had itself been abandoned when the seam had run out. Pulling aside the vegetation which concealed the entrance to a tunnel cut into the old working-face, Hartog edged into darkness. Once inside he switched a torch on and walked ahead down the long, danksmelling tunnel until he came to a widened section where a single-track, small-gauge railway began. Pulling down a red-painted power switch high up on the tunnel wall, he clambered on to a small electric trolley and moved a lever.
Slowly at first, and then with increasing momentum, the trolley took him along the old mine workings on well-greased rails, and some while later he saw the pinpoint of daylight ahead, where the tunnel ended in the main mine, the disused one which was not so very far from Zambi village.
* * *
Back in London that night, Debonnair sipped at a glass of old brandy, looked thoughtfully across the gleaming damask tablecloth towards Esmonde Shaw, who was pulling abstractedly at his black bow-tie and who was deep in some reverie of his own, as he’d been almost all the time since leaving Gillian Ross’s flat early that afternoon.
“More coffee, darling?”
“Um…? Oh — thanks.” He pushed his cup across. “Sorry. I’ve been poor company, I know.” His hand touched against the brandy glass, jerked it, set the deep gold liquid moving. The shaded table-lamp, shining down through it, sent changing, shadowy patterns chasing each other across the snowy cloth, patterns which bubbled and coalesced and separated again. Like his own thoughts, he reflected moodily, getting nowhere, ethereal and vague and disturbing. In some ways he had made reasonably good progress, of course; he had established that Patrick MacNamara was an adherent of the Cult of Edo, and this Ship’s Biscuit dive alone might produce something valuable if it gave him any lead to MacNamara’s set. But beyond that — nothing. It was likely enough that this Sam Wiley — which was probably not his real name, anyhow — had something to do with MacNamara’s disappearance, perhaps, but apart from the vague possibilities which the club might offer later to-night, he had no idea whatever as to where to start looking for the man. He had no description of Wiley beyond the fact that he was an African, and Jiddle, his only good contact with that strange sub-world of rackets and race warfare, was stone-cold dead…
Debonnair, a small line of anxiety driving down between the fair, straight brows, asked softly, “Can I help, Esmonde?”
“I wish you could.” He frowned, ran a hard brown hand over the strong line of his jaw. “I just can’t tell you the whole thing, though, Deb.”
She studied him. “You got that membership card all right?”
He said, “Yes, no trouble at all. Carberry’s brilliant at that sort of thing, knows all sorts of useful people. I’ve got a card in the name of Edgar Jessop.”
“Uh-huh…” Her hand stole out, touched his. Their two heads, the fair one and the crisp brown one faintly touched with grey over the ears, were close together… disturbingly close together… He said, “I can’t get that girl Gillian Ross out of my mind. On the surface, she’s a surprisingly tough egg for her age, but I’ve an idea that’s only for show. She’s had a pretty rotten sort of life… she’s covering up, I suppose.”
Debonnair nodded. “Could be.”
“I only hope nothing goes wrong there.”
“You mean—”
“Well, for one thing, if MacNamara’s being held by some one, some one responsible for that killing in the Tube, Sam Wiley for instance, then he may let out that the Ross.girl knew one or two things, such as the note she found in his room or the fact she’d found those carved objects — which were probably charms, I suppose. They won’t be sure how much she really does know. And they may want to make sure.”
“You really think they’ll try to get at her, then?”
He shrugged, fiddled with his coffee-spoon. “Can’t overlook the possibility. She should be all right if she does what I told her and stays firmly indoors. But will she?”
“You can get a tail put on her, can’t you?”
“I already have — I fixed that with Carberry!” He hesitated. “Another thing that’s bothering me is why the police aren’t watching that house too. Up to this afternoon at least, they certainly weren’t, I do know that.”
She shrugged. “Perhaps they don’t know about her, as she said herself.”
“Very likely.” Shaw remembered that even Major Herrick at London Transport hadn’t mentioned the girl, which must mean he’d never heard about her, so he couldn’t have told the police anything.
Debonnair went on, “I gathered from what you said to Gillian Ross that the police aren’t in possession of all the facts — that alone might make them think along different lines from you, even if they do know about her. They may not think she’s important. Anyway, it’s doubtful if MacNamara would walk into what he might reasonably think is an obvious trap.”
Shaw rubbed the side of his nose. “I expect you’re right, Deb.” He smiled ruefully. “The Old Man would have done better to put some one else on this job. Some one like you!”
“Silly,” she said fondly.
“No, not so silly, Deb dear. It needs some one better acquainted with purely police matters—”
“Which I’m certainly not—”
“You see, this is a bit out of my normal rut.”
She laughed. “Some rut! Anyway, don’t you believe it. Come to that, I’m glad you’ve got the job. While you’re working in London for a change, you can’t be sent half across the world. I’m so sick of you being away, Esmonde.”
He said gruffly, “Don’t speak too soon. I’ve a feeling the trail’s going to lead quite a long way from London before much longer.” He looked at his watch. “Time to be on my way, Deb. Look after yourself, darling. I’ll ring you in the morning.”
* * *
The taxi dropped him off in Camden Town some way before Corner Crescent. He paid the man and watched him drive away. As he walked on slowly towards the dimly lit Crescent and looked around for the Ship’s Biscuit club, he was aware of that sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach.
He found the faded sign alongside a dirty doorway with a fanlight above which showed a yellowish electric-light bulb, unshaded and dust-covered. He pushed the door open and walked in, stepping into a narrow passage which smelt of some cheap perfume, heady and overpowering. The throb of music beat down from somewhere upstairs. In the dim light of that single bulb he saw an open hatch above a small counter. He walked towards this and tapped, and a big albino shuffled across the office inside. The mottled, dirty skin, the skin which should have been ebony but which by some freak of unkind nature was this revolting patchy pinkness, gave the man a grotesquely unhealthy, out-of-place appearance which wasn’t improved by the sweat-stains showing through the dinner-shirt.
The albino narrowed his eyes. “Membership card, please?”
Shaw pushed it across and the man glanced at it cursorily. He nodded and said, “The next show is just about to start, Mister.”
“Right, thanks.”
Following his ears, Shaw climbed a. flight of steep, poorly carpeted stairs. Coming to a landing, the source of the music was unmistakable and he pushed open a door on his left. At once a blast of hot, smoky air hit him, and so did the erotic thump-thump of the three-man Negro band, sweating away in white shirts with maroon cummerbunds topping tight black trousers. A few couples supported each other’s overheated bodies on the small dance square, men’s excited faces stared, blank and fishlike, over the shoulders of their partners. In one corner, two unhealthy looking young men swayed and undulated together, pawing each other. To the right of the dancing space there was a long bar, while the other end of the room was occupied with small tables and a kind of apron-stage jutting out from a raised platform and running through the lines of tables. A brassy young woman with an over-used look about her came forward and smiled mechanically at Shaw.
“Want a table, do you, dear? Better hurry. The show’s about to start.”
Shaw nodded, ordered drinks when the waiter hurried up.
The ‘show’ was heralded by dimming lights and an increased throb, a frenzy almost, from the band, and a curious heightening of the atmosphere as men’s voices trailed into expectant silence. The music beat suffocatingly on Shaw’s eardrums, and he could almost hear through it that expectancy and the indrawn breaths… there was a subdued ripple of interest as a spotlight picked out a tall blonde who was coming out on to the stage from behind thick velvet curtains. There was some clapping and throaty laughter as this girl minced down the stage, twisting and turning suggestively. So far as Shaw could see, she hadn’t a stitch of clothing on her supple body apart from a purely perfunctory piece of thin cord around her hips below her navel, a string holding a strand of material between her thighs, which rubbed together as she walked. She turned, pirouetted, began a dance, kicking her legs out sideways. After her came a genuine strip act, the undressing process being carried out by a young man who looked like a homosexual but who indulged in a vast amount of love-play which the audience appeared to enjoy immensely. There was a storm of clapping as the naked girl walked down the stage, wriggling her buttocks, and elderly men in dinner-jackets craned closer, leering from bulging eyes, intent, like spiders watching their prey…
When the show was over Shaw settled down to watch the very mixed clientele of the club and submitted to more drinks.
Those dinner-jacketed young men with more money than sense — they looked like young City men, or Guards officers; gay gallants who’d only come in for the lark and the feeling of doing something vaguely dangerous. The prosperous, ageing business-men with the sagging waistlines and the chair-heavy rumps had come along for entertainment of a different sort, and Shaw could tell from their heightened colouring and their moist lips that they’d already found some of it. His gaze lingered curiously. There was even a lesbian to complete the picture, a pathetic-looking creature, man-faced and efficient-looking, with a long cigarette-holder which she held aggressively, like a pipe, and with sensible, manly shoes, gazing with sad and rather sombre eyes at the bare shoulders of one of the young women who was dancing with a sticky palm pressed into her spine.
But it was the others who were more interesting to Shaw — much more interesting: the Negroes, some of them well-dressed and decidedly professional class, others not.
These could be MacNamara’s friends.
Shaw sipped third-rate champagne thoughtfully.
* * *
A little later the albino came up from below.
Smiling genially, he chatted here and there. He scattered his favours, but Shaw noticed that he moved more among the Negroes. One of the Africans left the room casually, his face shining with sweat. One by one, over the next ten minutes or so, the others slipped away. Shaw heard footfalls overhead, and then a dragging as though of furniture being moved about.
This must be the meeting.
He’d begun to have doubts as to whether or not ‘they’ would hold the regular meeting so soon after the Tube murder and the disappearance of MacNamara — they might think it too chancy altogether. Now, he reasoned that the fact they did seem to be sticking to routine after all must be due to their having got their hands on MacNamara before he’d had a chance to talk to anyone. They must feel pretty confident… and he had to find out what was going on upstairs.
He allowed his head to roll a little, jerked it straight. His jaw sagged. Let them think he was getting tight… after a few minutes he lurched to his feet, held on to the table for support, then started pushing his way through the crowd. Outside the door, still keeping up the unsteadiness, he found the stairs, went up, saw a door at the top, just beyond a passage with other doors, probably of bedrooms, he thought, leading off it. As he neared the door ahead of him he heard a low hum of voices. There was no one in sight, no sound at all outside that room. Perhaps he could eavesdrop this meeting. Just one chance remark picked up could give him the lead he wanted — if he was lucky; he knew he had to get all the dope he could before he alerted the Outfit in any way, for the men and women in that room would close up like clams under questioning.
He approached the door, carefully, silently, and then he heard the soft footfall. He didn’t look round; he just acted a little more drunk.
Suddenly, behind him, a voice rapped, “Just a minute.”
He turned then, slowly, and saw the albino standing at the head of the passage.
The albino asked, “Can I help you, Mr — er—?”
“Jess… Jessop.” Shaw thought the albino looked dangerous; one hand was in the pocket of his dinner-jacket, and Shaw noted the bulge which was bigger than the hand and which betrayed the small, useful automatic. No dice just yet. “Felt… sick. Stuffy — down there. I—” He belched loudly.
“Gents is on the next landing down. Just to the right of the club-room.”
“Oh… I see. Well — thanks.”
“That’s quite all right, Mr Jessop.”
The albino’s voice was soft; he stood there, looking at Shaw with pinkish eyes, his big, flabby body immobile, solid between Shaw and the room. But he was more relaxed now and he seemed convinced. Shaw turned away, went unsteadily down the stairs and into the lavatory, keeping up the act all the way. When he came out again he went straight down into the entrance hall and as he neared the hatch a voice said, “Excuse me. Your bill.”
He stopped. A squat, middle-aged woman with a cigarette dangling from her lips handed him a piece of paper. Alongside her was a big man with a battered face, like an ex-boxer. The bill was twelve pounds ten. Shaw didn’t query it. He looked up as he put his wallet away and he saw the albino padding down the stairs. Shaw turned away, making himself lurch a little, and went along the passage to the door, bumping the wall at intervals. It was raining outside, and windy, and pieces of paper were blowing along the street on the sudden gusts. Shaw kept up the act until he was well clear of Corner Crescent — just in case, though he was confident he hadn’t aroused any suspicions. He turned into the main road and then went back along another street running in rear of the club. As he came abreast of the back of the premises he identified the joint by the throb of the music still beating out loudly from what must be an open window, though he couldn’t see the window because the back of the club was built in a kind of inverted T-shape round a semienclosed yard. What looked like a service alleyway led down to the club from the street he was in.
He went along that alleyway, moving slowly and very quietly, his hand reaching inside his dinner-jacket for the gun in the shoulder-holster. Close by, a cat screamed suddenly, and Shaw jumped a little, cursing his nerves. Nothing else moved. The room where the meeting — if it was a meeting— was going on was immediately above the main club-room, and it must have a window…
If he could just get up there!
He looked around him, then got a grip on the brick wall of the alley and swung himself up on to it, dropping down noiselessly into the garden of the house adjoining the club. He went forward slowly and carefully, keeping dead quiet. When he reached the far end of the dividing wall he found an outhouse built on to the back of the premises whose garden he was in. From where he was now standing he could see the upper window of the club, dimly lit and slightly open at the top. The outhouse ran up to just below the lower window of the house, which was itself in darkness, and he didn’t think the windows were curtained either. He looked at his watch. It was only nine-forty-five. Unless the people in that house were very early bedders, those back rooms were empty. He would have to get from the outhouse to the sill of the window above, but if he could do that he thought he could swing across to the club all right, and the sill itself looked quite wide enough to sit or stand on. He’d done this kind of thing before, and he’d been trained to agility as a sailor. There was little if any risk of being seen by chance passers-by in the street beyond, or from other houses; the construction of the club premises themselves would give cover enough against that.
He didn’t waste any more time.
He got a grip on the dividing wall and hauled himself up, scrambled on to the sloping roof of the outhouse. So far, so good — but it was the easy part he had done up to now. Approaching the lower window of the house he found he could look over the sill into the room beyond. The window was, as he had thought, uncurtained, and after a moment or two he could begin to make out the dark interior. It didn’t seem to be furnished in the normal way; it had a deserted look, and yet there were stacks of… of what?
He peered intently through the glass, and as his eyes became more accustomed to the gloom he realized that the room was full of crates of bottles. Then he understood. This room was probably used as a store by the club, part of whose premises the house itself must in fact be. If he could get in, there would be a staircase up to the landing above, off which must be a room adjoining the other one, the next-door room where the meeting was going on. Most of these old terrace houses were twins one of the other…
Shaw pulled himself up and sat on the sill, then fumbled at the window and tried to heave it open.
It was locked. He reached into his pocket and brought out a stout, thin-bladed clasp-knife. He pushed the blade down between the join of the upper and lower frames, then pushed sideways until he felt the catch click back. Then very carefully, very slowly, he edged the bottom window up and pulled himself over the sill. He dropped down into the room. Feeling his way cautiously past the crates of empties, he found the door and opened it. He inched out into a pitch-dark passage, groped for the stairs. He moved as silently as a cat up the staircase, stopping on each step before moving carefully to the next. He went into the room — it seemed to be a bedroom — directly above the one he had just left.
Once inside, he could hear vague sounds through the party wall from next door, but there was nothing identifiable.
He would have to get out of the window after all.
He inched the window up, pausing petrified as it squeaked. He climbed out on to the sill. He knew a brief moment of dizziness as he looked downward to some derelict flowerbeds and an overgrown strip of coarse lawn, and then he took a grip on his nerves, kept his eyes firmly on his objective of the next-door window, and stepped boldly across the gap, moving sideways with his arms spread against the grimy brickwork, feeling with a foot before letting go of the storehouse window entirely. A moment later the sill of the club window was firm and wide beneath him, and he let go, sliding his hands carefully across the remaining brickwork of the wall until he was standing squarely on the sill.
He stayed there motionless, feeling the beating of his heart, controlling his rapid breathing, holding steady against the wind which curled round the corner of the building to drive a light rain into his already wet dinner-jacket.
Voices came to him, voices raised in a weird, fantastic sing-song chant, which after a moment or two faded away into silence. Then there was a man’s voice with a curious echo effect behind it. Shaw strained his ears, but he couldn’t make out what was being said. Soon the voice died away and there was another short silence, then again the eerie chanting.
Shaw felt a chill in his heart.
Those people — assuming that the Africans who had left the room below on the albino’s whispered instructions had come up here, as Shaw believed they had — some of them, at least, had been reasonable looking citizens. If those people could be induced to come to a place like this, to take part in whatever was going on inside there, what hope was there that the masses in Africa itself would hold aloof from the Cult — if this was indeed connected with the Cult? They would never cast off the insidious dope that was being fed to them, stirring them up to acts which they would never perform if they were left to themselves.
Thick curtains were drawn across, but, as Shaw had seen from the next-door garden, the window was open a little way at its top. He reached in, very gently put a finger in the join of the curtains, and edged them aside, just a fraction at a time until he had a clear view of the centre of the room.
He drew in his breath sharply, unbelievingly.
The room was brightly lit and perfectly commonplace; it was what was going on in that room, shown up the more vividly by the contrast with the ordinariness of the room itself, that gave Shaw the shock.
At the far end, immediately before a heavy curtain of blood-coloured velvet, was a plain wooden table like a kitchen table, the deal legs visible beneath the folds of a white cloth. Against this startling background the polished ebony of a young coloured girl’s body stood sharply out. The girl was quivering, quivering throughout her body, and she was making a low moaning sound which Shaw could hear quite clearly as the chanting once again died away. Shaw didn’t recall having seen this girl in the room below, and for that matter there were many more Negroes present than had been down there; there was no doubt another way in — a funk-hole, which would be used for a quick getaway if anything should happen, such as a police raid. As he watched and wondered, his horror and revulsion growing, the velvet curtains behind the ‘altar’ began very slowly to draw apart, and as they did so the same voice as before, still with its curious background effect, began what Shaw fancied was a kind of prayer, while from somewhere to the left and out of his range of vision there began the throb of African drums, a slow, erotic beat which filled the room and gave the atmosphere a feeling of hate and cruelty and fear.
The gap in the curtains widened, behind the ‘altar.’
In the centre, seated on a low stool and dressed in native costume, was a big African with a fuzz of greying hair, a man who had just about the most sadistic face that Shaw had ever seen. The thick lips, sensual lips, were parted in a kind of ecstacy as he looked down at the girl on the ‘altar.’ Next to this person a white man sat, a bald, flabby man dressed — so incongruously in these surroundings — in ordinary workaday City clothing of neat pin-stripe suit and highly polished black shoes. The shirt and tie were a little too well matched, a little too expensive-looking… the man was plumply dandified, overdressed, overfed. His general air was that of the faked-up expense account and of self-indulgence, and he had a vaguely foreign look about him. Two more Africans were standing on either side of this man and the big black.
The Africans’ eyes rolled as the drumbeats increased the tempo, and their hips began to sway as if in automatic, almost involuntary response. Shaw could sense the heavy, intent breathing of the audience, the glazed eyes, the halfopen, slack mouths. It was much the same sort of reaction as he had observed in the room below during the strip acts. Indeed, this ritual, this initiation ceremony as it most probably was, clearly had a sexual origin.
Suddenly the drums ceased and the chant broke off.
It was an anticlimax, a sudden cutting of the tension which left the ear and the mind high and dry for a moment. Then Shaw heard the mutter from the audience and noticed the faint trail of smoke rising from a metal vessel behind the ‘altar,’ saw one of the Africans move towards it and pull out a glowing iron. He saw this man approach the girl on the table, saw the terrified gleam in her eyes, and then the man reached out and jabbed the red-hot iron on to her right forearm, just below the elbow…
There was no doubt left now, if there had been earlier, as to the origins of this meeting.
The girl screamed — one short, sharp, yelping cry, like a whipped dog. Her body writhed, convulsed; the knees jerked up, parted. A deep-throated baying sound came from the onlookers, a savage, primitive expression of satisfaction, of cruelty and sensuality brought to a fine point. As the girl’s convulsions ceased the big African in the centre of the group stood up, and another black handed him a squawking, protesting bundle of feathers which he had brought out from behind… a chicken. The white man on the central figure’s left hand came forward as the bird was held poised, with its neck extended, over the girl’s body, and he sliced a sharp knife straight along its neck.
Blood poured, spattered down over the girl, the crimson on the black, spreading over her breasts, running on to the dead-white of the cloth. The angry weal on her forearm stood out sharply until it too was covered in the sacrificial blood.
* * *
The ceremony itself had ended abruptly after that rite had been performed and it appeared that no one else was going to be initiated. There was a low murmur of talk but Shaw, as before, was quite unable to catch what it was about. From what he could see, it appeared that the meeting was about to break up.
There was nothing he could do here; one man against that mob wouldn’t get very far, and he had to be free to tell of what he had seen. In any case, it would be useless to try to hold them here at gun-point if he had no way of getting a message through to the Outfit. He had to get away fast and ring Latymer, get him to send a couple of men along to tail that big African and the white man.
He reached sideways, feeling for the other window-sill, and started to swing away from the horrible room inside. He was groping for that next-door ledge with one foot when he slipped. There was one awful moment when he felt that he must fall and then he managed to retain a precarious balance. He sweated, moved a leg tentatively.
As he did so his left knee struck hard against the window-pane.
He heard the startled shout from inside, and then, as he tried desperately to scramble across the narrow gap to safety, he heard the snap of an authoritative voice — a European voice, he fancied, “Away you go — everybody out!”
There was a hurried scrape of chairs, the sound of feet furiously on the move. A moment later the curtains were ripped aside. The albino and another man, the white man whom he had seen before, stood there framed in the light streaming out, illuminating Shaw. Both men had revolvers in their hands. As the albino started to fling the bottom window up, Shaw kicked out hard, drove his shoe through the glass, viciously. The window broke inward in a shower of jagged ends; the white man cursed, dabbed at a nasty cut on his cheek, and then fired blindly through the smashed window. There was an explosion in the room and a bullet whistled between Shaw’s legs, and went off into the night, zinged against some guttering on the roof at the back of the club; the sudden crash had made Shaw move instinctively, only a little but enough to send him right off balance this time. His arms went up and he fell backward, the lighted room rushing past him as a yellow blur. He was just conscious of his body striking flat into what felt like a hedge and then something caught his head and he went out.
As he did so a police whistle shrilled in the street in rear of the club.
* * *
Shaw came round to find a man in blue bending over him, while another man, with a stethoscope hung around his neck, dabbed at his head with a lint pad.
He heard this man say confidently, “He’s coming round, Inspector. No real damage.”
He closed his eyes again as the room swung round him in circles, then some minutes later he opened them again and asked weakly, “Where am I — what happened?”
A voice said sourly, “You’re in the nick.”
“The nick… but — how did I get here?”
“As if you didn’t know!” The voice went on, beating into Shaw’s aching head. “Soon as you’re fit, you’ll be charged with attempting to break into and enter the Ship’s Biscuit Club, in Corner—”
“Oh, will I.” Shaw sat up, winced, put a hand to his head. His mouth felt dry and it had a nasty taste in it.
The Inspector said, “That’s right.”
“But I can explain! Look… somebody fired at me, and—”
He saw the Inspector look away above his head as though catching the eye of somebody behind him. Another uniformed man moved forward and cleared his throat, then began reading out a charge and caution. When this man had finished the Inspector said, “If you’ve got anything to say which’ll help, I’ll listen. But I may as well tell you, no one in that club admits firing that shot and every one can account for his or her movements. We found a Webley .38 on you, admittedly unfired. But — we found no other firearm on the premises.”
Shaw said witheringly, “No, I bet you didn’t. And I don’t suppose you got even a smell of the people I was watching through that window either. Now look — just get on the phone, fast as you can. Ring the Admiralty, ask for a Mr Latymer. And for God’s sake, man—hurry!"
* * *
The Inspector’s face was extremely red a few minutes later. Handing the telephone to Shaw, he said, “Mr Latymer wants a word with you, sir. And I hope you’ll accept my apologies.”
Shaw took the receiver. Latymer’s voice came through, metallic, cold and distant.
“Ah — Shaw. Don’t let’s waste time. I’ve squared things with that Station Inspector without having to go into too many details — you know what I mean. Now I want the whole story from you.”
“Right, sir.” Shaw told him everything as briefly as he could, and when he had finished Latymer thought for a moment, grunted, and then said.
“We’ll have to leave the club to the police now, but I’ll talk to the Inspector again and try to persuade him to haul that albino in for questioning — he can fake up a charge, I’ve no doubt. The rest of ’em will be clear away now, of course. Apart from the albino, all we seem to have is the description of the white man at the ceremony, and the African who was in charge of the proceedings. Right?”
“Yes, sir.”
“It’s not much to go on, but I’ll get Carberry to check
through the Rogue’s Gallery on the off-chance and see if we can pick up any leads. I’ll let you know in the morning if we get anything out of the albino. How’re you feeling, Shaw?”
“All right now, sir. I’ll manage.”
Latymer said irritably, “I think you’ve managed enough for one night. Clumsy ass. If you can’t keep your balance you’d better stay on the ground in future. Go home to bed.”
“I’m sorry, sir, I—”
“Yes, yes, yes, I’m not blaming you really, my boy. Just bad luck. But I’ve given you an order. Go home to bed. There’s nothing more you can do to-night. Give me that Inspector again.”
Shaw handed the receiver over, waited on a hard chair in the bare, functional room while the Inspector spoke. He’d muffed it all right to-night… whatever Latymer had said about not blaming him, the Old Man hadn’t been pleased. And no wonder.
The Inspector finished his talk with Latymer and rang off, looking embarrassed and sorry for himself still. He said, “I’ll see that a car’s put at your disposal, sir.”
“Thanks, but I’d rather not.” Shaw grinned. “Can’t afford to draw attention to myself by having a police car outside my flat! But I’d be glad if one of your chaps would find me a taxi…”
Three minutes later they told him a taxi was waiting, and, with his revolver restored to him, he went outside into a blustery night with fast clouds scudding across a clear, windy sky. He looked up, just as a brilliant ball of light came up majestically from the northern horizon, seemed to hang poised for a moment, and then sailed on across London, spinning through space.
Bluebolt One, southbound towards Africa on one more orbit, one more circumnavigation.
Sitting back in the taxi as he was driven to West Kensington, Shaw wondered how much longer that satellite would sail on, free, untroubled, aloof above the world’s heads.

CHAPTER EIGHT

That night Shaw’s sleep was disturbed, full of nightmare figures, shadowy, menacing forms set against the dark backcloth of Africa. It was still very early and he was dead out when the telephone bell rang beside his bed. The harsh jangle of the public line tore through layers of returning consciousness, bringing him wide awake and sweating. He reached out hazily for the handset.
Thick with his disturbed sleep, he said, “Shaw here.”
And then all sleep vanished and he sat bolt upright. The voice was making an effort at steadiness, and it said, “It’s me. Gillian Ross. I’ve just had a phone-call. It was a man who said he was speaking for the one I told you about — Sam Wiley.”
“Go on.” Shaw sat tense, every nerve in his body jumping, the pain nagging again at his guts. That pain told him, if nothing else did, that events were about to start moving properly at last, that pain which would be with him now until the moment of action came, and then would pass, forgotten in the chase.
The girl said, “Sam Wiley, the man said, has some information for me. He wouldn’t give it over the phone.”
“Uh-huh.”
“He wants me to go along and see him.”
“Now we’re getting somewhere! Where are you to go?”
“He wouldn’t say that either. There’ll be a man to meet me at Tower Hill station, at half-past eleven this morning. On the eastbound platform. He’ll take me to Sam Wiley, and I’ve got to be absolutely alone.”
“Description? I mean, who have you to look out for?”
She said, “He didn’t tell me that. He said the man would know me, and he would make the contact.”
“Uh-huh… now, what did you say — what was your reaction?”
“Well, I told him to go and take a running jump,” she said. “I’m not a child, Commander Shaw. It’s a pretty obvious trap, isn’t it?”
“Yes, it certainly is.” Shaw’s face was tense. “What was his answer to that?”
“He said in case I changed my mind, his man would be at Tower Hill just the same. If I told the police and his man was arrested, it’d be the worse for me in the end, and it’d be bad for Pat too.”
“He’s alive, then?”
There was a shake in her voice when she answered. “Yes… and they’ve got him, you see. Well, he said if I didn’t change my mind he… he’d get me. He said I couldn’t stay indoors for ever, and the first time I went out, I wouldn’t come back. He told me in detail what he would do to me. It didn’t sound — nice. So what do I do now?”
Shaw thought: She’s got one hell of a lot of pluck, that girl. Except when he’d mentioned MacNamara, she’d sounded fine and steady, though he could sense the terrible strain that was in her. He said, “Listen carefully. Miss Ross. They’re not going to get you. Stop even thinking about that. You’ve done a very brave thing in ringing me at all, considering that threat, and I’d like you to go on being that way. Now, what I want to know is this: After the man had made the threat about MacNamara, did you change your mind about keeping the rendezvous?”
She said hesitantly, “I–I think I did, but I didn’t say that to the man. But you mean you’d like me to keep it, don’t you? Well, I’m willing to help, if it’s going to help Pat.”
“Good girl!” he said tautly. “You can help a lot, and you won’t be on your own if you do, I promise you. Will you? Think carefully now, and remember it can still be dangerous-”
She broke in, “I said I would and I meant it.”
“Right. Listen carefully. I’ll have you under constant observation from the moment you leave Oakley Street — there’s already a man watching your flat, by the way, and he’ll be behind you, or some one will, all the way. Get on the District Line at Sloane Square. There’ll be one of our chaps at Tower Hill, and I shan’t be far away myself.”
“Won’t they suspect something?”
“Well, they won’t feel quite certain you haven’t in fact told the police, of course, in spite of the threat. They’ll be taking a chance — a calculated risk, I suppose. It looks as though they felt this was the best bet — that it was essential to get hold of you at all costs.” He added, “They’ll never spot our chaps, though, so don’t worry. They’ll obviously have plenty of ways of throwing a possible pursuit off the beam, too, but there again, we’re pretty good at dealing with that sort of thing — we’ve got to be! We’re going to pull this off, Miss Ross, you and my department between us.”
She said, “I’ll do my best.”
“I know you will.” He spoke encouragingly, but his knuckles whitened on the handset. “All you’ve got to do is to follow out exactly what the man told you and be on the eastbound platform at Tower Hill at eleven-thirty. You won’t see me, and you won’t feel there’s any help at hand — but it will be there just the same. So don’t worry. All right?”
“Yes.”
“Fine! I’ll get things organized right away. You just sit tight till you leave for Sloane Square.”
As Shaw put down the receiver he felt he’d done just about the hardest job he’d ever been called upon to do. His hands were sweating; the receiver, as he jammed it back on its rest, was hot and sticky. Inside himself he knew he was doing right, doing the only possible thing from the standpoint of the Outfit and the execution of his assignment. If the worst came to the worst Gillian Ross might even have to suffer, the one going down in the interests of the many. There was nothing unique about that kind of situation, of course; somewhere along the line it always cropped up and had to be faced; but with a girl it was different, so much worse. As that receiver went down Shaw’s face was hard, his lips tight, bloodless. Gillian Ross wasn’t going to suffer if he could help it — but any human being could slip up.
His hand went out for the other phone, the personal ‘hush’ line to the Admiralty and Latymer himself. He asked for the closed extension to Eaton Square, and within the minute he was talking to Latymer.
Latymer barked, “Ah — Shaw. Want to know about last night, I suppose — well, there was nothing in the Rogue’s Gallery. The albino was brought in and Carberry went down to the station to see him. He’s been efficiently grilled, but he’s not opening his mouth and no one can prove anything.”
“Are they holding him, sir?”
“No, dammit, they can’t. Nothing to hold him on. It’s your word against his, and he’s got witnesses who’ll swear nothing funny was going on at all.”
“Well, it can’t be helped. Anyway, sir, there’s been a big development this end.”
“Ha. And that is?”
Shaw told him in detail.
Within ten minutes of that call, word had gone out to the man watching the Oakley Street flat that Miss Ross would leave for Sloane Square at about 10:45 a.m. and that he was to tail her there and hand her over to another agent at Sloane Square station. Orders had gone out to yet another of the Outfit’s agents to be at Tower Hill at eleven-thirty, at which time the Sloane Square tail would hand over to him as he got off the eastbound District Line train behind Gillian Ross. Plain cars equipped with two-way radio were alerted at a garage in Streatham, and in a yard behind a seedy-looking fish-shop in south-east London a red-faced man in shirtsleeves started up a van bearing the legend J. C. Grimes, Fishmonger and ran it through until the Rolls-Royce engine concealed beneath an anonymous bonnet was ticking over sweet and true. And Post Office engineers, on very high authority indeed, clapped earphones to their heads and began a listening watch on Gillian Ross’s Chelsea number — just in case.
In the meantime Shaw was dressing and listening with half an ear to the B.B.C.’s eight-o’clock news. When he caught something about Nogolia he dropped everything and concentrated. The announcer’s smooth, measured tones sounded ominous:
“Reports reaching the Foreign Office indicate a recent intensifying of the go-slow movements in all sections of the country’s industry; in particular, the copper mines are very seriously affected. Intensification of the rioting is also reported from widely dispersed areas, and the general situation is confused and uncertain. The Foreign Secretary has assured the House, in answer to questions, that a close watch is being kept on the state of affairs, but that meanwhile British subjects resident in Nogolia are being advised to remain at their posts unless the situation should deteriorate rapidly.”
And, Shaw thought with a curling lip, what then? What hope would there be of evacuating the whites once the situation did ‘deteriorate rapidly’?
Edo had to be found and his Cult smashed — quickly.
* * *
After a breakfast of bacon and eggs and toast and steaming hot coffee, Shaw felt more relaxed. He telephoned Albany Street as promised to let Debonnair know he’d survived the Ship’s Biscuit He had that odd feeling that he wasn’t going to be seeing her again for a long, long while… he shook himself out of that, rang off, and started to check the Webley .38, which he was now using since it was less bulky than a Service revolver. He cleaned it carefully, reloaded it, laid it ready in the shoulder-holster with a good supply of spare ammunition handy.
* * *
Just before eleven-thirty a long black Jaguar purred up Great Tower Street and pulled in near the entrance to Tower Hill station.
Two heavily built men got out, a third man remained behind the wheel, a nervous tic making his upper lip twitch continually.
One of the men, throwing away a cigarette-butt and grinding it with his heel, put his head in casually at the driving-window and said between his teeth, “Righto, Lucky boy. Pull ’er ahead a bit. Give us five minutes from now. If we’re not back in the car then — scarper. Something’ll ’ave gone wrong and the more we split up the better. Don’t worry about us — we’ll handle our end. If a copper asks questions about your parking, do as he tells you, don’t answer back but get rid of ’im quick as you can. If you ’ave to move, I’m not fussy but keep ’andy. I’ll be watching you. Okay, Lucky?”
“Sure.” The driver, a thin, undersized man with a receding chin and wearing a chauffeur’s livery, spat deftly through the window. “What if the skirt’s talked, though?”
The big man looked irritated. “She won’t have. But it makes no odds really if she has. I told you. They won’t start anything here — they’ll tail us. Stands to reason, like Canasset said. Only thing is, they’ve not got to keep behind us too long. Shakin’ off the tail if there is one, that’s up to you, ain’t it!” He gave a coarse laugh and then walked away with his companion. They crossed the road and became apparently deeply engaged in watching some men at work on building operations. Unobtrusively they kept a sharp look-out on the station exit, and both of them kept their right hands in their coat-pockets.
As they waited the eastbound District Line train from Richmond sped, rattling and rocking, out of Cannon Street for the Monument. Gillian Ross, pale but composed, was in the second coach from the rear of the train. The regular rattle of the wheels made tunes in her head, tunes of foreboding. Inside, she was thoroughly frightened; outwardly, except for that pallor, she kept the calmness, the hard exterior that she’d been accustomed to showing the world for so long now. The coach was fairly crowded even at this time of day. Men and women read newspapers, or stared without interest at one another, almost unconsciously, seeing nothing but their own thoughts. But there were two men who were very aware of Gillian Ross the whole time though, in fact, their eyes were looking anywhere but at the girl. One, sitting four seats down on the opposite side, a comfortable-looking man, fat and with a beaming face, and mild eyes behind heavyframed glasses, was studying the adverts over Gillian’s head. There was a string-bag full of books down by his feet. The other man, a tall man with a thin, pale face and a bowler hat a size or so too large for him so that it appeared to rest on his ears, stood leaning back against the glass partition farther up the coach, clutching a briefcase as though it contained the crown jewels, and with his nose buried in The Times.
The train rushed on, then slowed for Tower Hill.
It was approaching destiny.
It eased to a stop, and the doors slid back. Gillian got up, just a little unsteadily, clutching at her handbag as at some frail straw of safe familiarity in what was becoming a very strange and frightening world. The man with the briefcase got out immediately behind her, appeared suddenly to recognize her, gave a gasp of surprise, and put a hand on her arm.
She swung round.
The man grinned down at her, said in a loud haw-haw voice, “I say, it’s you, m’dear… do you know, I never saw you. I’m terribly sorry. You’d better join me, hadn’t you. I’ve got the car waiting…”
She looked at him, her lips tight, challenging despite those jumpy nerves. The man’s eyes said, You’d better or else…
She nodded, and he took her arm in a fatherly grip.
From the far end of the platform a man came casually along, exchanged a glance with the fat, beaming man who had also got off the train, carrying his string-bag. The beaming man stopped the other and asked for a light. As the other man held out the match the fat tail from Sloane Square said softly, “That’s her, just going out of the barrier with the tall gent in the bowler.” Louder, jovially, he said, “Thanks so much, very good of you.”
His benefactor moved away slowly and, keeping his distance, followed Gillian Ross and the bowler hat out through the barrier, losing himself in the crowd.

CHAPTER NINE

Gillian Ross and her escort climbed the steps. The girl was really scared now, her glances darting to left and right as she walked along beside the tall man.
Behind them, discreetly, came the Outfit’s tail, the man who had been on the eastbound platform as the train drew in. Outside the entrance he bought a newspaper, scanned the headlines as he ambled along. The tall man and the girl walked away to the left in the direction of the Tower, and the two hefty men strolled away from the building excavations, following on behind Gillian Ross and making towards the black Jaguar.
The Outfit’s man stopped as though he had forgotten something, then turned back clicking his tongue in annoyance and walked away in the opposite direction, passing the two hefty men as he did so. He went right back to the corner of Mark Lane and turned up it, glancing back casually and without interest from the corner. He saw the girl getting into the Jaguar with the other men. Making for a small blue Morris, he got in beside the driver.
He said with satisfaction, “Got her. Black Jag, 123 XKV, headed east.”
The driver nodded, let in his clutch and nosed out of Mark Lane. Coming out into Great Tower Street he saw tl‘ Jaguar turning round Trinity Square to come down Cooper Row towards Tower Hill. No one in the Jaguar was looking at the Morris as the big car came down past them, making for Eastcheap and the Monument.
As they approached the junction, the man beside the driver of the Morris picked up a hand microphone and flicked a switch. Keeping his eyes on the Jaguar he said, “Olga calling Redfern… Olga calling Redfern… over.”
The reply came quickly, a little muzzy with interference. “Redfern acknowledging, Redfern acknowledging… come in, Olga. Over.”
The man said, “Black Jaguar, 123 XKV, four men, girl in rear seat centre. Men almost certainly armed. They are turning north out of Eastcheap into Gracechurch Street now. Over.”
“Message received. Am now in Cornhill, will wait further broadcast but am standing by to take over.”
A little later the man in the Morris said, “Olga calling Redfern— Jaguar now turning into Leadenhall Street. Will you take over, please. Over and out.”
The set clicked off and Redfern acknowledged. Staring ahead, the man in the Morris watched a grey Standard Ten cross the head of Gracechurch Street into Leadenhall Street just before the lights changed. When they changed again the Morris went straight on into Bishopsgate and lost interest in the proceedings. The grey Standard cruised along behind the Jaguar, followed it across Aldgate and the top of Hounds-ditch, where it gathered speed down Aldgate High Street and Whitechapel High Street, then veered to the right into the Commercial Road. In Sidney Street, farther along, another car waited, its passenger listening to a broadcast from the Standard which told him that the Jaguar was now moving into his area. In districts north, south, and west of Tower Hill other men listened and heard that they would not be needed after all, that the chase was moving away from their pre-arranged positions. As the receiver in the Sidney Street car died, the passenger nodded to his driver and the fresh car pulled out a little ahead of the Jaguar and then allowed itself to be overtaken as the Jaguar went fast under the railway bridge by Stepney East and the Regent’s Canal Dock.
In the Rolls-Royce-engined van marked J. C. Grimes, Fishmonger, Shaw had been keeping a listening watch on all reports, and Thompson, his driver, had kept the van in the general vicinity of the Jaguar without ever once coming across its track so that he could be seen; the idea being that when the cue came through they could take over for what Shaw hoped would be the kill. He would take over once they were well clear of Tower Hill, and he felt reasonably confident that a fishmonger’s van appearing on the scene some while after the Jaguar had started on its journey would not be remarked upon. Twisting in his seat towards two men crouched in the back he spoke to one of them, “All right, Pelly?”
“We’re fine, sir, apart from the stink of fish.”
Shaw grinned slightly and nodded. To Thompson he said, “She’s fast. Think you can keep behind her all right? They may open up more later on if they’re heading out of London, and we’ll probably have a longer run than the others anyway.”
Thompson said, “You’re not worried with this little beauty, sir, are you? It’s easy. Only trouble’s going to be the traffic.”
His hairy brown hand reached for the gear-shift, and the van moved on across some traffic-lights. Shaw glanced sideways at him, saw the steady eyes, watchful of the road ahead now. Thompson, the ex-Petty Officer who had once been Latymer’s own coxswain when the Old Man had last commanded a ship at sea, and who was now his personal driver, was just about the best hand behind a wheel that Shaw had ever known, and that was why he’d asked Latymer to let him have him for this job.
* * *
In the back of the Jaguar the girl sat between the two men, one of whom held a revolver pressed into her side. They didn’t speak; now and again one or the other of them turned and looked over his shoulder through the rear window. The driver, too, kept glancing into his mirror. But there was no sign of any pursuit, no car that appeared to keep behind more than ordinarily long.
As the Jaguar went deeper into London’s East End, Gillian Ross felt her stomach turn to water. Her mouth was trembling. After a while she asked, “Where are we going?”
The man on her right gave a soft laugh. He said, “You’ll find out soon enough. You’ll be going a long way, sister.”
* * *
In the fishmonger’s van the radio crackled in Shaw’s ears, and he listened, then flicked a switch.
He said, “Rescue answering Vanity… message received. Very good, will take over now.”
Switching off, he said, “Right, Thompson, we’re in. They’re in Limehouse, heading along the East India Dock Road. Get on to ’em now.”
“Aye, aye, sir.”
Thompson put his foot down, going as fast as he could through a maze of back streets. Soon after, the van took a right-hand turn into the East India Dock Road.
Shaw watched anxiously. “Can’t see her, Thompson.”
A moment later Thompson said, “She’s coming up behind now.”
Shaw relaxed, sat back in his seat. He said, “Good! She’s all yours, then. I’ll leave it to you — you know the best distance!”
“Don’t you worry, sir.”
The Jaguar overtook the van and then kept straight ahead for a while. Just beyond Victoria Dock Road it turned off into Silvertown Way, and then went through the criss-cross of side-streets that made up Canning Town, approaching the river again somewhere, Shaw judged, behind the Customs House in Victoria Docks.
He felt pretty confident they hadn’t been spotted, that the driver of the Jaguar had no suspicion whatever that he had been tailed by a series of cars. But, so far, it had been easy enough in those busy main thoroughfares. Now, it was trickier — much trickier. Lorries were unloading at the tall grey warehouses, and the streets were admittedly far from empty; but there wasn’t so much general traffic now. The van, innocent though it looked, might soon become a little obvious to the men ahead. On the other hand, if he dropped back too far, this was precisely the kind of neighbourhood in which the Jaguar could disappear for good…
A little later the Jaguar slackened speed and then turned down a side street to the left. Shaw, watching the line of buildings, said, “Keep right on across that turning, Thompson. I’ve a feeling it may be a cul-de-sac.”
“Yes, sir.”
The van held its course, crossed the head of the turning, going slow. Looking left, Shaw caught a brief glimpse of the Jaguar disappearing through some big gates in a high wall at the end, beyond which there seemed to be a biggish yard. Shaw could see the high side of a warehouse, and over the gateway was a sign in the form of an arch, in gilt lettering fixed to a metal framework. The sign read: Emco (Importers) Limited.
Shaw snapped, “Right, Thompson. Journey’s end. Stop her and back up until you’ve got a clear view of that cul-de-sac.”
The van stopped and backed, pulling up on the opposite side of the road just clear of the turning. Thompson took his hands off the wheel, rubbed them together. “Well, sir. Now what?”
“This is where Pelly and I go in and take a look round.”
The ex-sailor asked pensively, “Sure you wouldn’t like some help, sir?”
Shaw grinned, put his hand on the man’s shoulder. “I’d like nothing better than to have you along, but I’ve got something else for you and Archer to do.” He looked round at Pelly and Archer in the back. “Righto, you can hop out now.”
“Glad to, sir!” Pelly, a squarely built, homely man, slid back towards the rear door of the van. “Apart from getting cramp, I’m nearly asphyxiated.” He grimaced, screwing up
deep-set eyes in a leathery face. “One thing about this Outfit, sir, we do go in for plenty of authenticity.”
Shaw gave a brief, tight smile. “Take a deep breath then, Pelly. It’s going to get a whole lot fishier before long!” As the two men clambered out of the back, he turned to Thompson again. “There’s a call-box over there — see it?” Thompson nodded. “Give me a minute or two after I’ve left you, then ring the Admiralty. Speak to Mr Latymer personally. Tell him where I’ll be — Emco’s warehouse in—” He glanced through the window. “Calcutta Street, Canning Town. After you’ve done that, come back to the van and keep an eye on what comes out of Calcutta Street. Archer had better scout around for a back exit and watch that. Ring Mr Latymer at once if that Jag appears again, and then wait for Pelly and me. If the Jag doesn’t come out, give us a full hour from now. If we haven’t appeared again by that time you’ll report to the Chief by phone — after which, of course, you’ll be under his orders again. Clear?”
Thompson nodded. “Yes, sir, all clear and understood. And — best o’ luck, sir.”
“Thanks, Thompson.”
Shaw got out and joined Pelly, then swung away angularly, his tall frame striding ahead of his companion towards the warehouse gates. Thompson nodded to Archer, who went off to look for the back entrance, and then he sat there behind the wheel and watched Shaw and Pelly go, shaking his head and whistling softly between his teeth. He didn’t feel easy in his mind… Commander Shaw, he thought, he’s a real gentleman, and if anything looks like happening to him I know what I’d like to do: Go in there fighting.
Thompson, however, like Shaw, was still a sailor at heart; and he knew he just had to hang on and obey orders. He got out of the van, yawned, stretched as though he hadn’t a care in the world; then he went across to the telephone-box and called Whitehall. After that he went back and settled himself comfortably behind the wheel of the van again, lit up his pipe, and pulled a folded newspaper from his pocket. The headlines were all about some state in Africa — place called Nogolia. Thompson had only vaguely heard about it. They seemed to be having plenty of trouble just now, like the rest of Africa… Thompson turned the page. As he read he kept a careful eye on the street and on his driving mirror, watching for the Jaguar.
Nothing would get past him, or Archer for that matter.
* * *
Three minutes after leaving the van Shaw and Pelly walked in through the gateway of Emco’s yard, which was littered with straw and tissue packing, lids of old crates, and other broken woodwork. Away across the cobbles to their right was a big loading bay, with piles of sacks stacked in the rear and several lorries loading at the raised platform. At the back of this bay was a sign saying Inquiries and an arrow pointing towards the door of an office.
They went across and Shaw tapped at the door. He entered a small room with a counter running across it. Behind the counter, at a desk, a neatly-dressed clerk was making entries in a ledger. He glanced up as Shaw and Pelly came in, and got to his feet.
“Yes?”
Shaw said, “Good morning. I’m making some general inquiries about import statistics… I was wondering if I might have a word with your managing director?”
The clerk pursed his lips. “I don’t know if Mr Canasset’s here, sir. He doesn’t come down every day, not to the warehouse, you see. I’ve no appointments for him to-day — not that I’ve been told of, that is.”
Shaw said, “No, that’s quite right, I haven’t an appointment as it happens. Only as I was in the vicinity I thought I’d call—”
The clerk interrupted him firmly. “I’m sorry, sir. Mr Canasset never sees anyone except by appointment. Even if he is here. He’s very particular about that.” He half turned from the counter, dismissingly. “If you’d like to make an appointment by letter?”
“I’m afraid that won’t do.” Shaw’s expression hardened. “Look, this is very important. If you’d be good enough to find out if Mr Canasset is in, and tell him… tell him Mr Ross would like to see him, I feel quite certain he’ll see me.”
Shaw was watching the clerk’s face intently, but there was no reaction. The young man said doubtfully, “Well, I can ring and ask, if you like.”
“Thank you.”
The clerk went back to his desk and took up a house telephone. There was a brief conversation, apparently with a secretary, and then the clerk looked up at Shaw and said, “He’s in all right.” He held on for a while and after nearly a minute he said, “Very good, Mr Canasset, sir. Yes, sir, two gentlemen, that’s right.” He put down the receiver and got up. “Mr Canasset’ll spare you a few minutes, sir,” he told Shaw. “Mr Verity, that’s his personal assistant, he’ll be down in a moment.”
Almost V.I.P. treatment, Shaw thought sardonically. He nodded, folded his arms, and leaned back against the counter. Off-handedly he asked, “What kind of importing do you do, mainly?”
“Natural products entirely, sir, chiefly from Africa. There’s millet, cocoa, palm-oil… all that kind of thing. Quite varied. You interested in those lines, sir?”
“Among others,” Shaw murmured. His gaze wandered round the office, out through the grimy window. It all looked ordinary enough, he supposed, but then of course it would. And that Jaguar had definitely come in here.
Mr Verity was down very quickly, coming through a doorway opening into the section of the office behind the counter. By the look of him he’d been hurrying — he was hot, and a little out of breath. His plump stomach rose and fell with the effort of taking in air, the round moon-face had its mouth open to give him a surly, adenoidal look.
Blinking rapidly he asked, “Mr Ross? If you’ll kindly come this way, gentlemen.” He opened a flap in the counter and Shaw walked through, followed by Pelly. They emerged from the back of the office into the main body of a large warehouse stacked high with crates and sacks and round baskets. Verity led the way along a narrow gangway between the piled goods, and as he went along Shaw glanced at the black-stencilled markings on some of the goods, noting the ports of origin… Monrovia, Port Harcourt, Accra, Lagos, Freetown, Pointe Noire, Lobito, Walvis Bay… there was no doubt about it, Messrs Emco had plenty of contacts with the Coast.
Verity was making for a wooden stairway which led up to a gallery running along the far wall of the warehouse and suspended over the vast space. Off this gallery offices opened, seemingly the offices of the various executives and directors.
He stopped at a door marked: P. J. Canasset, Managing Director, knocked, opened the door, and stood aside. Shaw and Pelly walked in, and Verity left them. As Shaw entered he felt his pulse quicken.
From behind a desk a bald, fleshy man got up to greet them, a flabby man with overmatched clothes, a man not quite English, though it would have been hard to point to an exact nationality; a man whom Shaw had recognized immediately as the man who had been at the Ship’s Biscuit the night before, alongside the African behind that naked coloured girl, the man who had fired at him. A piece of sticking-plaster covered the gash made on his face by the broken glass of the window. The man’s eyes were wary, suspicious, but he didn’t appear to have recognized Shaw as the one who had been on the window-sill. Shaw didn’t find that surprising; after all, he hadn’t been in sight for long and the light would probably have caused a reflection on the glass until it had shattered.
Shaw decided to keep his knowledge of the night-club and the Cult to himself for the time being. It would be more of a shock, would have a more salutary psychological effect when he got the man back to what they called the ‘grill-room’ in the Outfit.
He said, “Mr Canasset, I’m making enquiries about a young lady…"
* * *
Canasset blustered it out to the end and he seemed absolutely confident.
He knew nothing whatever about any girl and although he admitted having a black Jaguar in the firm’s garage, its number was not that of the one Shaw had followed.
Shaw said, “Well, you won’t object if I just take a look round the premises, will you? After all, if you’ve nothing to hide….” He shrugged.
Canasset snapped, “I’ve nothing to hide — and you’ve no authority to search my premises.”
“No, that’s quite true. But I assure you that some one’s going to take that look round, and it might suit you better if I, and not the police, did it.”
Canasset glowered, then made a gesture of resignation. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, but… oh, very well, then. Just to satisfy you.” He reached out for a telephone. “I’ll get Verity to show you—”
“Oh no, you don’t!” Shaw was on his feet already. He took two strides forward and his hand came down in a hard grip on Canasset’s wrist. “You’ll come round with us yourself — if you don’t mind! And there’s absolutely no need to tell any of your staff what you’re going to do. Right?”
Canasset’s lips tightened murderously. He snapped, “When you’ve finished, I shall report your behaviour to the proper quarter, I assure you. I have friends—”
“I’ll take a chance on getting a black mark, I think.” Shaw let go of the man’s wrist and stood back. “Now — let’s go. I’ve got a gun handy, and it’ll be right behind you all the time even if you can’t see it I suggest you take me straight to Miss Ross—”
“There’s no Miss Ross here, damn you—”
“All right, all right, we’ll see. I may as well warn you, if you try anything I don’t like, I’ll shoot. We know this is big business, Canasset, and I’m not taking any chances now. When we’ve found the girl you’re coming with me, and you’re going to talk.” Shaw grasped the man’s shoulder. “Get going.”
Canasset, his face furious but with no trace of fear in it, moved to the door.

CHAPTER TEN

Canasset led the way down the wooden staircase into the body of the warehouse. Tight-Upped, he asked, “Where d’you want to go?”
“Everywhere. We may as well start with this building as any other.”
“You won’t find anything. You’ll get nothing but trouble for yourself as a result of this.” The man seemed utterly confident as though he scarcely needed even to protest any more. Shaw had one nasty moment of self-doubt and then his hand went inside his jacket and he said in a quiet voice.
“Just lead the way, Mr Canasset.”
* * *
Canasset was right, though; it didn’t get them anywhere.
Canasset grew more and more confident as Shaw grew wearier with his unavailing search; but Shaw fancied that the managing director was in fact keeping his eyes on the go as much as he and Pelly, continually looking, as Shaw suspected, for a means of letting some one know what was going on just in case Shaw should stumble on something which he didn’t want known about.
After a time it began to seem pretty hopeless. In the firm’s garage Shaw found a black Jaguar; but it bore the registration number as indicated earlier by Canasset. Shaw was positive there had been a switch of number-plates for the job, but he couldn’t prove it; the records showed the car’s true registration as the one Canasset had given, and Shaw could get nothing out of the garage foreman. Nevertheless, he examined the car minutely just in case there should be any traces of the girl. There was nothing. Further, Shaw could find no evidence of a back entry to the yard, and the sole means of entry and exit appeared to be by way of the Calcutta Street gates, a fact which Canasset confirmed when he was asked. The man looked briefly triumphant, gloating, when he noticed Shaw’s baffled expression.
It was only as they were crossing the yard back to the big warehouse that Shaw caught sight of something which looked as though it could have interesting possibilities. Beyond a boiler-house there was a dark passageway built on to the side of the warehouse itself, and ending, so far as he could make out, in a blank brick wall.
Plainly, though, it must lead to something more than that.
Shaw said, “I’ll just take a look along there.”
“Certainly. It only leads to the cellars.”
“Which you haven’t mentioned before, have you… I think we’ll just go down for a look round.”
Canasset said, “They haven’t been used for years.”
Shaw looked at him sardonically. “You mean they haven’t been used for the storage of goods.”
“Hava it your own way.” Canasset shrugged.
As they came under the lee of the passage roof into the shadows, Shaw brought his Webley right out and jabbed it into Canasset’s back. He felt a prickly sensation run along his spine; he was certain now that he was getting nearer the heart of things, even though Canasset didn’t appear worried. He said harshly, “Careful what you do. Remember what I told you. If this is a trap, I’ll shoot first.”
“It’s no trap. I told you — we’ve nothing to hide. You’re making a big mistake.”
They were at the end of the passage now and there was little light. Shaw groped along, kept his gun in the small of Canasset’s back. Canasset stopped, reached up, and flicked a switch. A dim light came on overhead and showed up a heavy, iron-bound door set in the warehouse wall and a dirty, red-painted sign which read: NO ADMITTANCE WITHOUT AUTHORITY OF WAREHOUSE MANAGER Canasset took a bunch of keys from his pocket and opened up a glass frame beside the door. From this he took the key of the cellar. Shaw asked, “Why the ‘No admittance’?”
“Because it’s not safe down there — stairs are rotten and the floor’s shaky, but we don’t want to waste money on doing up a place we never use. Is there anything else you want to know?”
“Not for the moment,” Shaw murmured.
Canasset put the key in the lock and turned it. Then he lifted an iron bar set in brackets across the entrance, and swung the door itself back on its hinges. Reaching forward, he fiddled with another switch, and a second light came on inside, a feeble yellow light which showed up wooden steps descending into the blackness.
The hairs at the back of Shaw’s neck seemed to rise up as he and Pelly followed Canasset carefully down the steps. The place was damp, forbidding, mildewed perhaps from the river’s seeping nearness; a stuffy, dank smell came up, a smell like the grave.
It was, Shaw thought fancifully, just like that — opening up a grave. He shivered. It had the air of having been used more for some kind of prison than as a store, and indeed part of the smell seemed to come from age-old human sweat and misery, from close-packed humanity like a present-day Black Hole of Calcutta… in Calcutta Street, Canning Town… Shaw checked himself. Imaginings didn’t help at a time like this, he needed his wits about him. But in solid fact these building were old, had seen much history, might have been used for many things in their time. The smell, now he came to think of it, seemed to hold some of the pungency of African sweat… could this, perhaps, be one of the meeting-places of the Cult, then? That was something he would find out from Canasset when they got the man back to the Admiralty.
Dimly in the light’s radiance, though this didn’t extend far into the gloomy places, he saw that the vast cellar was partitioned off by thick walls into cubicles with narrow alleyways running between, rather like a wine-cellar. Once, it had very likely been such a place.
Canasset turned at the bottom of the steps and said, “Well — there you are. You’ve seen the lot now. I told you there wasn’t anything down here.”
His voice seemed to echo round the walls as they stood in that small pool of light from overhead, echo away until it was lost in the total darkness beyond, leaving behind it a silence which seemed to reach out clammily and touch Shaw. The whole place had a wrong feel, an evil feel. It was almost as though there was some physical presence there, eyes watching him from the dark. He shivered suddenly, caught up again in those vivid imaginings, hearing again the horrible throb of those African drums last night, wondering what could have gone on down here too, what ceremonies, perhaps, what gruesome rites had been performed recently in the name of the Edo Cult to leave their aura in the atmosphere.
He gave himself a slight shake, ridding himself of such fancies. He said, “I’d just like to look right through.”
“All right” He saw Canasset’s shrug. “Go where you like.”
Shaw’s mouth tightened and he kept all his senses on the alert, ready for anything that might happen now. Canasset was being just a little too co-operative, he fancied, too carefree, and he didn’t like that. He jabbed with his gun-muzzle, and Canasset moved on into the dark, holding a cigarette-lighter above his head to give a fitful, flickering illumination.
* * *
Below the cellar in a close, airless room leading off a damp passageway at the foot of some old and foot-worn stone steps, a buzzer sounded and a big African with a fuzz of crinkly, greying hair reached out for a house-telephone. He was sitting at a couple of upturned packing-cases with planks laid across them to form a rough desk. The sleeves of
his white silk shirt were rolled up. His left wrist carried an expensive gold watch while his right forearm showed a healed scar… the mark of the Black Widow.
He said, “Sam Wiley here.”
The voice — Verity’s voice — said, “They’ve gone down into the cellar.”
“Very well. You are quite certain it is the man Shaw?”
“From MacNamara’s description, yes.”
“Ummm…The African thought for a moment, his brow furrowing and the heavy lower lip jutting, fingers rasping at his cheeks. Then he said, “He evidently suspects very strongly — is that the impression you had yourself, Mr Verity?”
“Well, yes, as a matter of fact I had.” Verity’s voice was high, frightened. “I can’t make out why Mr Canasset didn’t take him down to the cellar at once—”
Wiley’s tone was soothing, almost a croon. “He is doing so now, isn’t he? We didn’t want to have to do this, for it will draw more attention to the premises, but now I shall have to deal with him after all.” He paused. “After that, we’ll have to move out at once, I think. I’ll go up and watch Shaw now.”
“Do we leave in the Jag?”
“No, no… not the Jag. The tunnel. Will you please see to that, Mr Verity?”
“Yes, of course.” The line clicked off and Wiley got up, moving quietly, cat-like. He patted the bulge in his pocket, moved over to a cupboard, and brought out a curious, bottleshaped object made of some flexible, opaque material. Gently he pressed the sides and a cloud of a powdery substance shot out. Wiley seemed satisfied. After this he opened a door leading off the room and looked through to where two more Africans were playing with dice.
He said, “Stand by. If the worst comes to the worst we’ll be moving out — within the next ten minutes. Get the girl ready. Any trouble with her, you know what to do.”
He slammed the door and went out of his own room and along the passage. Halfway along he stopped and took a heavy crowbar from some clips on the slimy wall, pushed it through a hole which looked as though it had once carried a large pipe, and bore down heavily on its end. Inside the crumbling brickwork of the wall something moved, and there was a slow gurgle of water. Wiley then pushed the crowbar right through the hole until it slipped from his hand and fell with a splash into the water. A filthy smell came through the hole, but Wiley seemed scarcely to notice it.
He went quickly along the passage again and up the stone steps, moving very, very quietly as he had been accustomed to do when hunting as a young man in the West African jungle.
* * *
As Shaw followed Canasset along a centre aisle he flicked on his own lighter and peered into each vat-like cubicle as he passed.
Each and every one was empty — empty of everything save the filth and decay of years. Rats scurried ahead, their feet making a small clatter among loose bricks and stone and rubble. Reaching the end of the central alleyway, Shaw turned and came up another lane to the right. Still there was nothing out of the ordinary.
He had reached the pool of light again by the foot of the steps when he heard the scream. It was dim and faint, muffled as though it was coming from a long, long way off or from behind thick walls, but it was quite unmistakable. It was a woman’s scream, the high-pitched, terror-filled cry of a young girl.
Shaw stopped dead.
He reached out for Canasset’s shoulder, grasped it, and swung the man round savagely, his lips drawn back. In the overhead light from that single yellowed bulb the man’s face was dead white and he was trembling. Shaw’s teeth came together with a snap. He said, “That settles it, Canasset. You’ll take me to that girl now or I’ll give you something you won’t forget in a hurry. I won’t kill you, Canasset, because you’ll be needed alive. But I’ll damn near do so — I swear that!”
Canasset’s tongue came out and licked at his lips. Shaw was bringing his left fist back to smash the man’s face to a pulp when he caught the small sound away to his left, as though a foot had dislodged a piece of rubble, and at the same instant a voice came to him out of that blank, impenetrable darkness of the vats.
“Hold it, Commander!”
Shaw stiffened, heard Canasset’s gasp of relief.
“Please don’t move, Commander Shaw. I have a Luger in my hand and it’s lined up on your navel. I’ll split you like a piece of firewood if I have to. Throw that gun down. At once, please.”
“You come and get it.”
The voice came back like steel. “There is no time for foolery. You have three seconds precisely.”
Shaw, his face livid with anger, did as he was told.
“And the other man — quickly.”
Pelly’s gun clattered on the stone floor. Shaw snapped into the darkness, “Who are you?”
There was a laugh. “They call me Sam Wiley, Commander Shaw. Now, Mr Canasset, if you wouldn’t mind picking up those guns… thank you. And kindly stand back, away from the two men… that’s it, thank you again, Commander Shaw—”
Shaw rapped, “Why are you so certain you know who I am?”
The hidden man said, “You surely didn’t expect to remain invisible while you were going round the warehouse, did you? As it happens, just because you were on that Tube train the other night, I’ve gone to a good deal of trouble to find out more about you… but for now, there is no more time for talk. Listen. I am going to switch on a torch. You and the other man will walk singly and slowly towards it, with your hands above your heads. You first, Commander. Do you understand?”
Shaw nodded, his face stiff.
“Very well, raise your hands now… that’s right. Thank you.” A pocket-torch beamed out suddenly, slicing the vaults. “Now come towards me.”
As Shaw moved he heard Felly’s soft whisper. “Stand by, sir—--” Almost in the same instant he heard Pelly move, saw his arm stretch up, swift as lightning, and jerk the electric-light bulb downward. As the flex parted, Shaw threw himself sideways. A split-second later there was a bone-crunching sound and a loud cry from Canasset; Shaw guessed that Pelly had got him. The torch was out now, but there was no firing. Pelly whispered, “I’ve got the guns, sir. Here.”
Shaw felt his Webley being pushed into his hand; swiftly, he spun round and fired blind into the darkness. Then he threw himself to the floor and rolled hard to his left, but still there was no answering fire. Pelly whispered urgently, “What now, sir — fire again?”
“No — sit tight. He doesn’t know where we are and we don’t want to tell him unless we can be sure where he is first. We’ll sweat this out for a bit.”
He had barely finished when he heard a mocking laugh almost in his ear and then a pencil of bright light stabbed out into his face. Simultaneously there was a tiny whuff of air from close by, as though a plastic powdered-insecticide container had been discharged full into his face.
Something, some cloud of minute, stinging particles like pepper, shot into his eyes.
He dropped his gun, bit back the cry of pain, of shock, and tore at his eyelids. He couldn’t open them, a thousand bright lights danced, beat at his brain. Tears streamed down his cheeks. He stood up, lurching on his feet, scarcely knowing where he was. Near him, a sharp cry and an oath told him that Pelly had had the same treatment. A moment later his arms were seized roughly and twisted behind his back.
The voice was triumphant now, and full of hate. It said, “And now, Commander Shaw, you will walk where I tell you to walk. My methods are effective, are they not? And they leave no trace of wounds on the body.”
“So what?”
The man laughed again. “You will see.”
Shaw was given a hard push in the back. He staggered into the wall, then dropped to the stone floor. Canasset, his face working, moved forward and kicked him viciously in the ribs — once, twice, three times. He gasped with pain, felt himself seized again and dragged upright. Wiley said something to Canasset and then Shaw heard the managing director walking away. One of his arms was twisted up behind him again and he was forced forward. A sweat of sheer pain stood out coldly on his forehead and his eyes seemed to be on fire and he was remembering that this man was called Sam, and that he’d had those ideas about Esamba, and that Esamba was the God Who Blows Out The Light Behind Men’s Eyes…
* * *
Thompson hadn’t been able to concentrate for long on his newspaper. He sat there in the driving-seat of the fish van, biting his nails and looking worried. He kept on glancing at his watch. The hands dragged… fifteen minutes, twenty, the half-hour. Three quarters.
Commander Shaw wasn’t coming out. Unreasonably, perhaps, Thompson had that strong feeling of alarm again.
But he must obey orders and wait.
Ten minutes to go. Four, three, two…one.
He stared ahead through the windscreen, his leathery face twitching slightly, big hands tapping on the wheel.
Precisely on the hour the ex-P.O. climbed out of the van and banged the door shut. Strolling casually across the head of Calcutta Street and forcing himself not to hurry, he looked down towards the warehouse. Men and lorries moved in the yard but there was no sign of the Commander or Jim Pelly. Sucking his teeth Thompson went into the call-box and dialled the Admiralty, was put through at once to Room 12.
* * *
Shaw and Pelly were marched stumbling through the cellar to Wiley’s guiding directions, the tears streaming down their faces still.
Shaw said to Wiley, who still had a tight grip on his arm, “You realize, of course, I didn’t come here without letting some one know. It won’t be long before there are more people here — looking for us.”
Wiley laughed indulgently. “I don’t doubt that, Commander. Of course they’ll come — but what will they find? A respectable firm of importers, that’s all, with workmen going about their ordinary, lawful, daily business. There will be nothing they can charge anybody with. They will certainly not find you or I or Mr Canasset or MacNamara — or the girl either. She is coming with Canasset and me.”
Shaw stumbled on, feet slipping now on slimy, broken flagstones, his thoughts going round and round. He’d made such a mess of everything, had let that girl in for something that she might never get out of now. He would be morally responsible for what happened — and he could only guess at what their purpose might be in taking her with them. He was filled with remorse, with self-reproach and bitterness, and the thoughts crowded in on him and left his mind reeling.
Suddenly Wiley snapped, “Stop. Turn to your right.”
Shaw did so, heard Pelly’s heavy breathing close beside him. There was the snap of a torch. Shaw tried to force his eyelids open, had to shut them again quickly. He felt rotten boards under his feet now.
Wiley said, “Bend down. You will feel a ring-bolt in the flooring. Pull on it.”
Shaw remained where he was, upright, swaying a little. “Bend down and pull.”
Still Shaw didn’t obey; he asked, “What’s all this for?”
“Your disposal, Commander. I can’t risk leaving you and the other man, and I certainly can’t take you with me, much as I should like to… an extra man at this stage might block the pipeline, you see?”
“Why don’t you just shoot us, then? Or is that what you mean to do?”
“No, no. I am very sorry. I can’t make it so quick and easy, the point being that I must make your death natural-seeming as well as effective, so as to obscure the trail as far as possible. Hence the powder in your eyes just now, rather than the Liiger. Your death must seem to be accidental, a mere carelessness on your part while searching the cellars in a mistaken belief that you might find something. You must have no bullet-wounds in your bodies. Your men, when they come here, may never find this particular spot where you are standing — you did not find it yourself — for it is very well hidden. But they may, and if they do, Commander, they will find your two bodies, dead — from natural causes. Drowning — nothing else.”
Wiley paused, then went on, “By the way, talking of accidental death and so on, you may be interested to know that MacNamara didn’t kill Handley Mason at all. I attended to that myself. Mason was killed just before the train got into Gloucester Road, which is where I left the compartment. After he was dead, had anyone got in, he would have looked like a drunk sleeping it off, and then as soon as the compartment was empty again, the guard would have pushed him out on to the track. As it happened, no one got in — as you know — so MacNamara was able to do his part as soon as the train was in motion again. It was rather neat, I think!” Wiley chuckled. “MacNamara’s presence had been arranged so that he could testify to Mason’s suicide. What we did not expect was that he would disappear before he had been questioned by the police and told the story he had been ordered to tell. When that happened we wondered how deep his loyalty to us really went, and when we found him again, we questioned him very closely… yes, very closely. You understand, of course, what I mean by that. We learnt some interesting facts, after much time had been wasted. Such, for instance, as that he had talked too freely in the past to the girl Gillian Ross.”
Shaw felt a thrill of horror at the African’s tone. He tried again to open his eyes. They were red and puffy and burning, but for a fraction of time he was able to see through the slits, and he saw the man who called himself Sam Wiley.
As he had half expected, he was the Negro of last night, the big, greying man who had been with Canasset behind the ‘altar.’ Not that this information was likely to be much use to him now; but for what it was worth he had come straight to the heart of this business. Perhaps, with luck, Latymer’s boys would bowl these men out after he himself was dead, and then what he had done wouldn’t have been quite wasted… but they would have to get here fast, before Wiley and Canasset and any others involved had slipped away into the unknown. It must be well over an hour now since he’d left the fishmonger’s van; Thompson would have contacted the Admiralty.
There was still a hope.
He had only opened his eyes for that fraction of a second but it had hurt them badly. They were streaming with tears again now, and the searing pain was back. He heard Wiley speaking again. Wiley said, “Below this section of floor there’s a broken sewer. It is sealed off, of course, but the sealing has deteriorated over the years and the river tides cause the water-level to rise. The floor is very bad just here, as perhaps you can feel with your feet. After you have gone down through the trap-door we shall smash in the flooring and it will appear that you have simply slipped through the rotten woodwork. Now, Commander — for the last time. Bend down, and lift the trap up.”
Shaw said, “Oh, no. You’ll have to shoot me after all, Wiley.”
He heard the African give an angry nasal snort. He fancied from the breathing noises that Wiley was bending, and then he heard the rasp of the trapdoor as it lifted. A moment later he felt a slight, a very slight, movement of the air and he sensed the blow that was coming at him. Almost involuntarily, instinctively, in response to some deep habit of self-preservation, he twisted his body a little at the last moment and the savage blow, the fierce downthrust of lead piping, took him across the back of the neck instead of the head; nevertheless, he went down like a log, breaking some of the flooring in his crashing fall.
Wiley laughed softly, turned and gave Pelly a similar blow. Then he picked up the two inert forms in his powerful arms, one by one, dragged them to the trapdoor, and dropped them through like so much rubbish. They crashed down, and chunks of rubble fell in after them, and then dark, stinking waters closed over their heads.
Up top, Wiley closed the trap and then smashed away at the floor. Within seconds the broken woodwork crumbled downwards, lay gaping in a jagged hole, a brand-new wound which could so very easily have been caused by the weight of two big men.
Wiley walked away quickly, down the slimy stone steps to the underground room where Canasset was waiting. As he entered Wiley grinned and lifted his thumbs. Canasset took up the telephone, gave a few brief orders to Verity up in the office, put the phone down, got up, and slid back a big stone block in the wall. With Wiley behind him he squirmed through into a narrow passage whose walls dripped foul-smelling water, and he waited impatiently, his lips tight. Shortly after there was a sound from ahead and then a single flash of light. Canasset, his voice echoing along the passage, called out sharply.
“Wait!”
He went ahead and joined up with two more men — and the girl, whose face was pale and shadowed in the torchlight. She showed no outward sign of bad treatment and her clothes were neat and tidy; she would pass without comment inside a car. Canasset looked at her, his face working strangely, his cheeks flushed and his breath coming fast. He reached out a puffy white hand, fumbled with the fastening of her dress. She shrank back; the men behind her held her fast, helpless. Canasset’s shaking fingers pulled, groped, opening the frock to her waist. The pudgy hand was on her body, feeling the cruel weals which had reddened the white skin. ;
He said softly, “This was why you screamed, then?"
She nodded, her eyes bright with tears.
Canasset stared at her, and then very suddenly his hand came up, struck like a snake, taking her twice across the cheeks with vicious slaps. He said, “There will be no more screaming when we leave here. If there is… I will allow these men to do as they wish with you. I think you understand. Now dress.”
A few moments later Canasset took the lead, and they walked along for some six hundred yards. After that the floor of the tunnel took an upward turn, and after a short but steepish climb Canasset reached a ladder. Climbing this, he banged twice with the butt of a revolver on a metal trap above his head. After half a minute the trap was opened and the party climbed out into the oily inspection-pit of a garage.
A man in dungarees said, “She’s all ready for you.”
“Good.”
They climbed out of the pit and went towards a plain black car, a fast, rakish job whose engine was running already. When they had piled in, the car pulled out into Canning Town, turned to the left in the roadway, and drove off fast, swinging round corners. Hitting the Barking by-pass where it crossed the line of the Northern Outfall Sewer, it headed east down river.
* * *
Back in the offices above the warehouse Verity, who a short while before had taken the message from Canasset below the cellar, took up the phone and asked the private exchange for an outside line. When he had got it, he asked for a Southampton number and spoke urgently to a director of a subsidiary company of the Emco group. After that he called Grays in Essex and talked for a while to Canasset’s wife. Then, mopping at his forehead, he sent down for the clerk from the inquiry office.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Shaw went down into that filthy ooze, the bottom of the pit soft and foul and muddy beneath his slack, unconscious body. He lay there where he had fallen, on a pile of silt with the stinking water lapping his face, seeping horribly into mouth and nose and ears. Imperceptibly the water deepened as the incoming tide flooded into the London River, brackish water coming up from the lower reaches by Southend and the North Foreland, sea-fresh to start with, vile as it seeped through the ancient, decayed stone and brick rubble below Canning Town, bringing with it the filthy refuse from the drains and sewers. Close to Shaw, Pelly lay with his head right under, just a black and slimy lump that had so recently been a man — walking, living, breathing.
The sudden twist of Shaw’s body as the chopping, downward-slicing piping had taken him, had deflected the full force of the blow and it hadn’t landed square. In Pelly’s case it had; and Pelly had broken his neck in the fall anyway. The slimy ooze, blocking mouth and nose completely, had quickly done the rest. Shaw’s instant reflex action, attuned to danger more than most people’s, had saved his life — so far.
As, up in the fresh, clean daylight, Canasset’s car rushed eastward, Shaw came back to semi-consciousness to find himself retching horribly, a gut-tearing upsurge of green bile that stung his throat raw, shook him, racked him, ate to the very centre of his being, a retching into seemingly solid blackness which left him as limp as a rag doll and unable to think constructively.
He moved higher up the bank of silt, dragging himself painfully, to clear his face from the muck, retching still; and when he’d brought up all he could he lay inert, shaken with a feverish trembling, his eyes stinging agonizingly even now.
He lay in a silence which was almost total, a vibrant, flesh-creeping stillness which was broken only by a low gurgle of water rising through the pores and breaks in the crumbly brickwork. He lay there motionless, his face covered with a sweat which was as icy cold as death itself.
A little later he heard sounds above his head, vague and distant sounds. Those sounds could mean that Thompson had got word through — as indeed he must have done by now — and Latymer’s boys had come along and were going through the cellars. Or it could mean that they’d been and gone while Shaw was unconscious, and now Canasset and Wiley had come back to make sure they’d done the job properly. Or it could be simply the warehousemen going about their work, the noises on the warehouse floor echoing down to him through the cellar.
In any case, if he stayed there much longer he was gone for sure. So he tried to call out, but all that came back to him was the thin echo of his own weakened voice, and he was quite unable to make anybody hear. Once a reflection of light filtered down very briefly as a torch flickered across the wall above the rotten flooring and then he knew that some one was actually in the cellar over his head; but his efforts to call out again only resulted in an indistinct murmur which was lost in the echoing clatter of footsteps, and then that light vanished and he was utterly alone again.
After that there was absolute stillness, stillness and the groping, strangling dark, and the sucking, awful gurgle of the inflow, the ever-rising oozy liquid.
* * *
The phone went once again in Latymer’s office, and the urgent voice told him, “Reporting from the warehouse, sir. We’ve been right through the place and there’s no sign of Commander Shaw or Pelly — or the girl, Miss Ross… by the way, sir, that Mr Verity’s just flown into a paddy and called Scotland Yard.”
“Blast him!” Latymer said savagely. “All right — thank you. Stay where you are. I’ll contact you again very shortly.” Latymer jammed the phone back and drummed his stubby fingers on the desk-top, his face tight and anxious and angry. Then he buzzed through to Miss Larkin and told her to send Captain Carberry up.
When his Number Two came in, Latymer told him the score. He added, “So far as the people on the spot can say, there’s no positive ground for interfering with the firm or any of its employees. On the surface anyway, it’s a perfectly respectable import business.” He took a cigarette from a silver box and jabbed irritably at the desk lighter. “I’m convinced Shaw and Pelly are somewhere on those premises, all the same, and probably the girl’s still there too. Thompson and Archer were watching the place all the time. Even the call-box Thompson rang from had a clear view of the entrance. Nothing came out. Not a lorry, not a man. They’ve got to be there, Carberry.”
“Might be more than two ways in and out, sir.”
Latymer shook his head. “Don’t be elementary. That’s been checked. Matter of fact there’s only the one, as Archer quickly discovered. That’s in Calcutta Street. And the whole place has a high wall right round it. Granted there may be some concealed exit, but if there is our people haven’t found it, and I’ve no reason to suppose they haven’t been thorough.” He drew deeply on his cigarette. His face looked old and lined, Carberry thought, as though he’d aged ten years during the morning. “Somehow I don’t care for the sound of the man whatsisname — Verity — who appears to be in charge in the absence of his boss, a Mr Canasset. Incidentally, I’ve had a quick check made on Canasset and he’s a respected figure in the City — any amount of directorships. . and a good many of his firms have interests in West Africa.”
“Think there’s a connexion, sir?”
“I don’t know yet, but I’ll find out,” Latymer said tersely. “Meanwhile, he left the warehouse early on a visit to the West Country and a call to his home backs that up. We’ll haul him in, of course, as soon as we can locate him. But I was talking about Verity; our chaps say he’s a shifty-looking basket, but we can’t do a thing about him till there’s more to go on, particularly as we’re treading on the thinnest of legal ice by entering the premises at all without police backing. His story stands up — to every one but us. He says the only visitors to the office all morning were two men from a subsidiary in Southampton, whose visit is corroborated by the Southampton people themselves. If it’s a faked-up alibi we can’t crack it. Verity’s boxing clever by calling in the Yard, no doubt trying to call our bluff. I’ve an idea he may have been just a little too clever, though. Now Scotland Yard’s in on this, we may as well make full use of ’em— what?”
“How, exactly?”
Latymer snapped, “The obvious way, my dear Carberry.” His eyes glittering with devilment he reached out for the intercom and flicked the switch. “Miss Larkin — get me the Commissioner of Police. Personal. At once. Yes.” He flicked the box off and looked up at Carberry. He was grinning tightly now, the skin grafts on his face adding to the appearance of devilishness. He said, “I’m going to take the P.M.’s name in vain and make the Commissioner take out a search warrant right away so that we’ve got a good basis on which to pull that joint apart inch by inch without breaking the ruddy law. They’ll hang me for it in the end, of course, but I’ll get away with it for quite long enough to ensure they don’t waste time hectoring our lads down at the warehouse. And we’re going along ourselves, Carberry, you and I.”
* * *
Bit by bit strength had come back into Shaw’s body, a strength given him partly by his realization that he just had to pull himself up from the clinging ooze, clear of the water as it rose to new danger levels. Had to — if he was to live.
The first thing he’d done had been to grope around for Pelly; and after a while his blindly searching hands had touched that hump, face downward in the slime. He dragged him up as well as he could, using every ounce of his willpower, and felt for the heart. But all the time he knew quite well what he would find; he’d had too much contact with death not to recognize it instantly. There was just nothing he could do for Pelly.
And what about the girl herself?
Gillian Ross was the sort of girl who could probably look after herself very much more effectively than most girls of her age and class — in the normal run of hazards which a young girl alone in London had to face. But this was entirely different. She would be out of her depth and utterly helpless. So much for his promise that she wouldn’t come to any harm…
He struggled back to the silted ledge where so far he could hold himself clear of the water. When he got there he stood and groped with desperate fingers for a handhold in the brickwork of the walls. But they were slime-covered, smooth, wet, and greasy with nameless filth, and he was weak, too weak, as he soon realized, to haul his body up by the tenuous grip of fingertips thrust into the gaps. As the water deepened inexorably he was forced right back into that one corner where the silt lay piled, the silt into which his feet now began slowly to sink. In time, that water came breast high, and higher… lapped against his chin, sending its stink more foully into his nostrils and its filthy, sick-making taste into his mouth as it came through the crannies and the gullies which channelled it to the pit.
As he stood there, back to the wall now, something brushed past his face…
A moment later it seemed to press into him.
He shuddered, held himself stiffly away, scalp tingling.
Then, reluctantly, he reached out a hand, felt something soft and slimy with a hardness under it like scales, something which yielded pulpily, morbidly. It moved very slowly past. It had the feel, the clammy touch, of some great fish, an eel perhaps, which had made its silent way from some muddy backwater into this Stygian place, and was now seeking a way out to the freedom of the clean river again. And then, as the thing floated on slowly past his face, Shaw realized what it was and he gave a sharp cry of horror.
What he had touched was a human leg, and the thing was a dead body.
And — it wasn’t Pelly’s body, because Pelly had been fully clothed. This poor object was stark naked, and it felt as though it was already decomposing. The sweet, sickly smell of death reeked into his nostrils; his head dropped as thick, frizzed hair moved past his face and he started retching again, horribly, cruelly, into the flood.
Gradually then the rising tide took him in its grip until his feet no longer touched bottom. He floated. The only hope now was that the deepening water would lift him high enough to enable him to reach out for the crumbling edge of the hole in the floor above, the hole which Wiley had been going to make to give his death that authentic touch of accident. He couldn’t see that hole, and he had no means of knowing how high above his head the floor was anyway.
The radio link from Scotland Yard crackled out its urgent message to four patrol cars in London’s East End.
From the East India Dock Road, from Wapping, from the Blackwall Tunnel, and from Spitalfields the fast black cars started to converge on Canning Town. A squad under a Detective Chief Inspector left the Yard itself, bound east. In another car with a motor-cycle escort and wailing sirens the Assistant Commissioner, “C” Department, himself sat back against thick cushions and swore briefly under his breath at the easy way his Chief had been talked into this by some one at the Admiralty who’d got some pull in high circles.
The car from the East India Dock Road reached Emco’s yard first and turned to seal the gateway; a little later it was joined by the one which had been passing through the Blackwall Tunnel. By this time a sergeant had found the Inquiry Office and the clerk. He said, “Police. No one’s to leave the premises.”
Within minutes the rest of the cars came in, and as the Assistant Commissioner’s car and escort drew up with a flourish in the yard, Mr Canasset was already leaving his home near Grays. But now he was no longer Mr Canasset but a very much changed man whose name was Peters and who had an impeccable passport, quite recently issued, to prove it. In his pocket, as he got back into the rakish car in which he had left the Canning Town garage and which had been waiting for him, was a ticket for the next B.E.A. flight to Madrid.
Once he was inside again the car headed back westward, going fast.

CHAPTER TWELVE

Shaw knew for certain now that he hadn’t a hope of holding on for much longer, and when he heard the sounds above him again, much closer and louder this time, he had a moment of sheer nightmare when he fancied it was all over and he’d somehow passed straight into the voodoo realms of Esamba and Edo and the Dark Gods… and then, through the gathering mists, he realized that some one very solid, some one very much more of this world, was above him.
Summoning all his ebbing strength he managed a weak cry, and at once the footsteps above him stopped. He called out again and after that he heard the excited shout from above.
“Sir — here, sir, there’s some one down here!”
A powerful torch beamed downwards through the smashed boards, slicing into the dark.
Shaw gasped, struggled, thrashed at the water, feeling himself slipping away. That wild thrashing disturbed something.
In the broad ribbon of light from overhead Shaw caught another glimpse of the naked body that had brushed across his face earlier, the body that was now moving slowly across below the hole in the floor above as though it, too, awaited rescue. Floating there, face upward… and in that one moment Shaw could see it quite clearly enough to recognize the ghastly smirk, the twisted face of fear that told him the man had died in agony and terror. The body had been wickedly mutilated, mutilated to the point of slow death, and it was black, and it must be the remains of Patrick MacNamara.
Shaw looked away, hung grimly on to life. There were sounds above, and soon a man came down on the end of a rope attached to a steel bar laid across the now open trap, and then, when he felt firm hands reach his shoulders and take his weight, Shaw let go. Overcome with exhaustion and the nausea of that place, he simply passed right out.
* * *
He was out all the rest of that day and a good deal of the next.
He came round slowly and found himself in bed in a small room with a single window looking out on to smoke-blackened brick. As he stirred a little, a girl who had been sitting by the bedside got up and leaned over him, smoothed his forehead, and he saw that she was a nurse.
Brightly she said, “There we are, then! How do you feel, Commander Shaw?”
He muttered with difficulty, “Perfectly bloody, if you really want the truth.”
“Bad headache?”
He winced. “An understatement.”
“It’ll pass.”
He thought; She does sound as though she really means that! In a feeble voice he asked, “Am I in hospital?”
She nodded, smiling down at him. “Yes, of course.”
“How… long have I been here?”
“Nearly twenty-four hours.”
“Oh…” He didn’t tick over right away. “Twenty-four hours…" Minutes later he had hoisted it in, and he knew there was something of tremendous urgency which he had to do, and if he didn’t do it right away there was going to be big trouble, because the birds would have flown from the nest well and truly already, and nobody except himself knew about Wiley… He muttered something and tried to struggle up, but the young nurse pushed him down firmly. His head swam, the room rocked around him, and he lay still while she wiped a heavy, cold sweat from his face and neck. His mind was slipping away again now, he couldn’t remember, simply couldn’t remember the essentials… then he asked painfully, “How… long do I stop here?”
“That’s for the doctor to say. Not very long, though, if you take things quietly.”
“Take things quietly… Good God, Nurse… listen now.” He stopped. It was no good, it had gone again. He asked, “Is there much wrong with me?”
She laughed quietly, confidently. “Not a thing that a bit of rest won’t cure. You must have a very tough constitution, you know — or a lot of luck! They did all kinds of tests on you, but there’s nothing wrong at all.”
He nodded, and smiled up at her weakly, and then the mists closed in again.
After a while that dead-out sleep, the sleep of exhaustion and a small degree of shock, changed into a light and refreshing sleep, and when he woke again some hours later it was night and he felt a good deal better. This time he woke to full and immediate awareness of his surroundings and he saw a night nurse sitting sewing by a shaded table-lamp. She came over when she heard him stirring.
He grinned at her and said, “I do believe I’m going to live after all!”
Tweaking at a sheet, she said briskly, “There never was any doubt of that… good gracious me, the things patients say!” She went on, “I’ve orders to tell you, as soon as you wake — there’s some one waiting to see you. If you don’t feel like visitors I shan’t say you are awake. Well?”
He lifted himself on one elbow. There was a slight feeling of dizziness but it passed quickly. He asked, “Who’s the visitor, Nurse?”
She said, “A gentleman that’s been waiting for you in sister’s sitting-room. A Mr Latymer.”
“You’d better bring him in right away, please, Nurse. It’s important, and there’s — things — I’ve got to talk to him about.”
* * *
Latymer had a way with him, Shaw decided with amusement, there was no doubt about that. The nurse had seemed to want to stay in the room, but the Old Man had simply opened the door and glared at her, then barked at her not to come back unless she was sent for. She’d given that scarred, square face and the steel-green eyes just one astonished look and then she’d gone without another word, and Latymer, grinning away and dusting his hands together, had marched over to the bed. He came straight to the point. He said abruptly, “Well, my boy. Damned glad we got there in time.
Now — tell me exactly how you’re feeling. And I want the truth.”
Shaw said, “Better than I ever thought I would, sir. All things considered, I think I’m fairly fit.”
“Good.” The eyes examined him critically, brows thickly lowered. “Now — give me the whole story from top to bottom and in detail.”
Latymer listened intently and in silence for the most part, only asking a brief and pointed question here and there. When Shaw had finished he said harshly, “They’ll have got a flying start. Clear away by this time, I shouldn’t wonder. There’s already a warrent out for Canasset, and a full-scale search is on for the girl. The ports and airfields had a watch put on ’em as soon as we could arrange it—”
“When was that, sir?”
“Not till Canasset had had that good start, unfortunately. You see, there wasn’t anything to incriminate him personally at first so far as we knew — and his wife put us off with some yarn that he’d gone down to Plymouth for the week-end. She sounded as though she genuinely believed that, and Verity’s story tied up too at first. Anyhow, I had a check made on friend Canasset. The results were perfectly all right to begin with, but then later on some information came to hand that he was known to have Communist sympathies, for what that’s worth, and when we couldn’t find him in Plymouth — well, we went into action. By the way, I didn’t tell you when you mentioned it — we did get confirmation that the body in the pit was definitely MacNamara’s. So that settled him, poor feller — we cancelled the call for him right away. Pity, as it happens… if the call had still been out for him, we might’ve netted this whatsisname, Wiley, instead.” Shaw said, “I can’t understand why MacNamara was down there. You remember I said Wiley’s idea was for my death and Pelly’s to look natural. Well, MacNamara’s was obviously anything but that, and it’d have been suspicious just to find him there, I’d have thought… unless…” He hesitated, thinking back to the pit.
Latymer moved impatiently. “Yes?”
“Well, I suppose he could have… floated in from somewhere else. Freed in some way, perhaps by the tidal movements. Could be that.” He added, “By the way, sir, have the police had any luck in finding Jiddle’s killers?”
Latymer shook his head. “They haven’t found a thing, I’m afraid. Well — now we’ll have to put out a call for this other black feller, Sam Wiley.” He swung away, walked up and down, hands clasped behind his thick back. He said. “I’d say it’s already a damn sight too late, though. Anyway, our net’s not all that foolproof even when we’re in time.”
“Where d’you think they’ll have made for, sir?”
“Africa — of course! Once they get there, we’ll have one hell of a job to pick them up, and you can bet they know it too. And there’s any amount of ways into Nogolia without being spotted — boats from ships lying off uninhabited strips of coast, planes landing up-country on the empty plateaux…”
“Has the news got out that I’m alive, sir?”
“If it hasn’t already it soon will.”
“Have you heard from Debonnair, by the way — I mean, she’ll be worried if she thinks I’m—”
Latymer interrupted, “Yes, I have, and she’s in the picture.
That girl loves you, you know—” He broke off and looked down at him shrewdly. “Look here, Shaw. I want you to be quite honest and tell me when you’re fit to go, to move out of here and take a trip, that is. To hell with the doctors. You’re the best judge of how you feel, and they’ve already assured me there’s nothing basically wrong with you. Well?”
“I’m ready when you are, sir.”
Latymer put a large hand on his shoulder. “Good for you, my boy,” he said quietly. “But I do want you really fit. You’ll need to be. Have your sleep out for now, leave things to me meanwhile — stay here one more day and night, and then be ready to leave immediately after breakfast the next day. Report direct to Carberry. There’ll be some routine briefing, and then you’ll leave by air for Jinda via Paris, using a routine flight from there. I’ll want you to get up from Jinda to Manalati as unobtrusively as possible. Play this on your own for a while, and deal direct with the two top men at the station — Geisler and Hartog, who will have been warned to expect you. There’s one more thing, Shaw. Remember I spoke of the possibility that Edo might try to get at the Bluebolt station direct, if the indirect methods fail… well, the riots and so on aren’t making any headway against old Tshemambi — he’s sticking like a leech. That’s fine so far as it goes — but it does make me think something worse might happen, so just bear that in mind. I want you to sound the Bluebolt people out along those lines.”
* * *
Some thirty-six hours later Shaw, with a grip that Thompson had packed for him round in the Gliddon Road flat, left the Admiralty by car. One of the things somewhat on his mind was the report he had read some days before in those security screening records about Hartog having been in Russia after liberation from the Nazi concentration camp, and the fact that Hartog never spoke of this period of his life. That could mean anything or nothing, of course, and it might be a long shot to suggest that there was any connexion with current events. Certainly Carberry had seemed convinced there was nothing in it, and he generally had everything at his fingertips…
Thompson drove him fast to a Royal Air Force station where he boarded a specially chartered civilian plane for Paris, where he would change on to an Air France jet for Jinda.
* * *
Three days earlier Canasset, in the name of Peters, had arrived in Madrid by air and had gone directly to a certain bar where he contacted Sam Wiley, who, with Gillian Ross, had made his way to the Spanish capital independently and by certain devious and well-prepared escape routes. In this bar they had a long interview with a diplomat who, had the Spanish authorities known he was there, would have been decidedly non persona grata. In the course of this interview Wiley was given his final instructions. Afterwards Canasset, his job concluded, began a long journey into Eastern Europe; Wiley and the girl got into a car and were driven at speed to a remote field some distance south of Madrid, where, in the gathering darkness, they boarded an aircraft which took off without delay. Soon after they landed at an airfield in the Sahara, south of Oran, where they changed planes, boarding a waiting jet in which they were the only passengers. This jet took off for Nogolia. It was still dark when they crossed the border and flew low over country covered with thick, close-growing jungle and ranges of hills. When they reached the high ground the pilot circled over a wide plateau, a natural landing-ground. After his second circuit he switched off his navigation lights three times in quick succession, and then a line of flaring torches were seen flickering beneath. Recognizing his runway lights, the pilot took his plane down to a neat landing.
Wiley and the girl, leaving the plane, were approached by an African who treated Wiley with tremendous respect and a kind of awe, and they were led down from the plateau towards a mountain roadway where they got into a big Cadillac saloon.
The African nodded at the driver, and the car went off at high speed towards the seaport and capital city of Jinda.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Above, the sky was a burning blue, a shimmering sky with its horizon hardening to a dull bronze. From almost overhead and seeming very near the sun blazed down, a huge fiery ball glinting and flashing like some giant metal reflector. Below was the thick cloud layer, with occasional gaps through which Shaw could glimpse the dark green jungle-line which seemed to go on for ever and ever, endlessly, a fitted carpet laid thick and lush across all the world, interlaced with the brown, snake-like twists of rivers.
Shaw looked down intently whenever his eye caught one of those gaps in the cloud’s blanket.
Somewhere, anywhere, down there Gillian Ross might be by now, suffering mentally and physically. Shaw grew cold at the thought… soon the jet circled to land at Jinda’s big, modem airport two miles outside the city itself. As they came lower and lower Shaw could see the tall, almost skyscraperish buildings lancing upward through low cloud this was an Africa he himself had never known on his previous brief visits, a progressive land, an age-old but at the same time a young and vigorous land, a land which could and would go far if only she was left to settle her own problems and not become a pawn between the Power blocs of the East and the West. Even now it needn’t necessarily be too late…
There had been changes in Africa, but one thing was the same, Shaw found. As the doors were opened after the plane had touched down and taxied to the apron, the characteristic smell of Africa came into his nostrils, a smell which he hadn’t forgotten over the years… it was a different part of Africa which he’d known in the old days, but that smell was the same. It was an unnamable, indefinable smell but an unmistakable one, and a nostalgic one too, and it brought back instantly a vision of Sierra Leone, of sluggish brown waters and reddish earth, of chattering, half-naked happy children besieging the shore-bound sailors of the British Fleet as they landed at Freetown’s Government Wharf or at King Tom Pier. It brought back an image of grey, weather-scarred British warships lying with awnings spread at their moorings out in the bay; of the Victorian architecture and furnishings of the old Creole buildings in the town, and the women parading in the park on Sundays dressed like Victorian ladies, with coal-black smiling faces, regal in their incongruous grandeur; of winding roadways climbing through jungle on the way up to Hill Station above Lumley; of golden days on Lumley Beach itself, swimming in water unbelievably blue and keeping an eye open for the barracuda which lived in it; of days when with sudden vicious fury a squall would strike that bright blue water and turn it within seconds to a wind-lashed froth of raging, muddy brown which was unsafe even for a cruiser’s motor-cutter to cross. But it also brought the other things, the vague suggestion of the ancient pagan past, a hint of the dark secrets of those jungle lands and the closed tribal villages where the word of the ju-ju man was the only law they knew, the areas where Wiley would most probably have hidden and taken the girl.
* * *
As he came through the immigration control, where even his papers were given an exhaustive check which told him that Tshemambi’s Government officials were taking no avoidable chances, the rains, which had been temporarily stilled, broke out again accompanied by a long roll of thunder. As Shaw made for the local airline office to book for Manalati the whole place grew dark, and within seconds the solid water was slicing, battering down again from a leaden sky, bouncing on the roof of the airport building with a sound like a million riveters, and outside the river of water gathered, to rush down a shallow slope to the roadway in a brownish torrent.
At the airline office Shaw asked for a seat on the next flight up to Manalati.
The African clerk shook his head. “There will be no flights to Manalati for maybe two days, maybe longer. The rains have broken with unusual violence, and the runway is unserviceable for passenger aircraft.” The man’s singsong tone seemed positively cheerful about it. “Meanwhile, we are taking provisional bookings only.”
Shaw said, “I can’t wait two days. What’s the alternative?” The clerk shrugged, delving at his nails with a fils. Shaw fumed. He guessed that if only he could pull some strings he’d get some sort of plane to Manalati. But, as usual in his job, it would be wiser if his visit was not unduly advertised by his travelling so openly as any kind of V.I.P. when so near the actual job. He repeated his question.
“There is a train from Jinda,” the clerk told him. “It will be nearly empty. Few people go to Manalati in the rains. Or you may go by road, but I do not advise this.”
“I see. How do I get to the station — and what time does the train go?”
“We are an airline agency, not a railway booking-office.”
“But—”
The African slammed down his window and disappeared. Shaw seethed, then swung sharply away. Outside the airport he saw a line of American-style taxis, and he went out and got one to take him into Jinda. He was driven along red-muddy roads through crummy, clapboard suburbs where men lolled in the doorways of dirty bars and cafes, and occasionally, despite the rain, stood in groups at street corners, sometimes jeering and waving clenched fists when they saw the white man in the taxi. Some of them started a low moaning noise, a deep growling mutter which spread along the way to be taken up by gangs of youths farther along. It was the unstemmable voice of Africa, the voice that was saying to the white man: Go — and if you can go in time, go in peace also, for if you overstay your welcome by one hour, you will go in riot and rape and blood…
Shaw was glad when they came into the modern, Western-built sector of the city, past tall white buildings, offices and shops and hotels, and then arrived at the railway station.
Going to the booking-office he bought his ticket for Manalati, and he was told that the train would leave that evening at 6.30, so he had much of the day in which to kick his heels.
However, it would be a good thing to have a look around Jinda and begin to get the feel of Nogolia.
* * *
It was an impressive city, a monument in its way to the white man who had planned it and put those great modem structures where the ramshackle dwellings of a backward, primitive township once had stood. Shaw walked down broad streets lined with palm-trees, streets with big wide built-in concrete canopies stretching across the sidewalks outside the shops to keep away the sun or the rain in their respective seasons. Down the centre of the streets were gardens filled with tropical plants, bright with gay colours, reds and yellows and blues, whites and purples. But over all there was an alien feeling, a kind of heavy brooding, a waiting for something to happen. Shaw had also noticed this at the airport. There were few white people about in that smart, super-modern shopping centre; this may have been due to the rains, but Shaw didn’t think so. Cars could pull right in and discharge their passengers under the canopies. The shops were large, and some of them bore English names, well-known names, many of them, and they were crammed with goods; but they were almost deserted, sad-looking, forlorn and unwanted despite their brave appearance of prosperity. Such white women as Shaw noticed were all escorted, and their menfolk were watchful, alert, and nervy.
There were crowds of Africans in the streets, Africans of all classes — professional men, white-collar men, working men. Some of these regarded Shaw with open hostility, some with indifference, some with a supercilious air of gloating triumph. All swaggered along with exaggerated cocksureness, even insolent rudeness, with apparently no thought of work in their heads. Here and there a shop window had been smashed in and patched with planking, sign of earlier riots. Even the African constables on traffic and patrol duty seemed vaguely hostile to the whites, were curt with them, inclined to shoulder them aside.
Shaw came to a huge, glittering hotel, the Independence Hotel, it was called, the big neon sign stretching across its frontage. Looking at his watch, he decided he may as well have lunch here, and he went slowly up the steps, through wide swing doors. He stepped into fashionable elegance, a cool Western elegance. There were thick, soft green carpets, comfortable chairs, air-conditioning. The guests seemed to be predominantly coloured, but there was a fair sprinkling of white men and women, chatting over drinks in over-loud voices which betrayed the strain and the tension that was in them. They would be wondering, Shaw guessed, whether they would recognize the moment when they would have to get out and leave their possessions and their lives’ work behind them; wondering if they should have gone already before the storm broke over their heads and took even their lives away from them.
Shaw went across the foyer and the lounge into a long, chrome-and-green-leather bar.
The shelves behind the bar were stacked, crammed with bottles. You could get any drink you cared to name in this place, Shaw thought — London, Paris, New York had nothing on this. There were three African ‘boys’ in starched white jackets behind the bar; small groups of men, white and coloured, but segregated apparently by mutual desire, sat in chairs at individual tables. One or two were perched on high stools at the bar itself. Taking a stool, Shaw asked for an iced gin-and-bitters.
The African barman looked at him, gave a slight inclination of his head, but said nothing. He walked away, took his time over bringing the drink. Shaw took a cigarette from his case and flicked his lighter; it didn’t work. A man in a creased white suit who was sitting at a stool close by, took a box of matches from his pocket He called, “Catch.”
Shaw caught and said, “Thanks.” He lit his cigarette, took a deep lungful of smoke. He passed the matches back, and the man asked, “You just out from home?”
“Yes, I am.” Shaw raised an eyebrow and grinned. “Do I look that new?”
“No, not really.” The man gave a short grunting laugh. “I haven’t seen you before, that’s all. There’s not all that many whites left in the goddam country, and a new face stands out a bit.”
Shaw nodded. “Getting out fast, are they?”
“Well…” The man pursed his lips, pulling at a small dark moustache. “Dare say I did exaggerate a bit. A lot have gone, and the rest — well, they don’t come out much these days. You’ll find out!”
Shaw sipped at his drink, chinking the ice round the glass. “Just what is the situation like?”
The man said quietly, “Bloody murder, chum, that’s what it is. It’s quiet now, but it’s only a lull, and when it starts again it’ll be ten times worse. Better go back home again pretty damn quick if you ask me.” He took a long pull at a John Collins and then dabbed at his mouth with a handkerchief. He picked up a cork drip-mat from the bar counter and passed it to Shaw. “See that?”
Shaw took it. The mat was marked ROYAL COLONY HOTEL. He asked, “Well?”
The man laughed contemptuously. “Typical of the African mind. Unthorough in detail — they forgot these mats. What I mean is, the joint was the Royal Colony Hotel till — what— just a week ago. Had been all its life, and they never bothered with the name even after Nogolia became independent. Not till the recent troubles started. Then one day we woke up and found those bloody great neons. Independence Hotel my foot! Names count with the blacks at times like this — you’d be surprised! It’s only a small point, but it all shows the way the wind’s blowing, doesn’t it? Little things, all mounting up to put old Tshemambi into a diehard minority position.” Again he laughed, bitterly. “Remember years ago some one spoke of ‘the wind of change’ sweeping Africa — Macmillan, wasn’t it? He was a better prophet than even he thought.”
“Yes—” Shaw frowned, rubbed at his chin. “What about the real trouble — rioting and that?”
“There’s been plenty, but of course it’s only what you expect out here these days. It’s what’s going to happen that’s got everybody on edge. I don’t know… the blacks seem to be kind of waiting for something.”
Reflectively Shaw said, “Yes, that’s the feeling I get.”
Course, it’s all to do with this bloke Edo. I dare say you’ve heard about him.”
“Vaguely,” Shaw murmured. “D’you think he’s as powerful as they say he is?”
The man nodded emphatically, “No doubt of it, chum. He’s the worst bastard that’s ever been visited on this whole bloody continent. Got a real stranglehold. Break it, and you’ve got the answer. But the question of how to break it— that’s different! And it won’t be my worry for much longer.” He finished his drink at a gulp. “I’m leaving to-night. Most of my friends are packed and ready to go as soon as anything blows up… just a few are determined to stay at all costs.” He gave a sardonic grin. “They’re the elderly birds you always find in the old Colonial Empire — you know ’em, I expect — the ones who’ve been out here all their lives with their heads rammed in the sand and who feel sure the blacks won’t attack them whoever else they attack.” He slid off the stool, suddenly seemed to have difficulty in keeping upright. He said, “Tell you what, though: Their throats’ll slit as easy as any other bastard’s when the time comes.” He came across and slapped Shaw on the shoulder. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you!”
He made a somewhat unsteady progress out of the bar. Shaw watched him crashing through the swing doors into the street. If that man was typical of the whites out here, then things were going down the slippery slope right enough, and fast. And what would happen to Gillian Ross if she was left for long in the hands of a victorious Cult just didn’t bear thinking about.
After one more drink Shaw had an excellent lunch, but he was in no mood to enjoy it.
* * *
He picked up one of the American-style taxis, a really flash job with plenty of gleaming chromium all over it, to take him to the railway station that evening. There was quite a number of taxis and private cars at the station, most of them waiting for the express due in from up-country, and others bringing passengers for the train leaving for the naval port in the north; and Shaw didn’t particularly notice the Cadillac which also stopped, nor did he see the large, greyhaired African who sat back on the cushions smoking a cigar; he didn’t notice either when the man gave an order to his chauffeur, who got out and tagged on behind the passengers entering the station. The chauffeur followed Shaw on to the platform for the Manalati express, hung about casually puffing a cigarette, and watched while Shaw settled himself in a carriage which remained otherwise empty. When the express pulled out the chauffeur, who had noted the exact position of Shaw’s carriage, went back to the car and made his report. Then the Cadillac drove away fast, and within minutes a message was on its way up-country to Manalati and thence to a village not far from the track which the express would take.
* * *
The train, which was drawing three truck-loads of military stores and equipment under escort of a small detachment of the Nogolia Rifle Regiment, was hot and stuffy and reeked of damp and mildew.
Shaw sat and sweltered alone in his compartment, the upholstery adding to his discomfort. The train’s only stop was at midnight, when they were about half-way to Manalati, and a handful of soaked, bedraggled whites got on— probably, Shaw thought, employees of the copper-mining company which worked the Manalati mine. There were some women with them — wives, they would be. Shaw was left alone in his carriage. The station platform was open, wet, and dreary. A bunch of Africans, sullen and watchful, stared into the windows of the train as they mooched past to get in. One of them looked back for a moment at Shaw. There was none of that noisy chatter, the light-hearted chatter which Shaw remembered as being characteristic of Africans. It was as though a thick blanket of suspicion had descended over that old, carefree, childlike spirit, and he didn’t like it any more than he’d liked anything about this country so far; the Africans seemed to be holding themselves in check with difficulty, as though a dam would burst when the day of action came, the day of action that would come with Edo…
The train started on the second and last lap for Manalati, and after a while Shaw dozed off, sunk in his corner seat as the train rattled and swayed under the slashing rainstorm across country, through miles and miles of thick green jungle, across rickety bridges over great deep river-beds now flooding deep and fast, over rocky gorges swelling with water, puffed and panted and strained up steep gradients which carried the track over the mountain-ranges into the interior.
He had been asleep for some hours when there was a sudden scream of the whistle which tore back through the rain, and then a jangling jolt of the coaches as the brakes were slammed on in the cab. Shaw came wide awake as the train stopped with a roar of escaping steam. There were flickers of light outside near the track, and he heard shouts and commotion. He jumped to his feet and went to the window. A few moments later all the lights went out. There was a faint sound behind him and as he turned he sensed rather than saw the vague ''shape, the shadow in the corridor moving for his compartment.
As he reached for the Webley .38 the shadow moved fast, hurled itself through the connecting door on top of him, and he went rolling, winded by a hard head in the guts. He felt something black and stuffy being drawn down over his face, suffocatingly, and then he was fighting for his life.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

As the black bag came down over his nose and mouth Shaw got his hands around the unseen man’s throat and squeezed hard, his thumbs digging into the windpipe and forcing the Adam’s apple down and back. There was a harsh gurgling noise, and he felt breath rattle under his fingers and then the man was tearing at his hands, but unavailingly; Shaw was holding on as if his hands were steel grabs. The man stopped tearing and Shaw felt the fingers moving across the material of the bag until they found his eyeballs. There was a sudden cruel pressure and lights danced in his brain; the agony was intense, boring right into his head, but he hung on, sweating blood and panting hard.
* * *
He could no longer hear the shouts from ahead, and he didn’t hear the sporadic rifle-fire which now overlay those shouts, nor the splintering crash as panes of glass went to the floor in the carriages farther along the coach. From the rear coaches, where the African passengers were mainly travelling, there came the beginnings of that same low moaning noise that Shaw had heard in the outskirts of Jinda; it was the sound which seemed to foretell riot and bloodshed. But, from the van in the rear of the goods trucks on the end of the train, black soldiers of the Rifle Regiment stood ready — if they remained loyal — under white officers of the Nogolian Army to take control of any situation which might develop.
Shaw, squeezing desperately, knew none of this. All he could hear was the throb of drumming blood in his ears, and all he could think of now was the necessity of killing this man before he was killed himself. The man’s struggles didn’t seem to be getting any the less; the pressure on Shaw’s eyeballs was kept up until he thought they would be rammed back into the sockets, that even if he came out of this alive he would never see again… once more a vision flashed through his mind of Esamba Who Blows Out The Light Behind Men’s Eyes. His breath came hard, grating, while that of the other man still gurgled and rasped beneath his fingers despite the pressure. The neck-cords swelled beneath his hands, and he couldn’t quite close that powerful windpipe to stop the breath for ever. The fellow’s shoulders seemed to fill the whole of the floor space between the seats as he heaved in his struggles. After a while the realization came to Shaw that he was fighting a losing battle, that if the man didn’t succumb very soon he would be forced to let go.
And then the situation changed very suddenly.
The man must in fact have been much nearer the end than it had appeared; for all at once the neck-muscles fell slack. Taking no chances now, Shaw forced his fingers in hard. There was a choking gurgle and then a sticky, warm gush like blood, and the body went limp. As Shaw got to his feet and ripped the black bag off his face, footsteps sounded in the corridor and a torch was shone into the compartment.
A white man stopped by the door, stared in. He said, “Here, what the blazes… you all right, chum?”
“I’ll survive.” Shaw winced; his eyes were in fact very painful and he was badly out of breath, but otherwise he was intact. He knelt down beside the African on the floor and felt for his heart. He was very dead and there was a lot of blood. Possibly, Shaw thought, a blood-vessel had gone or maybe the windpipe had fractured. He lifted the right arm and saw, as he’d expected, the mark of the Black Widow, the mark of Edo… he let the arm drop, and got to his feet again.
The man in the doorway said, “Dead, is ’e?” He gave a short laugh.
“Yes. What happened out there?”
“Don’t really know the full score yet, except there’s a bunch of Africans sitting on the track ahead there.”
“Anyone else been attacked — individually, I mean?”
“Not that I know of. I think they’re after the army stores, myself.”
Non-committally Shaw said, “Yes, I — dare say.”
He glanced quickly out of the window as the first faint streaks of a grey and dismal dawn filtered over the distant hills. He saw indistinct shapes crouched by the track in the rear, alongside the goods wagons with the army stores. Soldiers. There was a ragged flicker of fire from the jungle, followed by the quick stutter of automatic weapons, and a spray of bullets spattered along the sides of the coach, was answered at once by a burst of rifle-fire from the soldiers — a not very effective burst compared with the automatics, and Shaw recognized the crash of the old Lee-Enfield rifle, once used by the British Army.
His companion, a short, thin man who had a ‘foreman’ look about him, asked, “You going to be all right?” He was plainly anxious to be on his way, and Shaw nodded. The man went on, “Because I’ve got orders to ask all white passengers who’ve got guns to muster in the leading coach, that’s the next one up from this—”
“Right, I get it. How many whites aboard?”
“I can’t say for sure, but not more than a dozen or so, I think. Major Kennet of the Rifles, he’s in charge now. Well — I’ll get on.” He moved away, looking into the carriages as he went. Shaw followed and went forward into the leading coach where, in the light of a shaded torch, a powerful, uniformed man with a chunky red face and sandy hair was addressing a handful of white male passengers armed with revolvers and sporting guns.
This man turned when he heard Shaw, flicked the torch round on to him, and said in an Australian accent, “Why, hullo there. Care to join the party, would you? I’m Kennet. Reckon I’ve kind of put myself in charge of the train.”
“Right. You can count on me. What seems to be the trouble, Major?”
Kennet jerked a beefy hand in the direction of the engine. “That mob out there, reckon they’re out to pinch my stores. That’s if we let ’em. Me, I aim to shoot down every mother’s bastard of ’em before we move on.”
“I see… Shaw looked searchingly at the Australian. He seemed a cool customer, reliable and tough, and he had an honest, open face, though at the moment it was twisted up with anger. “I’d like a word with you in private, Major, if I may.”
“Eh?” The soldier stared at him, saw the slight droop of an eyelid. “Oh… righto, then, come on in here. Make way, you lot — shan’t be a tick.”
Kennet shouldered his way through the small group of passengers and went into an empty compartment. Shaw followed. Kennet asked gruffly, “Well now, what’s it all about? Better make it quick.”
Shaw brought out his wallet and produced the red-and-green panelled Identity Card with the naval fouled anchor set across the colour intersection. He said, “That’s what it’s all about, Major. Naval Intelligence, out from home on special duties. Can’t say more than that, but I’ve just an idea that all this has been laid on for my benefit. They’re not after your stores at all. So when they attack it’ll be the passenger coaches they go for — to find me. I’ve already killed one of them.” Briefly he told Kennet of the recent attack on him. “It’s pretty important I get through to Manalati. I’d like to get this train moving right away and never mind shooting-up the crowd out there. Well?”
Kennet opened his mouth, then shut it again. Suddenly he laughed grimly and hitched at his belt. “Good on yer, son, I’m with you! Reckon it’s pretty important we all get through to Manalati, come to that, and I can have a crack at the mob another day.” He clapped Shaw on the shoulder with a huge hand. “We’ll get ’er started. You any good with a gun, Commander?”
“Not too bad.”
“Goodoh, me too… and that’s more than I’d say for the rest of the whites, can’t hit a bloody thing smaller than an elephant’s arse, I’ll bet.”
“What about your troops?”
“Oh, they’re all right—”
“I mean, are they loyal — even in a situation like this?” Kennet said, “Son, all I can say is I hope so, but I’d never depend on it entirely. No, you and I, we’re going to set this train to rights, all on our own if we have to.”
“How?”
“Easy. Just do as I say.” Kennet moved over to the door. “This compartment, it’s right next to the tender. If we nip down on to the track here we’ll only have the length of the tender to go before we can climb up to the footplate and take over. Reckon they may have got the driver, see, or else he’s playing along with ’em. Right? I’ll get the rest of the blokes to spread out along the coach and give us covering fire.”
Shaw nodded. Kennet went out into the corridor and called to the other passengers. Men moved into the compartments, their guns ready. Kennet came back quickly into the carriage and jerked the door back on its hinges. He leapt down on to the track and went forward at once in a crouching run. Shaw followed him, the early dawn air striking cool on his face, rain beating into him. As he landed on the muddy ground a rifle cracked and a bullet smacked into the coachwork just above his head and pinged away into the murk. At once a ragged burst of firing came from the train and there was a cry from the jungle, followed by more firing and more cries. Then there came an unearthly rising and falling chant which gathered volume as Shaw, crouching low, ran behind Major Kennet for the footplate.
In the glow of the furnace as he looked up he saw the African fireman bending towards Kennet, a shovel lifted in his hand and his lips drawn back. Shaw’s Webley roared, and the bullet took the fireman right between the eyes. The head seemed to shatter into pieces, then he fell, landing plumb on top of the Australian. Shaw reached them, dragged the fireman’s blood-spattered body clear. Kennet scrambled up, cursing, and jumped for the rungs. Hauling himself up, he climbed rapidly, his revolver in his right hand and covering the driver. His thin tropic uniform was soaked with the fireman’s blood, and he looked a really terrifying sight. Shaw heaved himself up and joined the Major in the lee of the cab’s sides, out of the line of fire from the jungle.
The driver was crouched down, his face grey and scared in the red glow from the furnaces.
Kennet snapped, “Get ’er started.”
“Bwana, I cannot. The tribesmen, Bwana, they are right across the lines. I cannot—”
“Oh, yes, you bloody can!” Kennet’s heavy red face was lowering, furious, determined. “If you don’t, I’ll feed you into yer own furnaces!” He reached out, his huge hand seized the man by the neck, and he pushed him backward towards the blazing fixe. There was a high scream; muscles bulged in Kennet’s left arm, his other hand held the heavy revolver into the driver’s stomach. The African’s face was a snarl of fear and pain. Smoke began rising from the man’s back as his thin clothing began to scorch. Suddenly Kennet jerked the quivering figure towards him, gave a short, grating laugh, and let him go.
The driver collapsed on the steel flooring.
Kennet roared, “Start ’er. We’re getting out — flip those bastards on the line an’ all too!” He called to Shaw, “Commander, I reckon we’ll need more steam now — can you Use a shovel?”
“Yes… but we can’t run over those people—”
“They’ll shift soon enough when they see us coming.”
“I hope you’re right.” Shaw, keeping as low as he could, went backward towards the tender and grabbed a shovel. There was a pretty good rate of fire coming from the train now but an occasional bullet from the mob whistled across the footplate or zinged into the metalwork of the engine and tender. Peering over the cab’s side, Kennet sent a few shots into the jungle, backing up the passengers, his face rock-like and sweating in the glow. Shaw scrabbled at the coal, brought chunks of it spinning down, scraped them together and shot them into the furnace, working like a maniac. Slowly, slowly the steam-gauge showed more pressure, and a few minutes later the driver told Kennet they had enough head of steam.
Kennet snapped, “Right, let’s go.” He prodded the African with his gun. “Move ’er, Charlie-boy, move ’er!”
The driver’s hand went out to a lever, moved it. Slowly, very slowly at first, the great pistons drove forward and the wheels turned. The footplate shuddered, and steam roared. Shaw said, “Give them a whistle, Major.”
Kennet looked at him, then reached for the whistle. A shower of boiling droplets spattered down, and a harsh shriek drove banshee-like out into the jungle silence and the slashing rain. Slow yet and ponderous, the Manalati Express out of Jinda went ahead again, thrusting into the dawn. The awful chant began again, a chant of death now, and a wail came from ahead, and the shouts, the cries of men. Shaw’s face was expressionless, stony. He detested this, hated having to stand there while steel-shod wheels drove over thin black legs and bodies — for he felt certain that not all the blacks would move. If they’d been talked into this by their voodoo men, by the promise of what Edo would do for them, then they were probably in a fanatical mood and fanatics always died hard; and they could hardly in that case be held responsible for their actions. They were simple people, childlike people, most of them, easy meat for the scheming brains behind the Cult.
As the great engine drove ahead, faster now, Shaw leaned from the cab at the risk of his life, and shouted, his voice carrying out strongly.
“We’re coming and this time we’re not going to stop. If anyone stays on the track he’ll be overrun.”
He rubbed the sweat from his eyes. They wouldn’t understand the language, most likely; but they would get the meaning. He dodged back as the shower of bullets spattered round the cab. Grimy now with sweat and coal-dust, he bent to chuck more fuel into the furnaces, and the flames roared up in a shower of sparks. Kennet kept the driver covered with his gun. The train rolled forward, gathering speed. Ahead, men moved hastily off the track. Shaw gave a gasp of relief, almost smiling — until he saw that two or three of them were not moving.
The Major, his face streaming sweat and his eyes rimmed with coal-dust, snapped an order and the driver moved the lever farther over. The train gathered more momentum, getting into the beginning of its rhythm now. As they came down on the hold-up spot an African hurled himself at the cab, missed the handholds but caught a foot somewhere below. He gave a wild, terrified scream of despair and his body was yanked sharply downward as the plunging metal took his legs and pulled him down to be beaten to a pulp between the huge, glittering, pounding shafts and the spinning wheels, A moment later there was another long-drawn scream from beneath the tender. There was not a tremor from the iron monster as the wheels crushed the bodies, sliced them into sections like pieces of bacon on a grocer’s counter.
Five seconds later the Manalati Express was clear and away.
* * *
Shaw and Major Kennet remained on the footplate, the soldier keeping his eyes on the driver while Shaw inexpertly fired the boilers. From time to time they alternated these duties but even so they made poor speed and the express was well overdue when it neared Manalati, coming out of the last of the jungle to run through open country and then sparsely cultivated ground which gave way to the outskirts and the ramshackle, tin-roofed dwellings of the town.
When they drew in at the little wood-built terminus Shaw climbed wearily down from the cab. He brushed aside the congratulations of the white passengers who came thronging towards the engine, found himself buttonholed by a small, perky official who looked like a quadroon and who had been pushing his way importantly through the group of passengers.
The little man said, “Sir, I am the stationmaster of Manalati. Name of Mister Tonks. I understand the train was held up—"
“That’s right.” Shaw told him the story as quickly as he could.
Tonks said, “You’ll be Commander Shaw, sir?”
Shaw nodded, rubbing at his eyes. “Why — how do you know?”
“Ah, I guessed, because I know all the other gentlemen, you see, and there is a message, sir, just this minute come from the Navy communications base — from Commander Geisler.” Tonks blinked rapidly. “His assistant, Mr Hartog, was to have met you, but he has had an accident with his car. Miss Anne, that’s Mr Hartog’s daughter, sir, she will be meeting you and will be here almost immediately. If you would care to have a wash-and-brush-up, sir, my house is at your service.”
Shaw nodded briefly. “Thanks, Mr Tonks. I’ll take advantage of that, and glad to.”
“Good. Kindly follow me, sir.”
“Just a moment…” Shaw turned to Major Kennet. “What about reporting the hold-up?”
The Australian clapped him on the shoulder. “Don’t worry about a thing, Commander. Reckon I can call the train my responsibility and I’ll see to everything. Including the sad demise of that bloke who went for you in the coach! Right?”

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Shaw had just finished a quick wash and had drunk a welcome cup of steaming coffee when Anne Hartog turned up, coming in fast in a mud-spattered station-wagon and pulling up with a jerk and a flourish at the Tonks bungalow.
Shaw pulled on a clean shirt and looked out of the window when he heard the vehicle. He guessed who it was when he saw a slim, sun-tanned girl of around nineteen or twenty scramble out and dash through the rain for the verandah, dressed in an open-necked khaki shirt and slacks.
Tonks let the girl in, and when Shaw appeared he introduced them. They shook hands and Anne Hartog said in a light, attractive voice, “Daddy sends his apologies.” She smiled at him, rather defensively, he thought, and pushed some stray blonde hairs, all wet and curly with the rain, back off her forehead. She said, “You’ll do all right with me, though, Commander Shaw. Bet I’ll get you out to the base quicker than Daddy would — rains permitting, that is!”
Shaw glanced through the window at the station-wagon and grinned back at her understandingly. He said, “I hear your father’s had an accident. Hope it’s nothing serious?”
A shadow seemed to cross the girl’s face and she brushed the question aside. “No, it’s nothing much. He’d been down at one of the copper-mines last night — Kamumba, out west of here — and his car ran off the road. That’s all. He’d only just got back before I left.”
“I suppose the roads are pretty bad around here?”
She grimaced. “Perfectly frightful. Most of them are nothing but tracks, really, and in the rains — well, they’re just too awful for anything. You just can’t help the odd spot of bother.” The girl looked away as she spoke, and she flushed a little. Then she went on quickly, “Well, if you’re ready, we’ll go, shall we? Commander Geisler’s very anxious to meet you, I believe.”
“Right. I’m all ready now.”
Shaw thanked the stationmaster for his hospitality, picked up his grip, and followed Anne Hartog out to the wagon. He noticed a rifle lying on the back seat and asked, “Is that because of the general situation, Miss Hartog?”
“Anne,” she said. “Do call me Anne. The rifle… well, yes, it is really. My father won’t let Mummy or me take any chances. He thinks we may really have to defend ourselves before long.”
“Let’s hope it won’t come to that,” he said as he settled himself comfortably. “Know how to use it?” His eyes twinkled at her. “I suppose most people out here have some kind of acquaintance with guns, though.”
She said, “Yes, they’ve got to. I can use it all right if I ever have to, but like you, I hope it won’t come to that. It’s a hobby of mine, actually — range-firing, you know, and hunting, but shooting at people… well, I wouldn’t want to have to do that.” She put the vehicle in gear neatly and competently, and accelerated. The wheels spun in thick mud before taking a grip and then the wagon went forward with a jerk. They shot ahead, turned out of the station approach, and went off fast, a little too fast, along the muddy road. Looking aside at Shaw, Anne Hartog said suddenly, “Mr Tonks said there was some shooting last night when your train was held up.”
He nodded. “That’s right. Some one was — after the military stores, we think.”
“Where did it happen?”
“I couldn’t say just where. About sixty miles west of here, roughly.”
The girl’s head jerked a little and she gave him an odd look and went a little pale, but she didn’t say any more. Soon they’d left the little shanty-town of Manalati behind them and were heading west, almost back in the direction from which he’d come. They returned to the beginnings of jungle country under the teeming, soaking rain, which lashed down vertically, penetrating the green canopy of the trees which stretched over the rutted road. Ann, peering ahead through the windscreen where the wipers coped as best they could, was soon forced to ease down as they met the hint of coming flood.
She said crossly, “Damn. It’s pretty hopeless, isn’t it? We’ll be down in the valley soon, the Naka Valley, and it’ll get worse.”
“The base is right in the valley, isn’t it?”
She nodded.
“Not so good from the flooding point of view, surely?”
“Oh,” she said, “there’s no bother about that as far as the base itself is concerned. It’s on rising ground. It’s the roads I was thinking of. Actually the whole country’s terribly swampy for six months of the year.” Farther on she said, “You know, I don’t think we’ll make it before lunch at this rate. The rain’s got a lot worse since I started out, and it’s still some way to the base. If you don’t mind, I think we’d better turn off to our bungalow. It’s only a little farther on from here. I’ll take you home, and we can ring Commander Geisler and ask him to send the helicopter. It’ll be quicker in the end.”
“Well, if it’s no bother having me around?”
“Oh, no! Mummy’d love to see you. We never see a new face.”
“I dare say you all find it a bit isolated and lonely, don’t you, living out in the wilds?”
She answered rather dismally, “Oh, you get used to it. Or perhaps you don’t really… I mean, it’s got a lot worse lately. There’s no social life at all now since things got bad. When we get back to normal it’ll be all right, if we ever do.”
“Have you had much trouble around here?”
“No… not a lot just in this part. But there’s the go-slow in the mines, of course, and the whole atmosphere’s pretty nasty. What with that and the rains—” She broke off with a brittle laugh. “I shouldn’t say that, really. We’ve all been praying for the rains, and now I grumble because they’ve come! Matter of fact, we only just escaped the ants, so I hear — or I hope we have. Some of the houseboys say they are still around, though I don’t really believe it myself now the rains have started at last.”
Shaw asked, “Ants?”
“Yes, the driver ants — army ants, some people call them.”
“Now I come to think of it, I’ve read about them.”
“Have you? Hope you never see them, then! They’re brutes… they’re not very big, but they go through the country like locusts, only a thousand times worse. You can avoid them on rising ground — they give the higher places a miss, you see, and in fact you’re all right in any European-style building really. But they’ve got such beastly stings — agony if you get many bites, I believe, and they can be killers. They just strip everything. Not that I’ve seen them myself,” she added. “I think they only come when the rains are late like this time, and when there’s a lot of humidity… well, here we are.”
She shifted down, and they turned sharply off the road and headed up a private drive cut through high banks covered with thick, luxuriant green. At the end, in a clearing hemmed in by trees, was the Hartog bungalow. The drive turned in a broad sweep before the verandah, on to which a woman walked as they drove up.
Anne stopped the station-wagon with a jerk, said unnecessarily and almost as though she was talking merely to cover a sudden embarrassment, “Well — here we are. There’s Mummy.” She waved, called through the window, “Mummy, I’ve brought Commander Shaw along — we can’t make it by road. I thought we could phone through for the helicopter. All right?”
Mrs Hartog, a tall, graceful woman with fading fair hair, smiled and called back, “Yes, of course.” An African ‘boy’ came down the steps with a big, coloured umbrella, and the two got out of the vehicle and splashed across the short stretch to shelter. Shaw shook hands with Mrs Hartog.
He said, “It’s very good of you to put up with me. I hope I’m not a bother.”
“Good gracious, of course you aren’t!” She laughed, but rather forcedly; she had a nice face, Shaw thought, but there was more than a suspicion of strain behind it. She looked as though she was just about at the end of her resources, in fact. Shaw found that natural enough in the present circumstances of Nogolia, but all the same he fancied it went a little deeper than that. She went on, “It’s so nice to have some one new to talk to, you’ve simply no idea. Julian’ll be so pleased, too.”
As she mentioned her husband’s name a curious look came into her eyes and then she turned her head away. A little awkwardly Shaw asked, “How is your husband, Mrs Hartog?”
“You mean the accident?” It was almost as if she feared something else. “It wasn’t anything much.” As with Anne, there was the suggestion of a brush-off. “He’ll be down in a moment — he hasn’t been in long and I made him rest.”
She glanced across at Anne then and Shaw couldn’t interpret the odd look that passed between them. Then Mrs Hartog said quietly, “Anne, go in and call your father, will you? Tell him — Commander Shaw is here… but say I’m sure the Commander will excuse him if — if he doesn’t feel like coming down to breakfast.”
Quickly Shaw said, “Why, of course — but please don’t worry about breakfast for me—”
“You’ve not had any, have you?”
“No, but—”
“Then you’ll have some now. It’s late, but we always wait for my husband, so you mustn’t think you’re putting us out at all.”
There was a suspicion of a snort from the doorway through which Anne was just disappearing. A few seconds later Shaw heard the girl calling for her father from somewhere inside, and a hectoring voice answering her.
Shaw was halfway through a plate of fried eggs and bacon when Julian Hartog came into the dining-room.
The meal hadn’t been exactly festive so far, but it dropped into positive strain when the head of the house appeared, tall, lanky and moody and with a long, dark face. He had a somewhat bloodied bandage on his left arm, which was held in a sling. As Shaw got to his feet, Hartog said abruptly, “Good heavens, don’t trouble to get up for me. I gather you’re Shaw — that right? Geisler seemed anxious to see you.” Rather belatedly for good manners he added, “Glad to have you here, of course. Dare say my dear wife has already rung for the air transport.” There was a trace of a sneer in his manner as he looked at his wife.
Mrs Hartog said, ‘Yes, dear.”
Shaw gave a polite murmur, feeling extremely uncomfortable. Mrs Hartog was watching her husband anxiously. She murmured to Shaw, “Do sit down.” As Shaw sat, Hartog dropped into a chair heavily, winced, his long face glowering. No one offered him anything to eat, and in a moment Shaw realized why. An African houseboy appeared with a glass half full of whisky and a siphon. In utter silence he set the glass before his master and held the siphon poised over it.
Hartog nodded.
The man pressed the lever and the soda, a very little of it, fizzed into the glass. That was the only sound, except that Anne seemed to choke a little and then went very red. Hartog took no notice, but once again he nodded and the African serant withdrew as quietly as he had come in.
Hartog lifted his glass. “Breakfast,” he announced sardonically. His dark eyes glittered at the three of them round the table. “And your very good health.” He lifted the glass, drained it, and set it. down with a bang. His hand was shaking. He wiped his lips on a dinner-napkin. “That, I may say, is a damn sight better. I can now think, and feel, and see.” Bloodshot eyes in which there was an almost unbalanced look lit on his wife, and his rubbery mouth twisted. “For one thing, I can see you, Lena.”
“Yes, Julian.”
He said pettishly, “You look like a blasted dying duck in a thunderstorm. What’s the matter with you, for God’s sake?”
Shaw flushed, kept his eyes averted, felt rather than saw the misery and shame in Lena Hartog’s face. She muttered some excuse and got up and left the room. Things began to fall into place. Was the strain of things getting the man down — or what? There was that unbalanced look, the tinge of some kind of phobia, in the staring eyes, and Shaw felt that there was more than work and worry behind that look.
There must be some other explanation.
* * *
Shaw soon found out, and found out in a totally unexpected way.
After his ‘breakfast,’ which he completed with a piece of dry toast and in silence, Hartog gruffly excused himself, and Shaw was left alone with Anne. There was a constraint between them now, a natural embarrassment, and Shaw felt very sorry for the girl. After a while she looked straight at him and said, “I’m awfully sorry, Commander Shaw. I–I’d like you to know he hasn’t always been like that.” She hesitated, twisting a handkerchief round and round in her fingers. “I’m so worried about him. Mummy is too.”
Uncomfortably, Shaw waited. He guessed that Anne wanted badly to talk to him, and it would be a gross unkindness not to listen; but she didn’t say any more for a while. She got up and wandered over to the window, looking miserable and dejected, staring out into that relentless rain. Then, slowly, she turned and came back towards Shaw again, her slim young body held stiff and straight.
She said, “I don’t want to bore you. I know it’s awful cheek of me…. but you couldn’t help seeing and I wanted to explain.”
“You needn’t do that,” he told her gently. “I understood. I’ve knocked about a bit, you know. Everybody — and we ought to thank God for it — isn’t the same. You father’s got a better brain than most people. I don’t suppose you’ll believe this, but that often has a lot to do with this sort of thing.”
She didn’t seem to be listening. There was a haunted look in her face and she was very pale; it was as though she couldn’t keep things in any longer, as if something bottled up inside her for a long time was pressing for an outlet. She said in a low, tense voice, “It’s only started — well, quite recently. The last few weeks really. I mean, like he was at breakfast. He’s always drunk a fair amount, but he’s always been able to hold it so no one ever thought about it.” She flushed, then said defensively, “I know I shouldn’t be talking like this, but you do see, don’t you, there’s never anybody to get things off one’s mind to these days. If you’d lived out here yourself you’d know… I–I can’t really make you understand what it’s been like, I don’t think.” Her whole body was trembling now, tensed like a bow-string. “It’s… it’s — oh, it’s every damn thing about this blasted country… and I did so much want just to talk to somebody…"
Shaw said, “I know, my dear. I do understand, believe me. If you really feel you want to tell me something and it’ll help — go ahead I’ll listen, I promise. But you must remember your father’s had more than his share of strain lately. He’s had the worry of the station for a long, long time and now there’s all this trouble hanging fire. It can’t make things easy for a man in his particular job. And I’d say as a snap judgment that he’s very highly strung anyhow.”
She nodded, frowning. “Oh, I know. He is, that’s quite true. But a lot of other people have had the same strain, haven’t they? Commander Geisler, for instance — worse, because he’s in charge and Daddy isn’t.” She bit her lip. “He’s changed so much, it’s almost as if — as if some one’s got some sort of power over him…”
He looked at her sharply, enquiringly. “What d’you mean, Anne?”
“I don’t know,” she said in a small, miserable voice. “I just don’t know.” She hesitated, and then the words all came in a rush. “I–I shouldn’t tell you this — but it’s that arm of his… it wasn’t just a car accident. That’s why I’m so worried, and Mummy too. We just don’t know what’s going on.” She looked at him appealingly and with more than a hint of tears in her eyes. “I know you’re something to do with the work at the station and… and I was wondering if you couldn’t… couldn’t speak to some one…” Her voice trailed away.
He asked, “But what about, Anne?”
“I–I don’t know really.” She shrugged helplessly. “It was just an idea. I thought perhaps if Daddy had some leave it might help. I thought you could put in a word to London when you go back, but I suppose you can’t really. I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be sorry.” He looked at her critically and prompted, “You’d better tell me what’s on your mind, if it’ll help at all.”
“All right, I will.” She fiddled with her handkerchief for a moment and hesitated, as if she was even now unsure whether or not she ought to say any more. Then she seemed to take a grip and come to a definite decision, and without more ado she said ii* a kind of rush, “I’m worried because of last night. It’s his arm. He… had a bullet in it when he came home this morning. I told you I know a bit about guns. I’ve been brought up to handle them and I’m interested. Well, the bullet came from a British .303 rifle, the old Lee Enfield. It’s still used by the Nogolia Rifles and so far as I know by no one else out here. And, you see, there was your train…"
* * *
She’d broken down for a minute or two after that, and Shaw, extremely worried and shocked himself now, had done his best to comfort her and coax some more of the story out of her. He found that Hartog hadn’t confided in Anne, but the girl knew all about it because her mother, who had been an Army nursing sister during the War, had removed the bullet herself. Hartog, apparently, wouldn’t have the doctor from the base; and he had said nothing to his wife as to how the bullet came to be there — he had, Anne said, only bitten her head off when she’d asked. Anne had said nothing to her mother about the bullet being from a Lee Enfield rifle.
Shaw’s mind raced over the frightening implications of what Anne had said; she had moved away from him after a while, and there was a peculiar expression on her face, as though she herself had only just realized the full and terrible import of what she had said, had only just ticked over properly. Then, above the drumming sound of the rain on the roof, Shaw heard the hum of a helicopter’s engines.
Anne said, “Here it is now.”
Shaw went across to her. He said, “Listen, Anne. Is there anything else you want to tell me?”
“No.”
“You’re quite sure?”
She said dully, “Yes. There’s nothing else. But thank you for listening.”
He reached out and took her hands in his own and he said gravely, “Stop worrying if you can. Leave that to me. There may be some good explanation of all this. But there’s something I’ve got to ask you before I go.”
She looked up at him, her face working.
He said, “This is going to be hard, but I want you to trust me. I don’t want you to say one word to anybody at all about what you’ve told me. That’s important. Do you understand? Leave things just as they are, and I’ll do everything I can to help. I think you do understand what I’m trying to say — don’t you?”
She nodded, her eyes full of tears, then she twisted away from him and ran across to the door. A few moments later Julian Hartog came in.
* * *
The whisky seemed to have pulled Hartog together, Shaw thought. Once he and the scientist were in the helicopter and flying out for the Bluebolt station, the man expanded and became almost talkative. He was, it seemed, most concerned about the hold-up of the express from Jinda and wanted to know all about it.
His tongue firmly in his cheek, Shaw told him.
Hartog said scathingly, “God, those bloody blacks.” Every breath filled the cabin with the reek of spirits. “Must have been after the army stuff, as you say. I believe there were arms and ammunition as well as ordinary stores. May have been some of the native labour force from the Kamumba copper-mine.”
“Is that near where the attack took place?”
“Yes — well, I mean, pretty near, from what you tell me.” He hesitated, then went on, “I don’t know if you’ve heard about this god the niggers are getting so worked up about— Edo, they call him.” He added quickly, “But of course you have. That’s what you’re here about”
“Yes, quite. I don’t know much about him, though. Can you fill me in — d’you think there’s much in it?”
“The blacks certainly think so, so whether or not there is in fact it makes no difference. The result’s going to be the same. And some one who’s got it in for U.K.’s relations with Nogolia is obviously going to make damn sure Edo turns up on schedule. That’s all that matters, isn’t it?” Again he hesitated. “I heard last night that he’s turned up already, and that the fun’s going to start pretty soon. You know anything about that?”
Shaw’s heart had given a lurch. “No. How certain are you of this, Hartog?”
“Well, of course… it’s only hearsay, tom-tom news, bush-telegraph… you know what I mean. These nigs have a way of being dead right, though, and some of them are still sufficiently friendly towards us to give us the tip-off.” He looked at Shaw rather oddly. “I was wondering if you’d heard anything, that’s all.”
“I haven’t You don’t know where Edo’s turned up?”
There was a slight pause. “No, I don’t. The blacks were pretty vague as to that.”
“Did it occur to you to report this direct to Jinda or Commander Geisler as soon as you’d heard it?”
Hartog chuckled coarsely. “Yes, of course it did. The trouble was, I was in no fit state… no one would have believed me. I was going to tell Geisler this morning, but now you can do it. I expect he’ll believe you. Anyhow, apart from the base staff, you can’t absolutely trust anyone out here these days, and I thought it better to wait till I could get hold of Steve in person.”
‘“You’re quite positive this wasn’t a — a figment of—”
“Drink? Oh, no.” Hartog shook his head. “Believe me, it wasn’t that. At least — I don’t think so.” He gave a throaty laugh and looked with sly amusement at Shaw. “Never can tell, though, can you?”
Shaw’s lips tightened. He said, “That doesn’t help very much, Hartog.” They were almost at the control-station now; he would have a word with Geisler first, he decided — and then he’d have a talk in private with Julian Hartog. Somehow the way Hartog had spoken seemed genuine — and yet, if he had been at that train hold-up last night, as the story of the bullet appeared to pre-suppose (on Anne’s evidence anyway), then there could be something in what Latymer had hinted about Edo striking at the Bluebolt station direct… and — which Latymer hadn’t thought of — with inside assistance.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

They were checked off the helicopter by armed security guards who examined Shaw’s papers critically and then handed him over to a lieutenant of the British Navy, who was carrying three large, many-coloured umbrellas. This officer escorted them to Commander Geisler’s office, and Shaw kept his eyes open on the way, saw the thick, barbed-wire perimeter fence surrounding the Bluebolt station and the heavy wires bearing large red-painted notices reading: Danger — LIVE HIGH-VOLTAGE CABLES.
That looked a good enough barrier; the only entry was guarded by an armed naval rating patrolling inside the tight-shut, steel-barred gates. Shaw walked beneath the beaming mast on the dome of the control-tower, past power-houses and stores towards a line of single-storey buildings which, the lieutenant told him, were the administrative offices and quarters for the single officers and men of the station staff. As Anne Hartog had said earlier, the whole compact little site was on fairly high ground which kept it free of floodwater; even so the high trees of the jungle pressing close gave excellent cover from the air. It would indeed be hard to pinpoint this tiny clearing in the hundreds of thousands of square miles of virgin jungle.
* * *
Stephen Geisler rubbed at his round red face with a handkerchief. He said, “It’s all a very great worry, Commander, I don’t mind telling you.”
“I can understand that,” Shaw murmured sympathetically. He’d already taken a liking to this unassuming, competent-looking American. “Now, Commander. I’m told all your men have been very carefully screened, in fact I’ve seen the papers myself and I do know there’s nothing to worry about in that direction. I mean, there’s not likely to be trouble from inside as it were.” Without appearing to do so, he was watching both Geisler and Hartog carefully as he spoke. “Does that check?”
“Why, yes, certainly, it does indeed. They’re all first-class men — all of them. They’re all hand-picked.”
Shaw nodded. “I gathered as much, What about the native labour, though?”
“They’re okay.” Geisler glanced across sharply at Hartog, who gave a heavy, sardonic nod.
Hartog said, “Check. Far as any nigger’s all right.”
Geisler shuffled through some papers and said, “Don’t get the wrong idea, Commander. Julian doesn’t like the blacks, but he handles ’em well.”
“Thanks, Steve!” Hartog grinned, rather slyly. He turned to Shaw. “They’re all unskilled hands, of course, can’t even read or write, most of ’em, but they’ve been screened too, in a kind of way.”
“Who by?”
“Me, mainly. I speak the language, you see. Of course, the niggers’ names have all been referred back to the Jinda authorities as well, for what that’s worth, and there’s nothing on any of ’em — nothing relevant, that is.”
“You mean?”
Hartog bit at a fingernail and said impatiently, “I mean what I say, Shaw. All Nogolians’ll pinch your last half-penny if you give ’em the chance, and they all tell lies as a matter of course. So do our nigs — that’s all.”
“Yes, I see.” Shaw tapped a pencil reflectively on the desk. “They don’t have anything to do with the technical side at all, I take it, any of them? I have in mind any — well, would you call them charge-hands, serangs, boss-boys — that kind of thing?”
Hartog shook his head slowly, but gave Shaw a curious look. He said, “Oh, heavens, no. They’re just sweepers, orderlies, and so on — cooks and stewards in the single men’s messes — you know. Can’t trust ’em with more than that on the whole.”
As though thinking aloud Shaw asked musingly, “So none of them could do anything… well, say, operate Bluebolt, send the load down on to a target? I have in mind some educated African, a technician, who could have been infiltrated?”
Geisler stared. After another odd glance at Shaw, Hartog burst into a peal of loud laughter, jeering laughter. He said, “God, what a bloody unlikely suggestion — eh, Steve? What the hell d’you mean anyway? They couldn’t possibly!”
“Uh-huh… it was just an idea passing through my mind, that’s all. I suppose it’s fairly obvious I’m no technician!” He grinned. “Thing is, my chief has an idea this Edo chap may try to start the ball rolling by direct methods, and that could mean he was expecting help from inside, I imagine.” He hesitated, watching Hartog covertly. “Both of you know, of course, that Edo’s objective is to get the missile control pact negated.” Shaw sat forward with his arms folded. “Well now — one way of doing that, if all else fails, as it seems to be doing — if Tshemambi won’t budge, I mean — would be to show the Africans what would happen if something went wrong with the works. Some accident, which might kill a lot of them, so that world attention would be focused on this station and world opinion would force its withdrawal. Say, an accidental firing, even. Follow?”
Geisler gave an uneasy laugh. “Sure I follow, or I think I do. But that’s quite impossible. Nothing can go wrong… not that wrong.”
“That’s quite definite, is it?”
“Yeah, sure it is!” The American stared at him in puzzlement. “The thing’s in orbit and she won’t send her load down till some one orders the tit to be pressed. The pressing of it… well, of course, it’s a darn sight more than just pressing a tit! And, come to that, the control-tower isn’t all that accessible, anyway, and I just don’t see how anybody could cause an accident without getting into the control-tower.” He frowned and shook his head. “No, that won’t wash… there’s only one or two of us could do it on his own.”
Shaw’s eyes narrowed slightly. “And they are?”
“Well, I’d say just me and Julian here, maybe one or two others, a few guys we’re training up. We’re only a small operating staff, you know. Most of the guys, they’re just here for defence and ordinary executive duties, working watches.”
“I see. And the defence system is…?”
“Perfectly adequate. I’m happy about it. You’ve seen the perimeter, I guess, and the gate guard can be reinforced at a moment’s notice by armed parties under the Duty Exec, when necessary. There’s an armed sentry on the control-tower itself. The telephone exchange is manned at all times, and we can contact Manalati or Jinda by direct lines. As you know, there’s a strict security check on all persons entering and that’s not just play-acting. The whole thing’s as good as we can make it. External defence, internationally I mean, that’s out of our hands. We’ve got long-range cover from the various anti-missile commands who’d be alerted by the Early Warning outfits.”
* * *
Shaw asked to be shown round the station and also to be given facilities to interview all African labour — just as a matter of routine, he said.
When he spoke to these men — who were numerically a small group — he couldn’t find anything in the least suspicious, although admittedly he had to rely to a large extent on Hartog as an interpreter. A few of the blacks were comparatively newly engaged, replacements for men off sick or for men who for one reason or another had simply packed up and gone back to their tribes. All the men shut up like clams the moment he touched on the Edo Cult, but that didn’t prove anything one way or the other. In the Cult or not, they naturally wouldn’t talk for fear of what would happen to them. None had the Cult marking, but again that was no indication, for obviously any men infiltrated into the station would be without the spider brand. By and large they were as surly and unhelpful as the men back in Jinda had been, but that was as far as it went.
Afterwards Stephen Geisler took him around the base, showed him the enormous generators which supplied the millions of volts needed to send out the impulses which, if ever the moment should come to bring Bluebolt’s load streaking down into the earth’s atmosphere, would beat out their diabolic electronic-brain messages from the bristling antennae of the beaming-mast in the centre of the station. He took the Britisher into the control-tower beneath that mast, showed him the complicated series of instrument-cluttered panels which would be operated during the transmission, pointed out the various checks and the method in which signals were received back initially from Bluebolt itself and then from the missile as, freed from its carrier-satellite, it began its controlled flight on to the target. Geisler explained the guiding procedure and pointed out the illuminated panel with its brilliant green dot indicating pictorially and at a glance the satellite’s exact positive relative to the earth.
Shaw asked, “Is it really foolproof — I mean, aren’t there any snags?”
“It’s foolproof to a trained operator all right, and there are no real snags. There’s what you might say is a limiting factor, that’s all.”
“Can you explain that?”
“Sure, but I don’t know if you’ll follow,” Geisler told him with a friendly grin. “Well now… she’s orbiting so as to circle the earth every seventy-six minutes, as I expect you know. She can’t go on to any target in the world at any time — see what I mean? Owing to the flattening at the poles, her relative position in space isn’t exactly the same at any given time in each orbit, if you follow that, and, roughly speaking, a particular target can be hit with exact precision only once in about each twelve hours. That’s her chief limitation — remember, Bluebolt One is the first of her kind. Subsequent models will have built-in compensating equipment which should eliminate that. Now — the angle of descent is fairly gradual, it’s bound to be the speed the carrier-satellite’s going at, so when you want to bring her down you’d have to send the launching impulse a good long time ahead, and in fact you’d begin the whole transmission procedure, making contact and all that, forty-five minutes or so before the actual launching.”
“Uh-huh… have you got your most likely targets already worked out, as to where and when and so on?”
Geisler said, “Why, sure we have! It’s all worked out for every conceivable target.”
“No possibility of error?”
“None at all, unless something goes dead wrong.”
“Hartog’s in charge of the actual operating, is he?”
Technically, yes. I’m in general charge, of course, and entirely responsible as C.O.”
Shaw nodded. “Quite.” He looked round. “It’s almost unbelievable, isn’t it… that this room’s got so much destructive potential, I mean.”
“You’re dead right there. When and if Bluebolt ever drops that load, wherever it lands… well, there’ll be devastation for thousands of square miles.”
* * *
When they got back to the office block Shaw said he would like a word with Julian Hartog — alone.
Hartog gave him a peculiar glance. He said loftily, “If you really want to, I’ll be delighted, my dear chap. But you’ll be wasting your time, of course. I don’t know anything beyond what I told you on the way in.” He gave an exasperated sigh. “Anyway, come along to my room.”
“Thanks.” Shaw followed the tall, lanky man down a passage and into a barely furnished office. Hartog motioned him to a chair and walked over to a cupboard.
He said, “There’s still time for a quickie before lunch. What’s it to be?”
“Gin, please.”
Hartog poured a gin and took it over to Shaw, who noticed that the man’s fingers were still shaky. Hangover, of course — or could it be something else now? For himself, Hartog poured a very stiff whisky and immediately took a big gulp at it. Then he sat down in a swivel-chair behind his desk and said, “By the way, Steve doesn’t know I keep booze on the premises. Well now — what do you want?”
“There’s just one or two questions,” Shaw replied slowly. “One or two things puzzle me, Hartog.”
“As to what?”
“As to you, I’m afraid.”
“Oh?” Hartog grinned, lifted his glass. “Mean this, do you?”
“Not specifically. That’s really none of my business, is it?” “Not really.”
Shaw gave him a sharp look and leaned forward. “Listen, Hartog. You told me, didn’t you, that the Kamumba mine was near where the attack on my train took place last night. How can you pinpoint it so accurately?”
“I can’t, it was only a guess, that’s all. But don’t forget, I know this area very well. From what you told me of the distance out from Manalati and so on, I reckon I can place it within, say, two or three miles — knowing the lay-out of the country and where an attack would be most likely to succeed.”
Shaw nodded. “You were at the Kamumba mine yourself last night, weren’t you?”
Hartog’s mouth hardened and his hand jerked a little. “I never said so.”
“No — but you were, weren’t you?”
“How did you know that?”
“Let’s just call it — bush-telegraph.”
Hartog glowered. “I suppose it was that girl of mine.”
“It’s not really important how I found out,” Shaw said mildly. “The point is, you didn’t mention it yourself. I’m wondering why, that’s all.”
“Is there any particular reason why I should have mentioned it?”
“Perhaps not. Only I’d have thought you might have done, as we were talking about that area. Tell me, what exactly were you doing there last night?”
“Well, I’ll be damned!” Hartog gave a hoarse, grunting laugh and then took another gulp of whisky. His eyes glittered and his face seemed to hold a curious inward grin. Shaw had the idea he was enjoying this, though he couldn’t for the life of him make out why that should be so. The scientist went on, “If you really insist on knowing, I went to a party. A booze-up, I dare say you’d consider it. I happen to have some very good friends there.”
“Friends who’ll substantiate that you were in fact at the mine?”
After a short hesitation Hartog said, “At the manager’s house, to be exact.”
“And this party went on till after about six in the morning?”
Hartog grinned again. “Why the hell not? This isn’t Esher or Clapham… it’s the Manalati province of Nogolia. There is a difference, you know.”
Shaw smiled briefly. “I appreciate that. Now — would you mind telling me just how that accident happened to your arm?”
“A skid on a lousy, rotten road. You know that.” Hartog laughed shortly. “Hadn’t had quite enough to drink, that was the trouble!”
“I beg your pardon?”
“Not enough, I mean, to steady my judgment. There’s a certain point, I find, when one’s more or less incapable. Go on a little longer, and you begin to improve again. I hadn’t got that far… anyway, the road’s a shocker at the best of times, soon as the rains start. It would have happened at any state of the alcoholic barometer, I shouldn’t wonder.”
“It’s just the arm… you’ve no other marks, no abrasions, scratches, bruises?”
“Not that I know of. Why? Should I have?”
Shaw murmured, “Not necessarily, I suppose. Only I’d have thought that a — forgive me — a man who’d had too much to drink and so had a skid on a bad road, a skid severe enough to result in an arm in a sling and a Gertain amount of blood, might have had a little more to show for it in the way of subsidiaries. That’s all- Hartog, would you object if I were to ask you to remove that bandage?”
Hartog stared at him and laughed in his face. He said, Yes, I’d call it bloody nerve, but I see from the look in your sleuthing eye that you wouldn’t let that stop you. Am I right?”
“I’m afraid so.”
Hartog slammed his empty glass down on the desk. “Very well, then.” Mockingly he extended his arms across the top of the desk towards Shaw. “Slip the bracelets on, Inspector, I’m coming quietly.”
“I think you’d better tell me anything you haven’t told me already, and skip the funny stuff.”
“Oh, all right.” Hartog shrugged and sat back again. “The arm wasn’t due to a skid — though for the record I did have one.” He held the arm up. “There’s been a bullet in there.”
“Which you got when my train was attacked?”
“Exactly — but don’t bother to reach for that gun under your shoulder, because it isn’t what you think.” Hartog jabbed a finger towards Shaw. “It’s a long story. But I got that bullet when I followed the natives who were mounting the attack. It was a stray shot, one that had gone over and wide, and I was just unlucky. It wasn’t so bad that I couldn’t get back to the car and drive it home, but it was bad enough. If you check up you’ll find that I didn’t go to a doctor, either here at the station or in Manalati. I got my wife to fix it.”
“Why was that — if you were only eavesdropping—”
“I couldn’t prove that, could I, and everybody would have known about the train hold-up and they’d have jumped to wrong conclusions. Anyway, there’s another and more important reason. It’s this.” Hartog leaned across the desk, bloodshot eyes fixing Shaw intently. “Steve Geisler doesn’t like me. He loathes my guts, in fact. He’d love an excuse for getting rid of me.” Gently, he tapped his arm. “This could give him that excuse, if he cared to stir up trouble and come to the wrong answer — like you’re doing now. Besides which, he’s already warned me that if I go on with this business he’ll shop me to London or Washington. That’d mean I’d be relieved double-quick, and I’m not ready for that yet. I don’t want everything mucked up now.”
“What do you mean by that? And what do you mean when you say ‘this business’?”
Hartog’s mouth twisted. “Look, Shaw, I’m not a fool. You’ve formed your own conclusions already, and you think I’m up to something pretty nasty. I believe that was the general drift of your remarks to Steve about some one signalling the missile down, or causing an accident. You meant me when you said that — didn’t you? Right, now let me do a little explaining. In the first place, you must have checked up on all of us by now. Did you find anything against me?”
“No. If there had been, you wouldn’t have been employed here anyway. But sometimes people’s loyalties change after they’ve been screened, you know, and no screening’s a hundred per cent, anyway.”
Hartog said, “I wouldn’t know about that. But my loyalties haven’t changed. Other things have, but not my loyalties.” “Can you elaborate on that?”
Hartog said slowly, almost wearily, “Yes, I can, but to understand it you’ve got to have lived in this bloody country really. You’ve got to have watched this thing building up, Shaw, you’ve got to have felt its effect, and seen the whole place degenerate into fear, terror of what’s going to happen.” He wiped beads of sweat from his face. “You’ve got to have watched a whole country gradually dying just because some bastard has got hold of the blacks’ imagination and worked on it through their own voodoo. You’ve got to have lived where you can’t trust anybody with a bit of colour in them — or rather, not many of them. Even those you do trust, you don’t feel absolutely sure of. The change that’s come to me… it stems from all of that.”
Hartog got up and went over to refill his glass, long legs moving in that loping stride. Coming back, he said, “There’s people here, Steve Geisler’s one of them, my wife’s another, who’ll tell you I am just an alcoholic — or going that way at least. Very sad, they say, to see a brilliant brain going to the devil like that. What the hell do they know about it, Shaw?” He ran a hand through his black hair. “There’s some who probably think I’m crazy. Well — in a way I am. Both. Drunk and crazy. Only that’s not all. Look, after the current troubles are over, they can send me home any time they like — and they will too, if Geisler can fix it that way. I shan’t care— then. But not yet, d’you see — not yet! I’ve got things to— finish.”
“What things?”
Hartog didn’t answer that directly. He said moodily, “I told you I was at the hold-up last night. As a matter of sober fact… I was part of it, I wasn’t eavesdropping at all—”
“You—”
“Wait!” The man’s closed fist smashed down on the desk and his lips went thin, hard. “Let me finish. I didn’t try to stop it because I couldn’t on my own, and even supposing I hadn’t been killed out of hand as a result, I’d have lost months of patient work. Months of getting myself accepted on my own merits and therefore—trusted.” He paused. “You see, Shaw, I’m a member of the Cult of Edo.”
Shaw’s face was white. “Do you really mean that, Hartog?”
“Yes, of course I do. What’s more, Geisler knows it.”
“He does?”
Hartog nodded. “I told him a couple of days ago. I got in a mad temper and it just came out. That was when he warned me officially to stop it all. Said that as a serving officer in an executive command he couldn’t let the station get mixed up in what was essentially a political matter. He said it’d be the boot for him if anything came out, which I dare say is true enough, but for God’s sake!” He looked almost appealingly at Shaw. “There’s more in the pot now than one man’s career. Anyway I didn’t take a blind bit of notice of him. You see, in a way, I’m doing your job for you. Finding out what’s going on — or trying my best to.”
Shaw said slowly, “Hartog, it’s a damned tall story. Have you in fact found anything out?”
“No. Only what I told you before — that the blacks think Edo’s turned up somewhere.”
“Nothing else at all?”
“Nothing else at all. They’re a close lot, you know. They accept me all right, but the impression I get is that they don’t know themselves what’s going to happen, and they won’t know till Edo tells them. Out here, they’re only the small fry, the labourers of the racket, as you might say, who’re waiting for the big bugs to join them — but there’s millions of them and they’re the Africa that counts. This thing’s going to be big if it’s allowed to come off.”
Shaw asked, “What do you think is going to happen?”
Hartog shrugged, fingers drumming on the desk nervously. “That’s anybody’s guess. It may be a wholesale uprising if Tshemambi doesn’t back down — and I’m damn sure he won’t. It may be some attack on the base here, it could even be…well, I just don’t know. Theorizing doesn’t help much.” He paused, then asked, “Well? D’you believe me?”
Shaw bit his lip, frowned. He said, “You’ve put me in a spot. What you’ve said does begin to make a curious kind of sense, I suppose. Look, what are your own real feelings about the Africans? I know Geisler said you didn’t like them, but—”
“I detest their stinking hides.”
Shaw was startled by the sheer venom in the man’s tone; the feeling, he was convinced, was absolutely genuine. He asked, “In that case, isn’t it a little odd that they accept you — a member of the station staff, too — as a sympathizer of the Cult?”
Hartog said, “Well, it wasn’t quite that way, not in the first place.” He paused. “They blackmailed me into it at the start, Shaw, and that I’ve not told Steve, by the way, because he wouldn’t understand. But I’ll tell you why, if you’re interested. I dare say you’ll ferret it out for yourself now, anyway.”
“I’m more than interested.”
“Right. It’s like this: When I was in the Russian zone after being liberated from that German P.O.W. camp, I was… forced to do some work in the guided missiles field for the Reds. God knows, it wasn’t anything they couldn’t have worked out for themselves in time — and it never came out in the screening process after I escaped back to the West. I didn’t say anything, neither did the Reds.” He paused, rubbed at his eyes. “Then a long time later, a couple of men came to see me in London and they told me I was only at liberty through the good offices of the Reds and that if they just let some information trickle through I’d be for the high jump. They said, however, that they never would let on… but there was a suggestion in the air that one day they might ask foi; payment for keeping quiet. D’you follow?”
Shaw nodded. “Indeed I do. And I suppose Edo was asked to collect — right?”
“Bloody right! His people out here told me that if I didn’t do as they wanted, they’d see to it that there was a nice little calculated ‘leak’ that I’d worked for Russia in the past—and was still doing so. That I was a Communist spy. Obviously, that would have meant curtains for me. So — I pretended to go along with the Cult. I even went a little further and said I’d had a change of heart since being back in the West. You see, all the Cult knew about me were the bare facts that I was a scientist, that I’d been interned by the Nazis during the War and very badly treated by them — and that it was the nice, kind Russians who’d released me in the end. And of course they knew the basic fact that I’d quite genuinely worked for the Russians, even if at that time it was against my will. So it didn’t take too much fast talking on my part to convince them a little further — some of the leaders of the Cult are educated, westernized men, and they know about these things, but they don’t know enough on their own to sort out the sheep from the goats altogether. They knew that in the past it hadn’t been unknown for a scientist’s loyalties to change, and they knew that such men are apt to be thinkers, reasoners who don’t automatically accept all the dished-out dope, intelligent and even sensitive men.”
Hartog paused again, shrugging big shoulders. He went on, “Well, that became my line. As a pure physicist by early training, I told them, I knew what atomic war would mean and I hated to see my skill being used… you know the sort of thing — blah, blah, blah. I let it be known that I wouldn’t say no to the offer of a decent job inside Russia, working on electronics or atomic matters as applied to peaceful purposes, once this thing was over. I told them I was in sympathy with the anti-nuclear boys, the Aldermaston Marchers, and all that lot. I tell you — it was dead easy—”
“But couldn’t your security record disprove a lot of that?”
* * *
“Yes, I reckon so, but these bastards wouldn’t have access to that, would they? Anyway, I took that risk. They’d have had to have some one planted right inside the security sections in London and Washington to find out what was written about me, and evidently they hadn’t, so the chance paid off. And now I’ve been able to work myself into just the right position to find out exactly what their plans are as soon as they’ve got their orders themselves. So far, as I said, I haven’t got very far and I can’t even tell you the names of the local high-ups — they all use code names and code names only. I don’t know who Edo is yet, either. But I’ll find out. They’re such simpletons, Shaw, such goddam kids! If they hadn’t been that, they’d never have fallen for Edo in the first place, of course.”
“Which makes it all the worse that Edo and his friends are prepared to exploit them. Look, Hartog — what do you think about my theory that they might use inside assistance, say to prepare the way for an attack on the station?”
Hartog laughed. “Still meaning me? May as well be honest, my dear fellow! Anyway, the answer is — I think you’re on the wrong tack there.”
“Why?”
“Because there isn’t anyone they could use — so far as I know — except me. And they’ve never made any such suggestion to me. Of course, they’re delighted to have some one, as they think, from inside the base on their side, and I dare say the suggestion could come. If it does I’ll let you know!” “Uh-huh….” Shaw was about to say something else when there was a knock at the door and a naval rating came into the office.
He said, “Say, Mr Hartog, is this Commander Shaw?” Shaw said, “That’s me.”
“Well, a message has just come in on Commander Geisler’s line. It was from Colonel Mgelo—”
Hartog put in, “Chief of Police in Jinda.”
“—and he wants to see Commander Shaw right away. He’s sending a military plane into Manalati airfield to pick him up.”
Shaw remarked wryly, “They told me in Jinda the airfield was unserviceable.”
“Sure, that’s right — for civil aircraft with passengers,” the rating said. “Colonel Mgelo knows it’s risky but he says a military pilot can make it okay — you hope — and it’s the only way to get you back there real fast, sir.” He added, “He says it’s very important and the plane’ll be at Manalati within about an hour, okay?”
Shaw said, “Yes, thank you.” As the man left the office Hartog lifted an eyebrow. He said, “Seems I’m dead right. Could be they’ve got word about Edo.”
“Perhaps. Could I just use your phone, Hartog?”
“Course. Who d’you want to ring?”
Shaw said, “It might be a good idea just to check back with this Colonel Mgelo that the message really did come from him… you never can tell.”
There was a funny glitter in Hartog’s eye as he lifted his receiver and said thoughtfully, “Perhaps you’re right.”

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

The call to Jinda did in fact confirm that Mgelo had rung and wanted to see Shaw — he had, he said, a lead to the girl, Gillian Ross. Shaw’s heart leapt at that, and he promised to get away the moment the plane touched down at Manalati.
Waiting a little later in Stephen Geisler’s room for the helicopter to be made ready again to fly him into Manalati, Shaw asked, “What’s your opinion of Hartog, Commander?”
The American didn’t seem surprised at the question; but he replied by asking, “Do I have to answer that?”
“No, but I would like your views very much.” Shaw smiled, crinkling his nose. “I’m here to help you, and the more I know about the whole set-up, the better I can do my job. You’ll appreciate that, I’m sure.”
“Why, yes.” Geisler shifted about nervily in his chair. “I don’t altogether hit it oil with him, he may have told you that. I don’t want to sound biased. I do try to be fair.”
“Of course. I realize it can be a ticklish business, this two-nation control. But you’ve no doubts about him in the line of security?”
Geisler was decisive on that point. “Oh, heck, no. He’s absolutely okay in that direction. Overkeen, I’d say.” He hesitated, rubbing thoughtfully at his forehead and frowning. “It’s just his personality, I guess. So goddam hasty and kind of overbearing. And impatient for results. Gets God Almighty het-up, you know what I mean? That’s what made him do this damfool stunt—” Geisler checked himself. “Did he tell you?”
“About joining the Cult — yes, he did. It was a risky thing to do and I’m not surprised you didn’t like it. All the same— it could pay off in the end.”
Geisler said, “Well, yes, maybe. But I’ll say I didn’t like it! As a serving officer on normal command duties — would you?”
Shaw grinned. “No, I wouldn’t.”
“See, the way I look at it, it’s not our job to get mixed up in that kind of thing. Could lead to all sorts of trouble, I guess. Could even mess things up for the people whose job it is, like you. I told him that.” He sighed. “Course, it’s partly the way we all get here at the base. Kind of gets a man down. That’s what’s happened to Julian. It’s that sort of atmosphere, if you get me. I’ve a feeling sometimes he’s going off his head, that he’ll crack up if he goes on like this.”
“You mean he needs some leave?” Shaw remembered what Anne Hartog had said about that. “Needs a break?”
“That’s about it. Being together here so many hours a day and sometimes half the night too, just lately while we’ve been putting the station on to an operational basis, and then with so little social life, well, we’ve got on each other’s nerves. That’s all, really.”
“Nothing more to it than that?”
Geisler said slowly, “I guess not, no. I’ve got to be fair. I reckon he could find plenty of fault with me, come to that.” He looked hard at Shaw suddenly. “You getting at anything particular, Commander?”
Shaw hesitated. Then he said, “I’ll be honest and tell you I don’t know what to think. There’s one or two things that I don’t believe quite add up, but then again, they could. Hartog struck me as some one who’s his own worst enemy in a way. I mean, it’s almost as though he wants people to be suspicious about him. As you said, it could even be that he is getting a little bit unbalanced. That’s rather how he struck me, too. But we don’t want anything to go wrong, just now particularly. I’ll be having a word with this Colonel Mgelo in Jinda about — about one thing and another, but in the meantime I’d like you to do something for me.”
“And that is?”
Shaw said quietly, “Keep an eye on Hartog while I’m away. Try not to leave him alone till I get back — I shan’t be gone long, I hope. I’m not quite easy in my mind, but I don’t want to act just yet and perhaps mess up a lead. You see, if Hartog’s genuine, and he very likely is, then he may really be on the verge of finding something out from the Edo boys, something that’ll tie this job right up. On the other hand, if he’s — well, not so genuine as he says he is, he could still lead us to something he doesn’t intend. I can’t risk dropping any leads down the drain. What he told me did have the ring of truth about it, as a matter of fact, but I’d like him watched — very unobtrusively, so he doesn’t know what’s going on. Can you fix that?”
“Why, sure I can if you want.”
Shaw relaxed. “Good — and thanks. It’s not a pleasant thing to do, I know, and I’m sorry to have to ask you, but it could be very important. And there’s something else. I’d like an eye kept on all the African labour. I don’t like the atmosphere among any of the blacks. It’s something I’ll be discussing with Mgelo. What I have in mind is that it might be wise to get rid of all African labour, but Mgelo might take a different view of that. He might think it would only exacerbate the situation, precipitate something. How would you feel about it?”
The American grinned. “Heck, sore as hell! It’d make things even more goddam uncomfortable till we could get white replacements sent out. Anyhow, I don’t think it’s at all necessary. We’ve never had any trouble with ’em.”
“Maybe not, but — if anything did start, say if they ran amok here inside the station, things might get pretty tricky, surely?”
“I don’t anticipate anything like that — I told you it’s all okay inside. They’re a decent enough bunch, and we’ve got ’em very well in hand.”
“Well, of course, it’s up to you, Commander.” Shaw looked at him narrowly. He asked, “Talking of the Africans, you’re quite convinced that Hartog’s genuine in what he says are his feelings for the blacks — that he loathes their guts?”
“I’m absolutely definite on that. You can’t live with a man for close on two years and not know if he’s acting. But he has got enough sense to keep his feelings to himself — especially, of course, since he joined the goddam Cult!” Shaw nodded. He looked round as a rating came in, saluted smartly, and reported the helicopter ready. As he got up he said, “So long as you’ll keep that eye open, it’s all we can do for now anyway. I’ll try to be back by this evening if I can…"
* * *
At Manalati Shaw sat and waited uncomfortably in a bare, tin-roofed hut, listening to the monotonous drumming of the rain, a sound which filled the place like distant rumbling thunder, continuous and oppressive, a sound of foreboding. If a man had to listen to this kind of thing for six rainy months at a stretch, with only short intermissions, that alone would be enough to send him round the bend, he thought.
He was glad when he heard the sound of an aircraft circling to touch down on the sodden field. Soon now he would be in Jinda, and he could perhaps get some action started if the man who called himself Edo really had turned up. Within a few minutes he had run through the soaking rain and climbed into the small cabin behind the pilot, who was a white. Then they were off, plunging through the mist of rain, climbing, climbing until they reached above the thick cloud layer and sped under a hot blue sky for Jinda.
Shaw had much on his mind during that run in; Hartog’s story — true or false? That Lee Enfield bullet… the way he’d come out with the story about Edo having turned up… his open admission that he was a member of the Cult… his habit of drink, which something must be driving him to — a guilty conscience of sorts? Shaw didn’t know; the man was an enigma, a contradiction. Somehow there wasn’t quite the right feeling to all this. Certainly Hartog didn’t strike Shaw as being a traitor; there was a latent honesty in the man somewhere. And yet — if he could be assumed to have fooled the Cult into accepting him on his own merits, could he not equally well be assumed to have fooled Geisler and now Shaw? Again, couldn’t it have seemed to Hartog to be a good idea, a disarming idea, to go straight to the man whom he knew to be investigating, and tell him about Edo’s coming— in other words, tell him something which he would be bound to hear for himself sooner or later in any case — if it was true at all? And couldn’t the same thing be said of his admission that he had joined the Cult?
Where was the answer?
* * *
When the aircraft came over Jinda the clouds had gone, leaving a welcome if only temporary lull in the rains.
A policeman, an African constable in a smart, well-starched khaki uniform and blue peaked cap, and with a folded cloak over his arm, was waiting for Shaw in the main dispersal hall of Jinda Airport. When he saw the tall, angular form swinging along, the only passenger off the specially cleared military plane, he stepped forward and saluted.
“Bwana, you are Commander Shaw?”
“That’s right. You’ve come from Colonel Mgelo, have you?”
“Yes, Bwana. There is a car outside. Please follow.”
The man turned about smartly and marched away, Shaw behind him. He went up to a police car which was parked at the entrance, and he swung the door open, standing aside and saluting. And then, as Shaw ducked to get in, he saw the small round hole, the gun held very steady in a big black fist, and the tilt of a brown hat over crinkly greying hair and a heavy, cruel face.
Instinctively he reached for his own gun and backed away. He backed into the muzzle of another gun, held by the African policeman. A voice murmured in his ear, “Keep your hands at your sides, white man.”
From the car’s interior Sam Wiley said softly, “At last, Commander Shaw. I am only sorry Mr Canasset is not here to welcome you as well — but he is already where your people can’t touch him. Now please get in quickly and without a fuss.” He reached out, took Shaw’s gun, and pushed it down beside him. He said, “You will not recognize me—”
“Oh, yes, I do!” Shaw spoke between his teeth. “That powder of yours… it wore off, you know, a little sooner than you thought it would, I dare say, Wiley! Anyway — how did you get into Nogolia?”
Wiley laughed. “Money talks fast enough.”
Shaw stared at the man, his face stiff. “If I refuse to get into the car you won’t dare to use that gun. There’s rather too many people about, I fancy.”
“With the Jinda police force behind the Cult?” Wiley lifted his eyebrows mockingly, looked sadly at Shaw for a moment, shaking his head. “We would merely be dealing with a man resisting arrest. No, I don’t think you would get away with that. And, you see, if it so happened that you did, then the girl would have to die, and I’m afraid she would die somewhat messily. So if you wouldn’t mind getting in…?”
Shaw felt the policeman’s arms wind round him like steel bands, and his arms were wrenched up behind his back. He was thrown forward into the car, landing in a heap at Wiley’s feet, and then he felt the cold steel of the big African’s gun in his neck. People looked on but made no move to interfere with the police as the constable slammed the door and ran round to the front and jumped in. At once the car pulled away fast. It looked so innocent, with its police driver and the constable sitting statue-like beside him in the front seat, its blaring siren clearing away the ordinary traffic along the road into Jinda.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

“I suppose you think you’re pretty smart.”
Shaw spoke savagely, feeling Wiley’s gun-muzzle pressed close into his side now as he sat beside the African on the thick cushions.
Wiley chuckled throatily. “Wouldn’t you agree? You could scarcely afford to disregard a summons from the Chief of Police of a host country, especially after you’d checked that the call really did come from him — could you? As to these men,” he added, waving a thick arm at the uniformed men in the front, “they, too, are the genuine article.” He looked gloatingly at the agent. “You realize what all this means, of course?”
“You tell me. I like facts better than guesses at times like this.”
“Very well. It means this: You’ve failed, and our movement is ready. As to you… I could not make the assumption that you would not find out, or guess, what we had in mind to do, and that is why I had to get my hands on you again, before you could throw any more spanners in the works, Commander Shaw. And now you’re going to have the fun of being in at the kill. However, you will hear more of this later.”
* * *
They came into the shanty town on Jinda’s outskirts, their speed dropping to a mere crawl as they moved with difficulty through roads choked with shouting Africans, Africans in whom the blood-lust was well and truly up now. Shaw’s mouth was set into a hard line. The situation was obviously going to blow right up at any minute, had developed catastrophically in the short time since he’d passed through the capital… heavens, he thought unbelievingly, that was only yesterday!
Soon the car was forced to a halt, surrounded by a pressing, screaming mob, a mob that had seen the white man sitting in the back. The din was growing alarmingly, the smell of heated African bodies was seeping in through the windows, and a moment later a big stone was flung at the glass and fragments showered into the interior, cutting Shaw’s cheek. Still keeping his gun pressed tightly into Shaw’s side, Wiley leaned across, shouting and gesticulating. Somehow he made the mob understand. And as they understood, they seemed to go mad, leaping up and down in what seemed to be a frenzy of joy. They pressed away, the news spread; Wiley’s car was being given a clear passage, and all around at the roadsides men and women were prostrating themselves.
Shaw looked out of the window in amazement, and then, when he heard the swelling roar of acclaim, the sheer hysteria of the welcome, he, too, understood.
Hartog had been so right.
Edo had come — and he was sitting right next to him.
The shouts, the cries went on unceasingly, swelling, mounting… "Edo, Edo, Edo…”
The mob was going mad.
Wiley leaned towards the window again, lifted a hand to his disciples, waving, bowing, smiling; a lordly figure. He called out, and they stilled their voices gradually. Then Shaw noticed the way Wiley jerked his hand ahead, drawing the mob’s attention to something on the road, and he looked and saw the other car.
That car had two white men in it, and as the police car came up closer, Shaw watched, impotently and in horror, as the doors were wrenched open and the predatory hands reached in, the mob baying out on a high note of animal hate. A moment later a flame leapt into the air and within seconds the whole car was a fiery mass. The shouting beat into Shaw’s ears, and then he saw the two men being literally flung through the air from hand to hand above the heads of the Africans howling for their blood, their faces dead white and their eyes staring, blood pouring from gashes in their bodies. Then they dropped down into the middle of the seething mass which closed in like vultures, tearing and ripping, kicking and lashing and gouging, baying like beasts. For one brief, never-to-be-forgotten moment a pain-contorted face reared up above the black heads, screaming horribly. There was a convulsive heaving twitch and the body arced backwards like a bow, gave one more long scream, and then it was over.
Shaw was trembling and drenched with sweat. This, he knew, was just the start. If he couldn’t get away, if he couldn’t rid Africa of Wiley and the wicked teachings of his filthy Cult, then a page of history would be turned, bloodily, finally, and for ever.
And there didn’t seem to be one hope in all the world of getting away now.
Wiley gave a brief order to the police driver and the car swung off into a side street where the way was relatively clear. Some minutes later, after many twists and turns, they drew up outside a building on the fringe of the European sector and Shaw was ordered out. The police car drove away with the English-speaking constable, and Shaw was sent reeling towards a doorway. Behind him Wiley kept the gun lined up, though it was scarcely necessary to do so; Shaw knew well enough that if he tried a break-away just now Wiley had only to let him go and the mob, still howling in the near distance, would quickly do the rest. Just before he was pushed inside he caught a glimpse of a truckload of African soldiers speeding down for the riot area, and then he was jabbed forward into a dirty passage. And at the end he saw the terrified, wide-eyed face of a girl staring at him…
The girl was white and she was Gillian Ross. Behind her, he saw a squat, powerful African, his dark fingers gripping the girl’s shoulders.
Shaw started forward, and at once Wiley grabbed his arms. He struggled violently, risking the gun behind him; but another black pushed past and came for him, and he was sent staggering into a room opening off the passage to the right. As he lurched into the middle of this room he heard the girl’s despairing cry, a cry which was bitten off in a gasp of pain.
He wheeled round, fists clenched. He demanded, “What are you doing with her?”
“Never mind for now.”
"I—"
A heavy blow took him in his side and he gasped, stumbled backward. There were two more Africans in the room and they came for him now, took his arms and butted him brutally in the kidneys with their knees until he almost fainted. When they had finished Wiley went through his pockets, removing the special identity card which, in the circumstances of the journey to Jinda as he had thought, Shaw had kept on his person.
Shaw gasped, “The girl… I want to know… she hasn’t done you any harm.”
Wiley grinned. “If we had not brought her she might have done us a considerable amount of harm by opening her mouth.”
“Better if you’d killed her back in London — like you thought you’d killed me.”
The huge African sighed. He said, “Be reasonable, Commander Shaw. We thought she might come in handy — and she has. She has in effect brought you here, is that not so? If she had been known to have died in London, we could not have used her name in this way.”
He gave a soft, jeering laugh.
Shaw said painfully, “You bastard… what are you going to do with us now?”
“I thought I’d already told you. You are going to have a grandstand view of the final act, you and the girl. Do you know what the last act is going to be?” He laughed again in Shaw’s face, then nodded towards two Africans. “These men do not understand English, so I can tell you now.”
“Go on.”
“All right, Commander. It is just this: We have arranged for Bluebolt’s missile to be brought down… on African territory.”
Shaw stared at him, unbelievingly at first, unable to take it in. He repeated stupidly, “On African territory… but why?”
“Because Tshemambi is still adamant. He is so obstinate, that old fool. So we have to take other measures. It is as simple as that… and in many ways it suits us better, because what we shall now do will be very much more far-reaching than if we were merely to cause the removal of the Bluebolt post. Think, Commander, think — of the psychological effect!”
Still Shaw stared at him. A vein began throbbing away in his temple and he felt that his head must burst as he started to realize… He breathed, “So Hartog was really with you all the time — that’s how you’re going to do it—”
“Quite correct. You British,” Wiley said witheringly, “you think you are so very, very clever. You think that once a man is screened by the fools in your security services he is safe for ever. But he isn’t, you see, he isn’t! Now — think what will be the effect on the coloured peoples throughout all the world — India, Malaya, the West Indies… even the coloured people in London and New York — think what will be the effect on all of them when a British-American satellite sends its missile down from the Manalati base… on to Ghana or Sierra Leone, the Cameroons, the Congo or Kenya, or other lands. For how much longer after that will the West retain what is left of its hold on the minds of men — and for how much longer will the uncommitted nations remain uncommitted, Commander Shaw? Does this not look very much like the end of a way of life, Commander, the end of the road for Britain and America — whose overseas policies have in any case been suspect for a long time?” He added jeeringly, “Your propaganda machines will never correct the balance which will swing against them!”
“Do you really mean all that? Would you really sacrifice your own people, Wiley?”
The man’s big face glowered at him. He said with emphasis, “There is nothing I would not do to ensure success. If some people have to die, they are only drops in the ocean, sacrifices to a greater objective. And of course the people who are helping me do not know what my plan really is. They believe that with Hartog’s benevolent assistance I am going to disarm Bluebolt by making the British bring the missile down harmlessly in the sea. When it lands in fact on Africa instead of in the sea, I shall ensure without doubt that it is the British and Americans who get the blame for it. That will be very easy.” He jabbed a finger towards the agent. “You are going to witness the attainment of our objective. You, yourself, are going to give the signal which will bring the missile down from Bluebolt… exactly how, you will find out a little later on.”
Wiley broke off as another man came in and spoke rapidly to him. As he turned back to Shaw, he said, “Our transport has arrived… and now there is no time to lose. We must get away from Jinda in case the man Geisler should be able to get a search made for you when you do not return.” He added, “We shall be going to a village called Zambi, which is not so very far from your control-station, my dear fellow.”
Wiley snapped an order in the local dialect to the two Africans, who let go of Shaw’s arms and sent him staggering into a corner. As he fell, half dazed, the men came forward and tied his hands and ankles securely. After that he was carried out of the room, back along the passage, and into the street, where he was pushed into the back of what looked like an ex-British Army truck. He was laid flat on the dirty, littered boards. The baying, the dreadful hysteria of the mob, beat in his ears, the terrible sound of the blood-lust which would so very soon now lead to rape and plunder, arson and wholesale murder of the remaining whites. He heard a few isolated shots away in the distance. A moment later Gillian Ross, her face dead white but dry-eyed, was pushed, bound as he was, into the truck with him and the two Africans climbed in behind her with heavy revolvers in their hands. Their faces were greasy with sweat, their eyeballs rolling, fingers itchy on the triggers. Shaw knew that even if he were able to make any move, he would be dead before he’d lifted a hand — and so would the girl.
The truck’s hooter blared out and a man in front began yelling. Then the truck vibrated into life and slowly they moved off; slowly because somehow the word had spread — the bush-telegraph in action, and men had come to watch. Fists smacked against the hood supports, came through gashes in the torn canvas of the old truck. Faces leered in over the tailboard, jeering, triumphant, shiny, menacing; men spat derisively, made insulting gestures with their fingers, ran along with the slow-moving vehicle, reaching in, sagging across the tailboard to paw the girl. The two Negroes on guard grinned happily, joining in the fun, salaciously, their hands roving. Shaw felt the blood pound through his body, felt the fierce upsurge of stored fury, impotent fury, as his fingernails dug into his palms. Then the truck went ahead faster and the predatory hands fell away. There was more firing, a little closer now, and the streets began to clear quickly. Shaw felt that Tshemambi must still — as yet — be more or less in charge of the situation; but he could never hope to keep control once Bluebolt’s dreadful, devastating load was brought down on to the African continent. The old Prime Minister and his moderate Government could never hope to survive that storm.
The truck put on speed, shot ahead, and rattled away from Jinda.
Gillian Ross had rolled close to Shaw and now she lay there inert and hopeless, her eyes shut but red-rimmed, and every now and then Shaw could feel the quiver that ran through her body, the body that he could now see carried the clear marks of beatings.
* * *
After a hideous, nightmare drive of some fifteen hours during which the rains still held off following the intermittent pattern usual at the start of the wet season, and during which Shaw was convinced that every hairpin bend taken dangerously on two wheels must be their last, the truck turned off into a narrow track leading down to the tribal village of Zambi in the Naka Valley. That track was close and overgrown, and branches snapped, flipped along the sides as they drove in, once more tearing the canvas. It was a continual flip-flap of sound.
Their approach must have been spotted some way ahead, and the runners had reported their coming to the headman of the village; for they were still some way off, deep in the green tunnel, when Shaw caught the heavy beat of native drums and then the mounting sound, the flesh-creeping baying sound which he had heard in Jinda but now much more primitive and menacing; and underneath it the unmistakable note of pure hysteria, a hysteria worked up probably by the local ju-ju man and by the native beer.
Men and women came out to meet the truck, howling, chanting, armed with wickedly tipped spears and short, thick clubs, their near-naked bodies grotesquely ochred and carved, shining with grease under a pale early-morning sun as the truck emerged from the hacked-out track into the village clearing.
Once again, there was the general obeisance, the respect, and the joy. Once again that savage welcome went up from hundreds of throats:
“Edo, Edo, Edo…"
Yet again evil faces leered. Other figures had huge carved headdresses in the form of faces covering them to their shoulders. The truck slowed, stopped in a central compound ringed with mud-walled, grass-roofed huts, a compound now lined deep with liquor-inflamed men and women.
There was a hush then, and Shaw heard the men in front of the truck getting down. The door was banged to and then the tailboard was let down and hands reached in, roughly dragged Shaw and the girl across the boards and untied the ropes around their ankles as Wiley, who had evidently been in the front of the vehicle, looked in at them. Opposite there was a long, low hut with a canopy extended over a raised platform in front of it, and in the centre of this platform, flanked by tall guards, sat a small, wizened, white-haired African with a plumed cap on his head, and dressed in a richly embroidered robe which seemed almost to smother his skinny frame.
This would be the headman.
As Wiley approached, the old man got up. Together with his guards, he prostrated himself at Wiley’s feet, remaining there until the big man bent and lightly touched him on the shoulder. Rising, the old headman and his guards took up their places on the platform again, together with Wiley now, and then Wiley spoke to him in the local dialect. After some minutes of talk, the headman gave a signal to his guards, and four of them left the platform and advanced on Shaw and Gillian Ross.
They were turned roughly around and sharp weapons pricked into their backs.
There was a small, choked cry from the girl.
Shaw bit back the words that came to his lips, knew he could achieve nothing by making any protests now. He murmured, “Hold on, Gillian. I’m going to get you clear… just remember that, whatever they do.”
She gave a shiver, drew in her breath sharply as the men pushed her forward. She looked back briefly over her shoulder and Shaw caught the gleam of pure terror, of shock, in her eyes. And then she was gone away from him, across the compound, shoulders drooping, the men’s hands dark and hot on her white flesh. Shaw watched the men push her into one of the huts and then take up positions outside the heavy door which they pulled across the entrance, a door held in place by a thick wooden cross-beam resting in brackets on either side.
After that he was taken himself to a similar hut not far from the girl’s. The men tied his bound hands to a big stake set in the centre, but loosely and on a long stretch so that he could lie down, however uncomfortably — lie down, he thought cynically, so that he would get some rest and not collapse from exhaustion before the climax — and then he was left alone.
All that day he heard the guards patrolling outside the hut and all the time there was the incessant, inescapable beat of the drums, throbbing into his brain, and the rising and falling chant of the villagers. He was visited only twice, when women brought him food and water. They didn’t speak to him; they merely set down the earthenware vessels and went out again, breasts swinging. Shaw was left alone with his aching thoughts, the bitterly self-reproachful thoughts which revolved around the way in which Hartog had persuaded him to believe in that story… and yet the odd thing was, he still couldn’t help feeling that the man wasn’t lying, at any rate not wholly. Could it be that Hartog really had fooled Edo and the Cult after all; that they were waiting for something, when they gave that as yet undefined signal, that wouldn’t happen at all?
Shaw felt a stirring of hope; but it faded when he remembered that Hartog must have known about Edo’s plan all the time he was talking to him yesterday morning, had known all about it and hadn’t told Shaw so that he could act on it. When he’d been down where the train had been attacked, that must have been when he was getting his final orders. There could have been so much more behind the work he’d done for Russia than he’d been prepared to admit. And there were those insane flickers in the man’s eyes; whatever he was up to, it was something pretty terrible…
Everything depended on Stephen Geisler’s alertness now.
As night came down over Zambi village the flicker of fires came redly through the cracks around the hut’s door, sending ghostly shadows chasing across the walls; and all the time still there was the deadly monotonous drumbeat and a sound as of something unnamable going on outside to the accompaniment of that dismal, chilling chant. There were hoarse men’s cries, excited voices, and the shivering, exultant cries of young girls… there was a kind of foreboding about it, as though the villagers were building up to a climax, the grand finale of some ancient, evil ceremony — the last act which Wiley had spoken of back in Jinda the day before.
* * *
In spite of his mental turmoil and his terrible anxiety, Shaw had fallen into a light sleep by the time they came for him, which was in the very early hours of the following morning. That sleep, and the food and drink which he had had during the day, had refreshed him and the aches and pains of the truck-ride from Jinda had receded.
The door was dragged back and two Africans armed with those short clubs shaped like legs of lambs stood there, while others untied his hands from the stake, and then they beckoned him out, and spoke abruptly to him in their own tongue. Flexing his muscles, easing away the cramp, Shaw obeyed the obvious meaning of the order. He went forward, walked out into the light of the fires and the torches, beneath a mist-shrouded moon which betokened the restarting of the rains, the lull ending. Immediately in front of the hut was drawn up a double file of blacks in their full ceremonial dress; over all there was that chanting which Shaw had heard, mounting and falling away again, all through the day and night. As he appeared it changed to a kind of growl, a deep-throated roar of anticipation in which was mingled revenge and cruelty and hate and joy, as though all the Dark Gods were urging these men on to some terrible deed through which they would attain their heaven.
“Ai…ya, ai…ya…“Kill… kill… kill…
A few moments later there was a loud, commanding cry from the headman’s verandah, and at once the chanting stopped, stopped on a breath, every man together. It was just as if a radio had been switched off, a radio that had been going at full blast and had now left a dreadful silence behind it, a void… a void which would have to be filled with something very soon. Ahead of his guards now, Shaw was marched through the ranks of men, past the muscular bodies, the sweat-bright bodies on which the flickering firelight glinted redly and was reflected by the metal of the barbed spears and the ornamentation. Their hips jiggled still to the now dead rhythm of the silent drums; Shaw felt their breath hot on his face and the strong smell of native sweat was heavy on the air, the air which was very still and close. Then the drums started sounding out again ominously, low and vibrant at first, then swelling to a crescendo roar of noise as more and more came in. The Africans began moving, nightmare figures in those weird headdresses and with bones rattling at their ankles, closing in behind Shaw, opening out in front as he went along. He had the curious sensation that he was being as it were digested, pushed along willy-nilly by some extraordinary process of expansion and contraction, an undulation like some gross alimentary canal. He was automaton-like in the grip of some power and strength which was too great for him; it was as if he, too, had fallen under the spell of the Dark Continent, that he too had been caught up at last in something only partly understood, some relic of the dim, barbarous, primeval past which had strayed into the later twentieth century to distort his mind and weaken his will. And yet, as he walked through those ranks, his perception didn’t altogether leave him, and after a while he became conscious of something else in the air, some vague undercurrent, a curious tension which, it seemed to him, went a little way beyond the forced hysteria of chant and drumbeat and ceremonial.
It was fear.
Beyond that he couldn’t place it; but he was certain in his own mind that it was fear, a creeping fear which stole through the hearts and minds even of these over-excited men and women, through the war-paint and the fumes of the native drink which was partly responsible for this dreadful frenzied charade, through the legacy of a million ancestors’ beliefs.
If only he could get at what was causing that unexpected undercurrent of fear, and then exploit it, he could perhaps begin to hope again.
At the end of the human avenue was the platform of the headman’s hut. Wiley was sitting there with the headman again, both flanked as before by the tall, impressive bodies of the personal guard. Then, as the ranks parted, Shaw caught sight of something else, something that made him stop dead and catch his breath.
Before the hut a shallow pit, grave-shaped, had been dug in the earth still soft from the recent rains and beside it, naked except for a few pathetic strips of torn clothing, lay Gillian Ross. Shaw’s horrified thoughts flew back to the scene he’d watched back in London at the club in Camden Town.
The guards pushed him forward until he was standing close by that yawning grave, his feet practically touching the girl’s flesh. Looking down, he saw the tear-stained face appealing to him mutely.
He looked away, feeling suddenly weak at the knees, even though he’d known all along that they must both die now and that their ending wouldn’t be easy.
He met Wiley’s grin. The big African said, “Well, Commander. As you may have gathered, the time has nearly come.” He stood up, looked triumphantly over the crowds of villagers, then, commandingly, he clapped his hands together and the men closed in about Shaw again, forced him to turn around. Then he saw the girl being lifted, carried past him on the shoulders of the Africans to the far side of the clearing. He watched, feeling a thrill of revulsion; then he was pushed along between the howling ranks again and when he came closer he saw the pale white gleam of naked flesh in the light of the fires, the girl being tied to a thick post set in the ground. She was trembling all over, her face was ashy grey, but no sound came from her — no cry, no tears now. It was, Shaw thought, as if she was in a state of shock and was almost unaware of what was happening to her. If so, that was the best way now. He saw her glance flicker round to him, and he saw that her eyes were dull, hopeless.
He looked round as Wiley strode across from the headman’s verandah. Wiley was certainly a maniac with an all-embracing power-lust. He asked in a cracking voice, “How is this going to benefit you, Wiley? What good will it do — to make a martyr of the girl?”
Wiley shrugged. “Indirectly, a lot of good! She will be no martyr… but her death will have a most impressing effect on the African mind. It will be a symbol — the liquidation of the white man and the white woman, the partners in white procreation, you see.” He laughed insultingly, then clapped his hands again and gave an order. The guards pulled at Shaw’s arms and led him towards another thick post set in the ground close to the girl’s. Grouped around it were several large cans of petrol.
Wiley said, “I have arranged a method of communication with the naval station, which I admit is mere eye-wash, as you would say.” He paused, looking hard at Shaw, and put a hand on his shoulder. “You, my dear Commander, will be the torch, the human torch that will tell Julian Hartog to make his transmission, at the moment when Bluebolt is in the right position in the sky. Strictly speaking, this will be entirely unnecessary, for it will in fact be Hartog who will signal me on the small radio which I have in the truck — so that I shall know when to light the petrol!” He grinned. “You may call it a charade if you like… but it is a very important one because, again, it will work wonders on the African mind. Soon after I have made you bum, do you see, the missile will leave the satellite — and this, it seems to me, will appear a very obvious link and as such a sure sign to my people, a sign of my own power.” He laughed again, then added, “After that, the girl will die.”
* * *
As the guards took hold of him to tie him to the post, Shaw felt once more that curious emanation of fear. It was very real, and it was rising round him, evidenced by the darting eyes, the quick, nervy movements, the short, sharp breathing, and the fumbling fingers.
Shaw believed that he might yet be able to exploit it. He had been in many a tough spot before now and he never quite gave up hope. He didn’t give up hope this time.

CHAPTER NINETEEN

Shaw thought, If only the rains would start again! They must come soon, and once they did the whole of this place would be drenched.
That, perhaps, could be what they were afraid of — and yet, there wouldn’t be anything particularly to fear in the return of the rains. It might make it impossible to light the human torch, and that would give a chance, but it would hardly negate the whole operation… or would it, if the torch-signal failed and by the same token make Hartog pause, and wonder, and lose his nerve?
Meanwhile Wiley seemed to be keyed-up and nervy himself now, looking up at the sky. Shaw heard him muttering to himself about the dawn… the lightening sky, possibly, would bring the radio signal from Hartog, the signal for Wiley to put the match to the human torch and perhaps he too was anxious about the rains, though at the moment the dark sky seemed clear enough of cloud.
A loop of rope had been put over the bonds on Shaw’s wrists and the end of it had been dropped over the top of the post. After this a wooden platform with a hole in its centre had been fitted over the head of the post and on this platform some cans of petrol had been placed. Once they were securely in position Wiley had approached with a thin steel rod, sharply pointed at one end. Placing this rod against each can in turn, he tapped with a heavy piece of stone until the point just penetrated. From each of the cans a needle-thin but steady jet came out, flooding over the platform, soaking into its wood, and then dripping down over the edge as the platform itself became saturated.
Shaw could feel the petrol falling on his head and shoulders now. Slight but steady, soaking into his thin clothing, saturating the post, dripping down his legs into the earth around him. Soon there was quite a steady trickle down his neck and the air filled with the fumes, the suffocating stench of the spirit which was now starting to run down towards the girl as well. It only needed a spark, just a stray spark from the blazing, fires, and he would become a brand, the human torch which Wiley wanted. As the petrol soaked into him, Shaw forced his mind away from his own predicament and looked across towards Gillian. Vainly she heaved against the ropes that held her to the heavy post, her abdomen rising and falling as she moved her hips.
All the while the chanting was kept up, the dancers gyrated feverishly in the red glow, the hellish glow from the ring of fires. But minutes later Shaw noticed that the glow was lessening, dimming down. It appeared that the fires were not being replenished; dawn, therefore, must soon be coming over the eastern hills.
Very soon he began to notice something else. Wiley kept speaking to the old headman, the both men seemed decidedly ill at ease as that eastern sky began to lighten and a greenish, rose-shot band of light appeared over the Naka range to pierce the night’s blackness. This unease was spreading to the dancers too, Shaw was certain of that, the fear manifesting itself more and more clearly; their minds appeared not wholly on what they were doing. Soon there were a few flecks of cloud and then, above the other hills to the west, the gathering line of black, the storm clouds which must surely herald the return of the rains.
* * *
Wiley strode up and down, his face anxious, still conferring now and again with the headman sitting on the platform outside his hut. The villagers kept up their strange rites, but the life had gone right out of them now. They were jaded, weary, as if the mainspring of their intention had broken at last, the zest vanishing with the sickness left behind by the heady fumes of the native beer, constant beer which had poured out of them in sweat throughout the long, feverish hours of celebration to leave behind the dreg-deposits of poison. By this time Shaw was drenched in the petrol, yet he guessed that the cans above his head must still be at least three-quarters full. Owing to the extreme humidity, evaporation had been slow and he was standing now in a widening pool of the stuff. His face was white and strained, his lips stiff in an effort to retain his retching as he looked over at Wiley.
He wondered what was on Wiley’s mind. The man seemed to have forgotten about Shaw and the girl. Perhaps Bluebolt wasn’t in position yet… but then surely Hartog would have been able to give a precise timing?
And then, only a few seconds later, something happened at last.
A man came running fast along the jungle path into the clearing, bursting into the middle of the weary dancers. Panting, gasping, this man ran up to the headman, his eyes rolling in terror. He shouted rapidly, hoarsely, as he went; Shaw, watching, saw the old headman turn a greyish colour and speak to Wiley, and then to the guards flanking him. Two men dragged him to his feet, and he stood there swaying and pointing towards the east, calling out in a thin, scared piping voice as the sounds of revelry died completely away.
Shaw looked in the direction in which the old man was pointing, and soon he saw something which at first he didn’t understand. It was one of the most heart-contracting, terrifying sights of his life. Before his eyes the vegetation was disappearing, vanishing frond by frond and leaf by leaf as a heaving, undulating, red-brown mass rolled and tore and bit, eating its way through the jungle.
And then suddenly, horribly, he understood.
The return of the rains was late. But the ants, the dreaded driver ants of which Anne Hartog had spoken, were not. And they were running ahead of the storm.
* * *
Men threw down their weapons, and fled, screaming, fighting, giving way to blind panic at the scourge sent by the gods. Some made for the huts, going to the assistance of the aged and the sick. This was why there had been that prescient undercurrent of fear. The driver ants, the anomma, were brutes, one of the terrible phenomena of Africa. Advancing in their thousand-million-strong armies, they could lay bare and clean most of the area through which they passed. Animals, even human beings if left alone and slowed by infirmity or wounds, could be brought down by the agonizing stings and then eaten, millions upon millions of climbing, swarming, scurrying, probing obscene mouths, tiny mouths ripping the living flesh from the bone to leave the skeleton ultimately bare and hygienic. Death would come with frightful pain and revolting, unbelievable horror.
Shaw could only hope the girl hadn’t his knowledge of what was going to happen, didn’t know that when the villagers returned they would find the place bare, and the skeletons of Shaw and the girl hanging on the stakes.
The elders came out, carried on men’s backs or in rough litters.
Apart from those elders it was a case of every man for himself, and the jungle path was the bottleneck. At the entrance men fought with clubs and fists, battering their way through, the weakest to the wall. Many fell, helpless prey to the oncoming hordes, their bloody wounds now a sure attraction for the wicked, tearing mouths of the ant-army. Very suddenly a great wailing cry swept back to the clearing, and the mob seemed to sway and break. A screaming figure, a woman, leapt clear above the others, her body arched in pain and terror. Her hands and arms were flailing, beating, tearing at pointed breasts, and then she fell back. The remainder, or as many as could make it, surged ahead, trampling the broken, bleeding body into the ground. Sobbing cries rang through the heavy air. One of the tall guards turned away from the path, dragging a leg broken by the clubs, shrieking to his gods; his body heaved and jerked, and he seemed not to know where he was going. Then he too fell, moaning and sobbing.
Meanwhile Shaw heard the sound of an engine, saw the truck start forward with Wiley at the wheel behind tight-shut windows, lashing out at stray ants which had come ahead of their fellows into the clearing itself and had entered the vehicle before he could seal it. So Wiley was getting out. The truck accelerated fast, smashing into the crowd still fighting to get through the narrow path leading up to the Jinda-Manalati road. There was a crunch of bone, terrible cries from those who yet lived, and then the truck was gone, flat out along the track, dragging behind it the bleeding bodies of a few Africans who had managed to get a grip as Wiley drove headlong through the middle of the tribe.
Shaw had broken out into a cold, drenching sweat of pure fear now. The fleeing Africans, he thought, must have run smack into an advance guard; the main force would be close behind, coming on in a broad wave, a great wide fighting front that would take in the whole area.
* * *
Desperately he had pulled and strained at the ropes on his wrists. He saw Gillian watching him now, her lips moving, the sparkle of tears on her pale cheeks. He tried to give her a grin of encouragement, but his lips just wouldn’t obey. God… but these ropes were tight and strong, too strong… it was, indeed, the post itself which was beginning to give just a very little now, loosening in the petrol-soaked earth. It moved a little in its hole, and the cans on the platform above his head rocked gently.
He thrust his feet out, pushed back hard with his body-weight on the heavy post.
It moved backward a little way, but not far enough.
Shaw looked all round, seeking something, anything that might help him to get free. Some six feet away he noticed a spear thrown down by one of the fleeing villagers. It was well out of reach, he couldn’t even touch it with his feet and hope to manoeuvre it into position so that his bound hands might get a hold of it. He just had to shake loose that pole. Sweat poured off him, mingling with the petrol, streaming down face and neck, and he went on straining at the post, wrenching backward and forward, backward and forward, gradually widening the hole. The post tilted, and the cans of petrol slid off the platform, flew past his head. One split open on a large stone and a gush of spirit flooded out. The post was decidedly loose now, and he knew that if only he could get his hands round it he could lift it clear; but he was quite unable to get a decent grip.
He put all his strength, all his guts into the job of forcing it over. He leaned back again with every ounce of weight on it, thrusting out savagely with his feet, grunting with the effort, his breath coming short and sharp, chest rising and falling painfully, pushing, pushing… and then at last he felt it begin to go, to move away through the softened earth. Suddenly a spurt of that earth flew up and he felt the end of the post hit against his legs. He crashed over backward. The platform at the top hit the ground hard and broke into two sections, falling away. Shaken and jolted, knowing he hadn’t an instant in which to get his breath back yet, Shaw dragged himself along the ground, brought the loop of the rope up the pole until it slipped over the top and he was free.
Free to move, to run, but his hands were still tied behind his back. And he had to free the girl, who was slumped against her post now, shaking like a leaf. He ran over to the abandoned spear which he had spotted, lay down beside it, gripped it, forced it between his wrists, rasped the binding rope across the razor-edge. The flesh tore, he felt the blood running warmly, felt too a horrible pricking sensation in his calves, the jab and thrust of red-hot needles.
Agony…
The ants.
He looked round. Millions of them were swarming closer… the main attack had reached the village.
Desperately he shook his legs, and a cloud of the brutes fell away from his trousers. He rolled over and over, dragging the spear with him. Savagely, not caring about the pain, he sawed away. A moment later he was free, and he scrambled up, kicking at the ground, tormented by the burning bites of the ants.
Some half-dozen yards away, the main body of anomma was rolling towards him like a tide, the ground, the very earth itself and everything in sight, was moving. It was heaving and undulating before his eyes. Everything had changed colour, was that same curious reddish-brown, a living carpet rolling inexorably across the deserted compound, a wide front of the tiny brutes, all-consuming, a moving, living death scurrying towards him and Gillian, falling over each other, unstemmable. Dimly he was aware of a detached column striking from the right flank and circling inward, and then he heard the girl’s demented scream:
“Oh, damn you… for God’s sake, hurry…”
He shook his body, tore himself out of a near-stupor, ran over to her. Tearing at the ropes holding the girl, he watched the ugly, creeping death as the ants swarmed closer. They were within a couple of yards now.
But — they came no closer than that.
They came, seemed frustrated, and pressed away again, climbing over their companions who were urging them on from the rear. The wriggling mass surged this way and that, fighting, fratricidal.
As Shaw freed the girl’s limp body and took her in his arms, felt the terrible thudding of her heart, the ants formed a complete ring around them. He looked down at the silent, intent throng in something like wonderment. He felt the emanation of something unutterably evil, something which seemed the more evil because of the absolute silence… he could almost see in his fancy the millions of intent, watchful eyes, eyes which saw him and Gillian Ross either as food for ravening stomachs or simply as enemies to be blindly destroyed.
But — there they stayed, in that irregular ring, and all at once he realized why.
It was the petrol.
On their saturated little island they were safe.
For the time being, anyhow. It would be just a question of time; a question of whether the ants would wait patiently until the last traces of the petrol had evaporated from the earth — or whether they would move on to more readily accessible conquests.
And in the meantime they watched him and they waited; they didn’t appear to be in any hurry. From across the compound, from one of the huts, there came a sudden, high scream, the scream of death. That must be some helpless old man or woman who had been overlooked.
Some of the ants, at least, were having luck.

CHAPTER TWENTY

Gillian realized that Shaw was in pain and something had to be done about the ant-stings. She told him to sit down, and she dealt with them as best she could, sucking out the poison. While she was doing this her mind was occupied; afterwards her terror came back and she whispered, as though afraid to draw attention to herself in case those waiting millions should hear, “My God, how long does this go on?”
He had his arms about her. He said, “Try not to think about it. We’re safe so long as the petrol lasts, it seems, and the rains’ll be here again soon. That’ll drive them away. I suppose they must have been on the march when the rains first started, found some dry spot, and came out again during the lull.” He disengaged himself from her gently, and walked across to the cans of petrol, taking care where he was treading. Taking up the cans one by one, he emptied them on to the earth. The petrol flowed towards the ants, swilled into the close-packed ranks, and they scurried back, those who could, across each other’s bodies. Handfuls of them floated on the spirit, struggled unavailingly, and died.
The rest held steady, watchful, waiting.
Shaw breathed hard, the fumes of the petrol filling his lungs. He heard Gillian coughing a little. He looked up anxiously at the sky, at the black clouds piling. The rains were not far off; the ants, of course, would have been on the march ahead of them, their primeval instincts warning them of the cloudburst to come. Already, he fancied, they were restive, the ranks swaying this way and that.
He went back to the girl, put his arms about her again. He said gently, “Look at the sky, Gillian. It’ll be all right very soon now.”
She looked at the sky, then back at him. She asked, “You’re sure of that? You’re not just being reassuring?”
“No, I promise you that. The rains’ll come any time now. I haven’t lost my weather eye entirely!” He grinned down at her. “You’ll be all right. Just trust me from now on. I know I haven’t been much use to you so far — but it won’t be like that again, Gillian.”
She was a little more composed now. She said, “Oh, I trust you all right.”
“Even after London? Tell me, Gillian: was it very bad, with Wiley?”
“It wasn’t — nice.” She caught her breath. “But I’m still in one piece, thanks to you. That’s all that really matters, isn’t it — I mean, as far as I’m concerned. I know you’ve still got your job to do.” Her eyes searched his face and she added, “I–I’d rather not talk about what… what they did to me.”
“I understand that,” he said quietly. “But there’s things I’ve got to ask you, Gillian. I’m sorry. So much depends on us now. I dare say you know what Wiley’s planning to do— to blow up a slice of Africa?”
“Yes, he told me. I didn’t even know there was such a thing as Bluebolt.”
He said, “You weren’t supposed to! Look, did you find out anything all that time that’ll help me now? Anything you overheard, say? I know he’s got a fifth column inside — but did you get to hear anything else?”
She shook her head. “No. You see, I — was kept locked up — most of the time. Sam Wiley just told me the bare fact of what he was going to do, and that’s all. They didn’t come near me much, except when they wanted… a bit of fun. They talked in their own language, anyhow. Sam Wiley seemed to be the only one who spoke English. I just don’t know anything.” She hesitated, then gave a long, shuddering sigh. “What are we going to do now?”
“First thing is to get away from here! And we’ll have to do it on foot, too… we’ve got to make it to the base before Hartog goes into action. I believe it isn’t far from here—”
He broke off, looked down anxiously at the girl as she gave a small, dry sob. He said, “Try not to think about things. It’s all my worry now.”
She was beginning to cry again. On a deep exhalation of breath she said, “God… all those eyes! Watching us. Just watching us.”
* * *
The ants, as the long minutes dragged past, seemed to know that something was in the air. The ranks were growing more and more restless. It was as though they were debating whether or not to turn and run before the gathering storm. Lanes opened through the mass, thin little lines of scouts and messengers hurried along to the rear, came back again. In better circumstances it would have been fascinating to watch.
And then, a little before the first crackle of lightning slashed across the lowering sky, in a zigzag of threatening yellow light, the waiting, watching millions began to press backward, thinning out fast to the rear in orderly but useless retreat. Greed had made them leave it a little too long. Once again the surrounding earth began to move, to undulate, as the reddish-brown colouring flowed away like a flood. Seconds later the roar of thunder crashed out to the west, a rolling din accompanied by more lightning, and then another crash as thunder broke almost overhead. There was a gathering whistle of wind, and then Shaw felt the first heavy drops of the tropic downpour to come. With the thunder the oppressive, breathless heat seemed to ease and the air at once grew several degrees cooler, almost striking chill.
And then the rains made up for lost time.
Within seconds the visibility was down to a matter of feet. Shaw, in his all-too-brief years at sea, had been in the cold Atlantic storms, and he had seen the African rains over Freetown, sheeting down and lashing at the waters of the bay to send them into a million holes like a gigantic sponge. Recently he had seen the start of the wet season here in Nogolia itself. But in all his experience he had never seen anything to equal this. It was a vertical, solid curtain of water, slashing water which was bringing up the very earth in liquid mud so that the whole surface of the clearing appeared to lift bodily as the rain bounced. In those first few minutes the whole village was inches deep, as though the heavens had kept back their deluge until this day, while the rushing water sought its outlet through the cleared track to the road. That water was filled with the bodies of the ants, caught as they scurried away, and it washed them over the huddled corpses at the entrance to the track, the corpses which they had begun to lay bare to the bone before they were interrupted. The rain ripped into Shaw and Gillian Ross, held shivering in his arms.
Shaw said, “All clear now. We’ll get into one of the huts for a while — just till the worst is over. We wouldn’t make much headway in this, but it’ll ease soon and if my information’s right,” he added, remembering what Stephen Geisler had told him about the time element in target-selection, “we may have up to twelve hours left. They’ll have to wait for Bluebolt to be in the right position again.”
He bent and picked the girl up, held her waist-high as he waded through the rushing floodwater, making for the nearest of the huts. He carried her through the open door, heard the pounding on the roof, wondered how long the mud walls could stand up to this. The floor of the hut was awash with scummy water, and his feet stirred up soft mud already. He waded across to a raised platform probably used by the former inhabitants for sleeping, and laid the girl gently down on it. His quick eye noted the unexpected cleanliness of the hut, the complete absence of anything edible or of any kind of refuse. There was a curious feeling of utter sterility… the ants had been through here, of course, had left nothing behind them at all.
He said, “Look, Gillian, we can’t do better than to get some rest while we can — be all the fitter when the rains let up. Then we’ll see what’s the best thing to do.”
She looked up at him and tried to smile. But her face was stiff with anxiety, cold, and hopelessness again now, and the smile didn’t come off very well. Shaw turned away and hunted round, found a rug which some one must have brought in from Jinda or Manalati, and he wrapped this round her body. Then, to give her all the warmth he could, he lay down beside her and put his arms tightly round her. He was in the grip of a terrible and consuming impatience. God alone knew what was happening now at the control-station. Even though he might have that twelve hours in hand, he didn’t know how far Zambi really was from the station — Wiley’s “not far” didn’t necessarily mean much and he’d doubtless been thinking in terms of transport anyway. Shaw wondered if he was right to hold on here, wondered if he should get out and press on as fast as possible through that solid water, but he knew inside himself that they could never get far at present, that they would undoubtedly get fatally bogged down, and that they needed to fortify their strength.
* * *
They were utterly exhausted — physically, emotionally, and mentally.
They slept for close on a couple of hours, a heavy, drugged sleep, like twin logs on that hard, primitive bed. Then Shaw, conscious even through that deep sleep of a change, a lessening, in the thunder of the rain on the roof, woke up. He had to fight through layers of semiconsciousness, through a near-coma of weariness; and then, after a couple of minutes, he forced his body to a sitting position, slid off into the slimy mud left behind by the decreasing water, glanced at the sleeping girl, and then slopped across to the door and looked out.
They could get on the move now.
By English standards the rain was very heavy still, but it had lost its bite and its flood-potential. The compound was relatively clear. They must get away now and push on while they could, before the big rains came back, as they would on and off now for the next six months.
He went back and shook Gillian.
He said urgently, “Wake up… time to be moving.”
She gave a slight movement of her body and then a small cry, a muffled sound from the depths of a nightmare. Shaw felt a stab of pity, but he tightened his grip on her shoulder.
“Come along. We’ve got to get cracking now.”
She opened her eyes, rolled over, looked up at him. She flinched away, and there was no recognition in her face, only fear. He realized then, if he hadn’t before, just what she must have gone through all the time she was in Wiley’s hands. After a while she seemed to focus, and then she relaxed and drew the scanty coverings over her breasts. She said, “All right. But — where?”
“Follow the track out of the village till we hit the road, the one we came along yesterday in the truck. If we head east from there we’re bound to make Manalati sooner or later, if not the naval station itself. Once I get to Manalati I can get things moving. We may even have a bit of luck and get a lift, if there’s anyone on the roads.” He looked down at her anxiously. “Feel fit for a long trek if we don’t?”
“I–I think so.” She sat up, holding the covering to her throat. “I’ll just have to be, won’t I?”
* * *
Searching through the other huts, they found not only Shaw’s Webley still in its holster but also the remainder of the girl’s own clothing, though there was no sign of Shaw’s identity card. Gillian’s clothes were wet through and muddy but that didn’t matter; in any case, she would have been soaked within minutes once she went outside. When she was dressed they started off through the rain and entered the path leading up to the road. It was a morass, a sea of oozy, clinging mud into which their feet sank deep, and they had to go past the remnants of the men who had fallen before the ants. Soggily, slowly, painfully they pushed along the jungle trail, water soaking into them from every dripping branch, every leaf and frond that the ants, interrupted by the rains, had left intact. In here, in this lush green tunnel which had been only just wide enough to let the truck pass and which was crisscrossed with small branches which flipped stingingly at exposed flesh, it was hot, fetid, greenhouse-like, with a humidity which Shaw had never met before. They ran with sweat as they struggled along. Every now and then they were forced to rest aching, mud-heavy legs and arms and backs, and during these rests they picked away from each other the foul, clinging bodies of leeches who had hidden themselves from the ants in the stagnant pools, leeches that were now bloating with their blood.
It took them almost an hour of hard going before they hit the road and turned to the right, eastward for Manalati and — Shaw hoped — the general direction of the control-station. They would have to head right along the south side of the valley and then across the Naka Hills in order to reach Manalati. It could mean hours of walking, slogging along — if ever they made it at all. And by that time it could so easily be much too late.
There was only one hope left and Shaw had to face it: transport. Perhaps, as he’d said to Gillian, they might get a lift; but Anne Hartog had said the roads were used as little as possible during the rains and were often impassable anyhow. A little later on he saw why, when the rains came down again with increased violence, biting into their bodies, beating up off the muddy road, cold and chill and utterly desolate. The road was three feet under in places, the water lying in the dips and hollows, and the surface was loose and crumbly and at times thick with that clinging mud into which their stumbling feet penetrated almost to knee height.
No wheeled transport could ever pass through this.
* * *
Shaw judged that they had been covering little more than a mile an hour.
On and on and on, lurching, staggering, slogging away with only will-power and sheer determination to keep them moving at all, the knowledge that for the sake of humanity they had to get there and not give up. After a time Shaw had to support the girl every step of the way, and she was crying now with weariness and desperation. Every now and then when they came to a more or less sheltered spot, Shaw called a brief halt and they rested, eating when they came to them such berries and fruit as had been missed by the ants. Glancing constantly at his watch, fuming with impatience at the delay, however short, he knew that a break was essential, and he didn’t let the girl see his anxiety to press on; for her part, she knew the urgency now as well as he did himself, and she stopped only for long enough to ease her exhaustion so that she could make better speed.
The farther they went, the worse the roadway became. Now it was just a derelict, shifting sea of mud and slime and loose rubble in which all purpose and direction was lost. The track had merged with the surrounding bush. All he could do was to set his sights on a high peak of the Naka Hills whenever he could glimpse it through the trees, and press on that way, and hope.
Somewhere the other side was Manalati… Manalati and a telephone line, and the depot of the Rifles. And — much later — hot food and drink and a bath.
Shaw decided, after a while when they came clear of the jungle into a kind of plain, that they might just as well strike direct across country. On the plain the road itself could no longer be made out at all, didn’t give them any direction whatever, and there wouldn’t be the slightest hope of picking up any sort of vehicle. So they might just as well take the shortest distance and go on hoping to make it in time. Hoping — though Shaw had realized now that the bringing down of the load on such a vast area as “somewhere in Africa” was not like pinpointing a target. The twelve-hour delay might not be necessary after all.
It was late afternoon and they were passing through a long tree-belt when Shaw caught sight of the dim, rain-hazed outline of low buildings, and what looked like mine workings. It could be one of the copper-mines… but even at this distance there seemed to be a derelict air hanging over the place, as though it had stood there abandoned and deserted for a long, long time.
It was a mine right enough, but a tin-mine and not copper, as Shaw discovered when they approached. And it had pretty obviously been abandoned. But it wasn’t quite deserted. Shaw and Gillian were quite close when he caught just a glimpse of the black form coming out from behind the corner of a building and he got an equally brief sight of metal as the man crouched and lifted something in his arms.
Shaw snapped, “Down, Gillian — quick!”
He reached out and pulled the girl down beside him roughly, down into the cover of a big tree, and he cocked his gun. As the girl dropped to the ground, they heard the wicked phut-phut-phut of an old Sten gun crashing through the rain. Slivers of wood flew above their heads as the bullets snicked the tree.
* * *
Earlier, during the morning, Sam Wiley had also reached the mine on foot, carrying the portable two-way radio which he had mentioned to Shaw.
He had only just escaped with his life when the truck, which he had been driving recklessly, had skidded off the road, hung for a moment — long enough for the big Negro to grab the radio and scramble clear — and had then slithered off into a deep, water-filled declivity beside the track. That had been when he was not far from the mine, and he’d walked on, cursing to himself at the further slight delay.
When he had got to the line of old buildings he had spoken briefly to the man on guard with the Sten, and then he’d run across to the disused working-face and disappeared into a tunnel which led under the sheer drop where the earth had been cut away in the open-cast workings. He flicked on some electric lights. Some way up the tunnel he turned off the lights again and climbed into the same trolley which Julian Hartog had used in the opposite direction some days earlier. He switched on the motor and was carried rumblingly away into the darkness stretching ahead. In due course he reached the widened section of the tunnel, where he left the trolley and went ahead on foot, coming out into the small, overgrown secondary mine encampment not far from the Bluebolt station, the mast of which he could in fact see distantly.
As he had emerged into view he’d heard the shout:
“Edo… Edo comes at last!”
Men had moved out from the bush, prostrating themselves before their leader. There was a big gathering of Africans under a headman, men from a near-by village, armed with rifles as well as native weapons; and there was a detachment of twenty-four steel-helmeted, well-armed African riot police under an inspector.
As Wiley stood there, tight-lipped, just staring back at them with his massive arms folded across his chest, the headman got up from his subservient position and walked across to him. He said, “Master, we have waited since one hour before the dawn, as we were told—”
Wiley interrupted bad-temperedly. “Of course. I too was waiting — for the signal from the control-station. What went wrong?”
The headman bowed low, humbly. “Lord Edo, Bwana Hartog sent a message to my village to explain and to ask me to send a runner to you in the village of Zambi. This I was unable to do because of the march of the ants.”
“Yes, my friend… but what was this message — and why did not Bwana Hartog speak to me himself on the radio?”
“Lord Edo, he said that he was not yet ready, that there had been much work going on and that his own headman, the Bwana Geisler, was with him all the time, and that there were many other people about as well. For that reason also, he was unable to use the radio at the proper time, and when he could use it, you did not answer him. He feared that you had been overcome by the ants. However, he has sent again to my village to say that he will be ready to bring down the big weapon safely into the sea… ninety minutes after dusk to-night, if you should escape from Zambi. He awaits your order. A man from his African workers is waiting now at my village to convey your commands.”
Wiley nodded. “Hartog had better be ready. This delay is dangerous, though the biggest of the men working against us will assuredly be dead by now — eaten by the ants, for he was tied up and helpless. Now, you will send a message back to Bwana Hartog that the plan will be put into effect to-night at the time he says… ninety minutes after sunset, as soon as the big bird that flies so high is in the right position. The only other change in the plan will be that now I shall myself be at the station when the big bird releases its offspring, and I shall want the men from the villages to be there also.” He chuckled to himself, then added, “You will also tell Bwana Hartog to speak to me on the radio as soon as it is safe for him to do so. He knows that I cannot call him.”
He turned then to the inspector of police, who had now joined the group. “Inspector, you know your orders?”
“Perfectly, Lord Edo.”
“Very well. Then you’ll carry on exactly as you’ve been told except for the change in timing. You’ll now make your entry to the station one hour after the sun has gone below the western hills, and I shall be with you. That is all.”
The inspector gave a smart military salute and turned about. He passed some orders to his patrol. Shortly after, the party moved away in two police cars and an armoured-car section which had been drawn up in the shelter of the trees. Wiley stood for a moment and watched them go; then he gave a signal, and the headman and his villagers formed up around him and they went off, making for the village from which they had come before the dawn. One of them stayed behind, on Wiley’s order, concealed in the trees.
Shortly after Wiley’s party had reached their village the drums had started up, beating out monotonously. Their message, the message telling of the change of plan, was picked up in other villages and was passed on, and isolated Africans at work in the fields and jungle heard it, and they stopped their labours for a space and listened… while in the far-off places men already began to lay down their tools and put on ceremonial dress, and as the day went on they began moving in from those more distant villages, making towards the rendezvous, with tom-toms at their waists but moving in uncanny silence up the valleys and over the hills. In time those men would reach the area of the Bluebolt station, and with their innate skill at bushcraft they would lie low, unseen, unheard, keeping their distance until the word was given and the great god Edo was ready to make the white man discharge his wicked, circling weapon harmlessly into the sea.
Earlier their hopes had been dashed when the flames of Edo’s signal had failed to materialize. Now all was well again.

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Shaw whispered, “It’s all right. He doesn’t know how to handle that thing. The first burst was sheer luck. And do you know___I’ve just an idea he thinks we’re unarmed. He’s not being particularly careful about cover, anyhow.”
Coldly, steadily he brought his gun up, sighting on the corner of the building where he had seen the man. He waited. Then, as the black figure moved out for another burst from the Sten, Shaw squeezed the trigger of his own gun. He sensed the girl’s sudden nervy jump beside him as the Webley roared out, and then he saw the man fall to the wet earth without a sound.
The smoke from Shaw’s gun trailed upward into the rain, through the branches of the tree. He said quietly, putting a hand on the girl’s shoulder, “We’ll just hang on a little. Perhaps he wasn’t alone. We’ve got to make sure before we move.”
They waited fifteen minutes, and then Shaw helped Gillian up and with his revolver ready in his hand he ran, crouching low and keeping ahead of the girl, across the short open space to the corner of the building. They were both ready to drop flat in an instant if they had to; but nothing moved except the rain and they heard nothing but their own squelching footsteps and an occasional animal cry from the bush.
Shaw knelt down by the African’s still body.
He lifted the shattered head, saw the widening pool of blood dark on the muddy ground, welling out from the skull, running with the rainwater. After that he reached for the right forearm and examined it. Just below the bend of the elbow he saw the mark burnt into the flesh: the Black Widow.
He let the arm drop slack again and said, “We’re on the right road anyway, Gillian. Recognize that mark?”
She nodded whitely. “Sam Wiley had it. So had the others.”
“I bet they had… it’s the trademark — the mark of the Cult.”
“I know that — now. It’s the same… as Pat had.”
Something in the way she spoke made him look at her quickly. He asked, “You know about Pat?”
“I know all right.” She spoke bitterly. “Wiley told me.”
He said with a great gentleness, “Gillian, my dear — I’m sorry.” Then he changed the subject quickly. “This bloke’s had it. Now we’ve got to find out what he was doing here. I mean, it’s pretty obvious he was guarding this place — what I want to know is why.” He got up. “I’m going to take a look round.”
“But what are you going to look for?”
“I don’t know, to be honest! But there’s got to be some good reason why that chap was left here. Keep close to me, Gillian — and keep your eyes skinned.” He touched her hand. “All right?”
“Yes.”
He passed his Webley over to her. He asked, “Know how to use this?”
“Well… I’ve never used one before, but I’ll manage if I have to. I know how they work.”
He squeezed her shoulder. “Good girl — so long as you know which end is which!” Picking up the Sten from the dead man’s side, he led the way along the wall of the tin-roofed building, and found a door. It was unlocked, and he jerked it open, standing aside with the Sten ready for action. Nothing happened. He pushed it wide with a sweep of his arm, his finger on the Sten’s trigger, his mouth tight and hard; the door creaked on ancient hinges. He went in, with the girl close at his back. The place was dark, dirty, long disused. The windows were thick with grime, with mud splashed up by the rains of many wet seasons. He saw an electric-light switch, reached out for it almost without thinking, and depressed it. The light went on overhead and it was only then that he realized what he’d done; that he’d switched on an electric light — in an abandoned mine.
He murmured, “That’s just a shade odd.”
The room looked as though it had been an office; around the walls were filing-cabinets and cupboards, their woodwork rotting badly, and a couple of mildewed desks stood empty of everything except insect life and one or two time-stained typewritten sheets of what appeared to be general maintenance orders. There was no telephone, nor even any evidence that there had been one.
“Nothing here. Let’s move on.”
They went into other buildings; all were empty except one. In this Shaw found what he had expected to find before long: the power unit which gave the old mine its private electricity supply.
This was in perfect order, well maintained, functioning as though the mine had never been closed down.
An electric supply, and a man left on guard with a Sten…
There was something here worth investigating, that was obvious now. Shaw said, “Gillian, we’ll have to go through the actual workings. I still don’t know what I’m looking for — unless it’s Wiley himself. He must have come this way — as far as where we left the road, anyhow. If he’s got this far, there’d be any amount of hideaways in the old tunnels and galleries. Come along with me — and stick close. It’ll be a risk, but I’m not leaving you alone. All right?”
Her rain-wet face looked suddenly very young and appealing and forlorn; but she said quietly, “Oh, I’ll manage. Don’t worry about me.”
“That’s the spirit!”
He led the way towards the big scar of open-cast workings cut into the earth’s surface, walking with difficulty over rough, broken ground soft with the rains. They came to the same rough-hewn, cave-like entrance which Wiley had entered that morning, went into the black tunnel leading into the earth below the working-face, feeling their way cautiously. Shaw had noted the electric cable running into the tunnel; now he felt along it and found the big power switch. He pulled it down. A line of lights came on at the tunnel roof, leading a little way into the far, dark distances of the earth. There was a dead, flat silence, an eerie, brooding quietness. The light showed up the rotting, slimy planks lining the walls, and the narrow-gauge track leading inward to the gloom. This place hadn’t been used for years; it smelt of neglect and decay. Shaw walked along for a little way. To the left a series of doors led off, probably to overseers’ offices or workshops. He opened each of these doors, carried out a thorough check, but found nothing beyond piles of rusty metal, old pieces of mine machinery, and tools of outdated patterns. There was a film of undisturbed dust over everything, and the air was fusty and tired, used up.
He came out from the last of the store rooms, stared down at the metal rails of the track, frowning, biting his lip. Like the power-house, that track was in a good state of maintenance, and the rails themselves were not as rusty as Shaw would have expected to find if they had remained unused for as long as the rest of the old mine appeared to have been.
Funny…
He ran a hand along his jaw and said, “Gillian, we’ll have to go right along, that’s all. Wiley could have gone this way. If he did, then it seems at least a possibility that it comes out somewhere in the area of the control-station.” He took her arm and they went forward, went beyond the line of overhead lights into the gloom. Soon they couldn’t see anything, simply went ahead by feel through total blackness, their scalps tingling. They clung together, the girl fearful of losing Shaw. They edged forward, hands reaching out for the sides of the tunnel, feet stumbling on the rails. Small animals slithered across their feet. There could, Shaw supposed, be snakes down here too — or spiders. He urged the girl on as fast as she could go, always conscious of the lack of time and of the dreadful thing that was going to happen if he didn’t reach the station before Hartog was ready to go into operation. It was not far off dusk now. It was a long, tricky walk, but in time their groping hands noted the widening of the tunnel, and soon after that they stumbled up against the trolley which Wiley had left there earlier. And then, a little later, they saw the faint glimmer of the fading daylight ahead and they went on faster, able soon to make out the tunnel walls and then the overgrown entrance.
Shaw whispered, “Dead quiet now, Gillian. There could be some one else on guard this end, just as an extra precaution.”
They edged forward — very slowly, very carefully and silently.
There seemed to be no one there after all.
Shaw halted again just inside the entrance, pressed his body close to the wall and kept in the lee of the thick green vegetation which overhung the tunnel-mouth. He looked all around, then beckoned Gillian to follow him. He went ahead carefully, his fingers on the trigger of the Sten.
He’d just caught a quick glimpse of the man in the tree when he heard Gillian’s shout:
“Look out — get down—”
He dropped at once, felt Gillian doing the same behind him. As he fell he fired a burst into the tree, heard a stifled scream, and then saw the black body crashing from a branch.
Shaw felt a slight tugging sensation in his shirt-sleeve and when he looked down at it he saw the small barbed arrow. Drawing in his breah sharply, he picked the barb out, held it up and looked at it. He said “Poisoned — I suppose.” He threw it away. They waited five minutes after that, and when no further attack came Shaw said, “All right, let’s go. Looks as if it was just the one at each end.”
He helped the girl to her feet, and they walked out into the overgrown clearing. Away to their right, down in the valley and just visible in the trees through the gathering dark, they saw the complicated antennae on the beaming-mast over the Bluebolt station’s control-tower.
The mast was turning slowly, seeking, listening… waiting for Bluebolt.
Shaw took a deep breath, found that his hands were shaking. He said, “Well — there she is. I only hope Geisler’s there.”
“You’re going to make direct for the station?”
“Yes, surely. We may be in time — or we may not. It’s too late now to get hold of troops from Manalati or anything like that. We’ve got to move fast now — damn fast, and by ourselves.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Taking his direction from the mast, Shaw quickly found the track leading to the road, and then he turned along to the right. It was still a goodish way and the going was hard, up sloping ground and through deep, muddy ruts left behind by service transport, and the rain was still teeming down on them. By the time they had made the station some half an hour later the last remnant of the daylight had gone from the sky, and the barred gateway was illuminated by floodlights.
Shaw and Gillian were covered with oozy, clinging mud. They were tired and filthy and almost unrecognizable. A naval sentry stopped them at the entrance with a wicked-looking sub-machine-gun aimed through the gateway at Shaw’s stomach. He said, “Okay, fella, that’s close enough. Drop those guns.”
“Like hell I’m going to—”
“I said drop ’em.” The man’s eyes were hard, narrowed to slits. His finger was moving on the trigger of his own weapon.
Shaw seethed, but obeyed, nodded curtly at Gillian to do the same. The Sten and the revolver were laid on the ground. The sentry relaxed a little, asked, “Who are you and what d’ya want?”
“The name’s Shaw. I’ve lost my identification, but I’m Commander Shaw of the British Navy—"
The man grinned, his jaws moving on a stick of gum. "Yeah? Guess yu're a Limey all right — a Limey bum."
Shaw snapped, "Cut it out, laddie. I'm an officer of Naval Intelligence and—"
"Well, whaddya know!" The gun was prodded forward, the man's hand caressing the trigger again. "Say, isn't this just like a goddam Limey to —"
“Now just you shut up and listen.” Shaw’s voice was a rasp of fury now; he was shaken with a terrible, consuming dread that he was going to be too late after all. “I’ve told you who I am, and I demand to see Commander Geisler immediately. The matter’s vital — and I mean vital — and if you hold me up here with any more fool wisecracks I’ll personally see to it that you’re chucked into cells once I do get in. After that you can argue it out with the Pentagon. Now — open up those gates and be damn fast about it!”
The sentry stared at him, still chewing. He’d been slightly shaken, Shaw thought, at the direct mention of Geisler; but the gun was still lined up on his stomach and the hand was steady, the face unrelenting again.
Shaw went on harshly, desperately, “If I was up to anything d’you imagine I’d come right here to the gates, openly and alone except for a girl? Use your ruddy head! Anyway — I’m coming in even if I have to shoot my way through.”
He bent quickly towards the Sten. The sentry jerked his weapon forward, snapped, “Leave those guns right there unless you want a load of this, Limey. You’re coming in all right — but not the way you want.”
Sweating, Shaw straightened, left the Sten in the mud. The sentry said, “Hold it just like that.” Still keeping his gun aimed at Shaw and the girl, he moved sideways and pressed a bellpush in a small weatherproof box by the gateway. Almost at once an armed petty officer of the British Navy came out from the guardroom alongside the entrance. Shaw gave a gasp of relief when he saw the Royal Naval cap. The American rating jerked a thumb in Shaw’s direction. He said, “Guy out there says he wants to see the Old Man. Says it’s urgent—”
Shaw broke in, explained once again who he was, that he had to see Geisler and Hartog right away. Time was running out now, every single second counted… slowly, maddeningly the petty officer rasped a brown hand across his jaw. He said, “We’ll have you in the guardroom, then we’ll see.” To the sentry he said briskly, “Righto, lad, keep ’em covered.” He went forward, put a hand on the gate. “Move away from those guns, you two.”
“But—”
“You ’eard. Move, or else! Remember, I’ve no proof you’re who you say you are… sir.”
His mouth tight, nails digging into his palms, Shaw moved away. The petty officer opened the gates, walked through, picked up the Sten and the revolver. “Right, in you go now. Watch your step. Move along, miss, please.”
Shaw and Gillian went in through the gates, covered now by the two guns. They were pushed into the guardroom. The petty officer called out in a loud voice, “Knocker… you’re wanted. Look lively now.” A moment later a door opened and another British rating came in, nipping off a dog-end and buckling a blancoed belt. The petty officer said, “Keep these two covered while I ring the Commander’s office.”
The man called Knocker jerked a revolver from his holster.
Ordering the sentry back to his post, the petty officer took up an internal telephone and asked the exchange for Geis-ler’s room. He waited, then said, “No reply, eh? Put me through to Mr Hartog, then.” A few moments later he was speaking to the scientist. After a while he put down the phone ruefully, his face very red.
He said, “Sorry, sir. Reckon I’ve maybe overstepped myself this time… but you’ll understand I’ve got to make sure who I let through. Very strict, the orders are, and without papers, sir, well…”
“I understand, of course. You were only doing your duty.” The petty officer was standing squarely in front of the door, and Shaw was trembling with impatience, fists clenching and unclenching again and again. “For God’s sake, don’t waste any more time now. I’ve—”
The petty officer raised a hand. “If you’ll just hang on a moment, sir, Mr Hartog’s coming down himself to identify you. I can’t let you go right in till he’s done that.”
“What about Commander Geisler?”
“Busy, sir. Mr Hartog, ’e says he’s the only other gentleman as can positively identify you.”
“That’s true, but—” Shaw lifted his arms, let them drop again, gave a despairing look at Gillian. Hartog, if he chose to — and it was almost a certainty he would — could so easily fail to identify him. And then what? They’d be treated as a couple of lunatics and chucked into a cell to await investigation by Geisler, an investigation which Hartog would presumably see to it was delayed until it was too late… Shaw walked up and down like a caged tiger, looking at his watch. Hartog was taking his time… it wasn’t that far from the admin, block to the gates… what was going on?
It was nearly ten minutes before Hartog came in, dripping rain off his oilskin. Shaw swung round, face tight, and stared at the scientist. There was a curious look in the man’s eyes, and he seemed once again to have been drinking heavily. His step was uncertain and his words were a trifle slurred.
He smiled sardonically, and then, to Shaw’s relief and surprise, he said, “Why, hullo there, Shaw—”
The petty officer broke in, “It’s all right, then, Mr Hartog?”
Hartog nodded. “Perfectly all right. I’ll vouch for him.” There was a tenseness in the air as he turned back almost broodingly to Shaw. “We were expecting you long before this, you know. Get delayed in Jinda, did you?”
Shaw said evenly, “Yes, I did, just a little. But you wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”
Hartog belched. “Not me. You get any further ahead?” Shaw stared at him, still puzzled, wishing he could fathom what was going on behind those eyes… the man seemed quite unconcerned, unworried. That could be because he was genuinely innocent after all, had really been double-crossing Wiley. Shaw said, “I’ve got quite a long way ahead, I fancy. I’d like a word with you, Hartog. At once.”
“Why, sure. Come along up to the office. All right, P.O.?”
“Yessir, of course, on your say-so. They’ll have to leave their arms behind, though, the Sten and the lady’s revolver.” He added to Shaw, “That’s the orders, sir. You can collect ’em on leaving, of course.”
There was no time to argue the point, and Shaw thought it unlikely in any case that he would need a gun now he was inside the station. The arms were left in the guardroom, and they went outside with Hartog, making for the admin, block.
Hartog asked, “Who’s the lady, eh?”
“Never mind that just for now. As it happens, though, she can back up what I’m going to say, and I’d like you to listen. It’d be as well if Commander Geisler was present too, so we’ll use his office.”
“Geisler?” Hartog’s dark eyes glittered strangely. “Oh— sure! I thought you’d want to see him, since the petty officer told me on the phone you asked for him in the first place. He’s expecting you.” They were nearing the veranda now, and Hartog added, “Oh, by the way… it may sound trite to say this, but I can explain everything.” He stopped just by the steps, looked away over Shaw’s head, around the lighted compound, eyes darting here and there. Then he grinned in a sardonic way and said, “What are we waiting for? Come into Steve’s office and we’ll talk. I rather fancy you’ve a few nasty thoughts about me — right?”
“Right,” Shaw agreed quietly. “So — just be careful.”
“I told you I could explain everything. Steve’s satisfied, anyway.” The scientist rammed his hands into his pockets and ran up the steps. Just before he’d turned away Shaw had noticed the sudden red glint in his eyes; that was partly drink, and partly a kind of phobia, a madness, he felt certain. And yet somehow, against all the evidence, he still had that odd, illogical feeling that Hartog wasn’t quite in this thing as deeply as Wiley had said he was.
He followed Hartog along the passage. There was nobody about, and Geisler’s door stood open, with light streaming out. Hartog said casually, “Looks as if Steve may have nipped out for a moment. Hell be back.”
He walked with his loping strides straight into Geisler’s office and went across to the desk without a sideways glance, fumbling in his shirt pocket for a cigarette. The office appeared to be empty; but as Shaw followed Hartog in he caught the sudden swift movement of a black-skinned arm from behind the door and then something heavy came down hard on the back of his head, there was a flash of brilliant light, and he went down, stone-cold out. As Gillian opened her mouth to scream a hand came across her face, a length of piping took her in the same way as Shaw, and she too fell in a crumpled heap, without a sound.
Two Africans stood by the door, grinning.
Hartog looked at them. He said tautly, “Well done.” If Shaw had been conscious he would have detected a note of distaste, of unwillingness in the way Hartog had said that, as though the man were having to force himself to get the words out. That in itself might have added to Shaw’s puzzlement… and then Hartog went on, speaking again to the two Africans, who were men from the station’s own local labour force, “Go into my equipment store. You will find an instrument packing-crate. A big one. Bring it in here.”
The man went out, returned quickly with the crate. Hartog said, “The girl first. Take her to the store where Commander Geisler is — and hurry. Come back for the man. He’ll be a tight fit, but you’ll have to get him in somehow. He’s to go in the store too… and you are not to harm either of them. They’ll be out for as long as I want them to be. You understand?”
The men nodded.
“Right. Now get out, the pair of you.”
When they had made the two journeys with the heavy crate Hartog dusted his hands together distastefully and went across the passage to his own office. He opened his drink cupboard and poured himself a large whisky, which he took neat in a couple of long gulps. He wiped the back of his hand across his lips and gave a slight belch. Then he went softly across to the window and looked through it, glancing at his wrist-watch.
He stared into the pitch blackness, the dark of the night relieved only by the floodlights on the gates and the brilliant glow coming through the control-tower’s dome to light up the great beaming mast. In times of international conflict that dome would be blacked out, but not to-night… that was all part of the plan, his own idea. He looked at his watch again. It shouldn’t be more than half an hour now. Hartog found that his palms were clammy, that his hands were shaking badly. He had to be in first-class form for what he had to do, and he mustn’t make any mistakes. It was so important so vital for the whole world. He wiped his hands on the slack of his khaki trousers and went back and had another whisky, and this steadied him. He returned to the window and lit a cigarette, stared out at the rain.
It was just a question of waiting now. At this stage he could do no more, and nothing could possibly go wrong. It was a stroke of real luck that Shaw, having so miraculously escaped from Zambi village and the ants, should have come straight here rather than try to make it into Manalati and alert the authorities… and yet, even if Shaw had got to Manalati he couldn’t have done anything to stop the march of events now, no matter how wide that fat bastard Wiley had opened his big mouth — which obviously he had done, no doubt feeling secure enough to do so once he’d got Shaw safely in his hands as he’d thought. That was the trouble with the blacks: a little power gave them a big dose of megalomania, and, like all others of his race, Wiley became boastful a little too early in the game.
Wiley!
Hartog’s mouth twisted into a thin, bitter, downturned line. God… but he loathed that stinking African and what he’d had to do to keep him sweet all these last weeks. But it was going to be worth all the crawling, all the degradation and the gall. Well worth it.
A hell of a lot of people were going to get the biggest shock of their lives to-night — or to-morrow, when they read their papers — and Wiley was going to get the biggest shock of all.
Suddenly Hartog put his head back and gave a long, high-pitched shout of laughter, laughter in which there was no trace of humour but more than a hint of unbalance. His whole body shook. The peal of hysteria rang around the office, beat at the closed window. After a few moments he subsided, took a long look as though in farewell around the station and the surrounding jungle, the fringes of which were touched by the glare of the floodlights on the gates, and then he turned away from the window.
Taking up a 9 mm. Browning automatic, he checked the slide carefully and thoughtfully. Then, putting the weapon in his pocket, he went out of the room and along the passage and pushed open the door of the telephone exchange, the station’s link with the outside world.
As he went in the operator on watch looked round and said, “Evening, Mr Hartog, sir.”
Then his head jerked in astonishment. He’d seen the small round mouth of the automatic pointed at his head, and Hartog coming close. Hartog said softly, “Get away from the switchboard, Morgan.” The scientist’s eyes were crazy, filled with that red glint. He snapped, “Go on — move!”
The ‘safe’ was off, and Hartog’s knuckles gleamed white. The naval rating got up and backed away. Hartog went right up to him, and, still keeping the automatic levelled, his left arm jabbed forward suddenly with all his weight and muscle behind it, and took the operator on the point of the jaw. There was a crunch of bone and the man sagged to the floor, his eyes glassy, his jaw shattered and hanging limp and bloody.
Hartog bent and examined him, his sensitive fingers almost caressing the broken face. He murmured, “Sorry, old lad, but it’s got to be that way.”
Then he went across to the switchboard, took up a mouthpiece, and buzzed the guardroom at the gates on the internal line. When the petty officer of the guard answered he said, “Oh, P.O…Hartog here. Commander Geisler’s busy with Commander Shaw, and I said I’d ring through to you. We’ve just had word from Jinda that the authorities expect some sort of trouble and they’ve ordered a police riot squad out from Manalati to stand by here — just in case.”
“Very good, sir. When are they due?”
Hartog said, “I gather they’re well on their way and they’ll be here quite shortly. Commander wants you to ring him when they arrive.”
He cut the connexion and sat back for a moment, wiping his face. Then he lit a cigarette, got up, and dragged the operator’s body under cover where it couldn’t be seen from the doorway. Breathing heavily, he resumed his seat at the switchboard.
* * *
The two police cars and the armoured vehicles pulled up just outside the gateway, having left Wiley along the track to make his entrance later.
The Inspector in charge put his head out of the window of the leading car and called in English to the sentry.
“Riot police reporting from Manalati as ordered.”
“Okay.” The sentry swung the gates open. “Get out and come in by yourself first, please. Sorry, but that’s routine around here.”
“Of course.” The Inspector got out into the rain, pulling a waterproof cape over his head and shoulders. He ran through to the shelter of the guardroom’s veranda and pushed a wad of documents at the sentry. He said, “Here is a party-pass and also the individual documents to cover all my men — twenty-two constables, two sergeants, and myself, all of the riot squad. You will find them in order.” He pushed his steel helmet back from his glistening forehead and mopped at his face and neck. “Very bad, all this. We have been sent out as an extra safeguard—”
“Sure. We know about you, I guess. What do they expect to happen?”
“I do not know!” The Inspector grinned and shrugged broad, squat shoulders. “Maybe just somebody panicking— you know how it is — but they say the mob is rising and may march on the station, and the Government is taking no chances. For myself, I hope we won’t be needed!”
“You can say that again… right, this lot’s okay.”
The sentry, who had glanced perfunctorily through the bunch of passes, handed them back and looked up. “Here’s the P.O. now. He’ll see to you.”
Whistling a tune between his teeth, the sentry hooked his thumbs into his belt and moved away as the British petty officer came out from the guardroom. The policeman began to repeat his story, and the petty officer said, “All right, mate, save it. We’ve been told. Come inside while I ring the Commander’s office. The Duty Officer’ll take you over.”
He turned back into the guardroom and the Inspector followed. Taking up the phone to the exchange the petty officer said, “Commander’s Office, please… oh, that you again, Mr Hartog?”
As though he had received his cue, the Inspector of Police moved up casually behind, his face tight and watchful, and then he reached into his holster, brought out a heavy revolver, and quickly reversed it. Lifting it, he brought it smashing down on the petty officer’s skull. As the man fell, the Inspector turned away and walked out of the guardroom. A sergeant had got out of the first of the armoured vehicles and was standing on the veranda nodding and grinning at the sentry, who was trying out his smattering of the language on the African. The Inspector called out something in the local dialect and the sentry looked round at him. At once the sergeant brought up his gun and gave the sentry the same treatment as the petty officer had had. The rating crashed forward, his cap falling off and rolling down towards the gates through the rain-pocked mud. The police cars started up and drove in, together with the armoured vehicles. Constables stood up in the turrets with sub-machine-guns levelled towards the compound. One of the armoured cars turned and headed back to cover the gates from inside, and then the gates themselves were shut and locked by the sergeant.
The rest of the vehicles drove on, the fingers of their crews caressing the triggers of heavy weapons. When they stopped the African police piled out and ran for their objectives — the administration building and the living quarters and mess-rooms — while the big, lumbering vehicles remained in their strategic positions, dominating the whole area with their silent menace.
* * *
It had all worked with perfect precision, and the whole station staff was taken completely by surprise when they first saw the uniformed men. It was only when their own African mess-boys turned on them that they fully understood what was going on, and by that time it was too late. After a brief struggle they were rounded up and locked in some store buildings near the one in which Shaw and Geisler and the girl were shut up. Within ten minutes it was all over and the Africans were in complete control.
Hartog meanwhile had come out on to the veranda outside the offices, his face dark and tense, keyed-up. As the Inspector came running through the rain and up the steps Hartog asked, “All correct?”
The policeman nodded. “I came to report. It has gone very well. There was no trouble to speak of.”
Hartog said, “Good.” He seemed a little unsteady, and whisky was strong on his breath. “Keep it that way. I don’t want any killing, understand? That’s Edo’s orders too.”
“I understand. Shall I give the signal now?”
“Yes, go ahead.”
The policeman turned away and marched off to the gates. There he blew one long blast on a whistle. At once the night seemed to come alive with shadowy moving figures outside the gates. African tribesmen materialized from the thick, close jungle, converging on the perimeter of the station, carrying their age-old weapons and an assortment of rifles, rusty old pieces mainly; a vast body of men, their black skins and ceremonial adornments glittering with the rain in the glare of the floodlights. They moved in utter, uncanny silence; and then, after a few minutes, their ranks divided and, as a low chant began and rose to a kind of triumphant paean, a big Negro walked down the middle towards the gates.
The African constables swung the gates back to let him in, at once closed them again behind him. The shouts, the acclaim, echoed from all sides as Edo was seen walking quickly towards Hartog on the veranda, Hartog the white man who had rejected Western ideas and who was going to confound the West by disarming the big bird that flew so high… who was going to bring the big egg down in the sea, safely, so that the station would be rendered superfluous and would be taken away. They watched from the bush, hundreds upon hundreds of eyes, the excitement, the fever, swaying the close-packed bodies like a swift tide until they seemed to move backward and forward in unison, shouting and chanting. The men, the warriors representing the villages, summoned from their daily tasks by the drums that morning to don the ancient apparel of their fighting forbears, had all come together now, and they were ready for the final act.
None of those Africans realized that Edo’s scheme went far, far deeper than the mere disarming of Bluebolt, that within the next hour or so terrible devastation and death was planned to drop on their brothers somewhere in Africa.
* * *
Edo’s cruel, thick-lipped face was close to Hartog’s on the veranda. Hartog was smiling; that smile was a mere grimace, and yet there was a kind of triumph in it as well as a painful pretence. Flatly he asked, “All ready?”
“As soon as you are. I think we should waste no more time.”
“Right.” Hartog hitched at his trousers. “Bluebolt’s due in position in… fifty-nine minutes, dead on. That gives us plenty of time, but we might as well get lined up right away, I suppose.” There was a bitter grin on his face as he added, “By the way, I didn’t tell you… we’ve got guests.”
Wiley’s eyes narrowed. “Guests?”
“Shaw and the girl.”
The Negro stared at him, amazed, unbelieving. “It isn’t possible.”
“Possible or not — they’re here.”
“But the ants—”
“Don’t ask me how, but they escaped them. Ask Shaw how he did it. I’ve got them locked up with Geisler. I’d like Shaw to see the fun, if you’ve no objection. I gave him a nice little crack on the head, but he should be on his feet again by now. All right?”
Wiley looked at him, scowled; then the scowl became a peculiar smile. He said softly, “So Commander Shaw lives yet… well, my friend, provided they’re properly guarded by the armed police, I have no objection in the world to both him and the girl watching the grand finale!”
* * *
A little after that armed constables came for Shaw; together with Gillian Ross, he was escorted up the steps into the Bluebolt control-tower. The mast was revolving, its intricate antennae seeming to probe out into the darkness and the night sky and the rain, and a low throb and a hum came from inside the tower.

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

The atmosphere in the big, glass-domed control-tower was on a knife-edge. Looking up through that glass, Shaw could see clearly the antennae still revolving. For some reason or other, the floodlights from the gates were now turned on the beaming mast in addition to the light from the tower itself. From that mast, standing out starkly in the night, the radar impulses would go out to Bluebolt when Hartog pressed the transmission key. The place would have had almost a cathedral hush if it had not been for the continuing low hum of the dynamos and the electric motors and the flickers of coloured lights from the control panel before which Hartog was sitting, a pair of headphones clamped over his ears, and his sensitive fingers manipulating switches and dials.
He had checked everything now, in those first few minutes of the operation. Main beaming motivator… monitoring control… target-setting transmission…recall-control transmitter…check-signal receiving gear… they were all warmed through and ready now.
Shaw watched with Gillian Ross, standing motionless and tense in the middle of a group of the uniformed constables. Revolvers were pressed close into their spines and the hands holding those guns were itchy on the triggers — it was easy enough to sense that. Hartog, who was obviously well steeped in whisky but entirely in control of himself and his nerves, was silent and intent as he sat before the big spread of instruments and dials and gauges which reminded Shaw of the controls on the flight-deck of an airliner. Now and again Hartog glanced at the revolving, illuminated globe-rep-resentation with its small dot of brilliant green light moving across the world’s seas and continents, the green dot which was Bluebolt so far out in space and which seemed to move so slowly and inexorably on that ingenious flat ‘globe.’ Just now that dot was coming down from the Eastern Mediterranean, slanting towards Cape Town as Hartog began his preliminary transmission to the satellite.
Without turning he said, “I shan’t be ready to send the load away till that dot’s gone right round and is starting to travel south again. When she’s right over the Hazen Strait in the Parry Islands north-east of Alaska, I’ll make the launching signal. And that’ll be it, Wiley.”
Slowly, his face one triumphant, unspeakably evil grin, Edo nodded.
* * *
Shaw was sweating, feeling his palms damp and sticky, his mind whirling.
Those policemen were watching him and the girl closely; he simply wouldn’t have a hope of doing anything useful, could achieve nothing other than a bullet in the back now, and that wouldn’t help anybody at all. He would have taken that chance willingly if he could have seen any point in it. It was agony to have to stand there and do nothing; but he just had to sweat this thing out and watch wholesale murder being committed before his eyes. Somewhere in Africa— north, south, east, or west, it wouldn’t really make any difference except to the peoples where the load landed — a lot of innocent Africans were now under sentence of dreadful death. Men and women at this moment going about their humdrum evening tasks were never even going to know what hit them. With any luck, Bluebolt’s load might fall in some sparsely populated spot — but even so, the fall-out area would still be immense. And even that was nothing more than a hope. It could just as easily come down on some big settlement, a city — Freetown, Accra, Lagos, Leopoldville, Nairobi, Durban, Johannesburg… anywhere at all. There was no knowing.
Hartog turned slightly in his seat. He said, “I’m picking up her signals faintly now.” The green dot showed Bluebolt bound north, heading up the Pacific somewhere above Sydney. “I shall make contact shortly.”
Wiley asked, “How long… before you actually bring down the load?”
“Oh… half an hour, give or take a minute.” Hartog wiped his face with a handkerchief. His voice rose sharply. “I’d like silence now, please.” He reached out and turned a knob on the instrument panel, delicately, and a crackling sound came into the control-tower through a loudspeaker set in the wall above the panel, a background of interference against which they could hear the automatic transmission coming from Bluebolt two hundred miles up.
Bleep. bleep-bleep. Bleep… bleep-bleep. Bleep… bleep-bleep.
On and on and on… and then suddenly a change of note as Hartog pressed a key.
“Made contact.” Hartog’s voice was brittle. “I shall now send out the impulse which should bring back the check-signal to confirm that we’re in touch.”
His left hand moved slightly, depressed a second key.
The bleeping altered, sending back a different Morse character this time. Hartog announced, “Check-signal received. We’re all okay.”
The satellite’s transmission altered again, back to the original bleep… bleep-bleep. Soon those signals increased in strength, and Hartog, as the green dot sped out over the Pacific and began to close the North American coastline in the region of Queen Charlotte Island, reached out for a key to his right. His hand hovered for a moment and then came down smartly, sending out the first of a series of impulses which would streak into the delicate receivers aboard Bluebolt and make a number of connexions which would start the process of releasing the enormous cone-headed bomb load, sending it off towards the earth, plunging down, after Hartog pressed the target-setting and gave the final release-impulse, to burst its way back into the atmosphere and head for its devastation area.
Bluebolt’s transmission changed once more, again sending the check-signal. Hartog, watching the dials before him narrowly, said suddenly, “She’s nearly there. Stand by.”
Shaw was hardly breathing.
“I am now about to make the target-setting.”
There was absolute silence now from every one in the tower and the great satellite’s bleeping dropped startlingly into that hush. Hartog reached out again and turned a pointer fractionally, and then with his right hand he pressed a red button in the target-indicator box. Almost at once the satellite’s transmission speeded up, the note became higher, more jangling, and the interrupted bleeping changed into a continuous bar of sound which sawed and juddered at the nerves.
“On target… target-setting checked back. Watch the green dot now, watch it carefully… when she’s on top of Hazen Strait I’ll send the final dispatch-impulse—”
“Hartog — for God’s sake, man—”
“Pack it in, Shaw!”
“Do you understand what you’re doing?” Shaw moved slightly and at once his arms were twisted up agonizingly behind his back.
Hartog said, “You might just as well shut up and watch, Shaw. It’s going to be very interesting. Take my advice — don’t risk missing it. Those boys’ll shoot you if you try anything.” Shaw’s nails dug viciously into his palms. Hartog went on with his operating procedure, calmly following dials, keeping pointers lined up. The globe showed the dot coming up now to Borden Island… Mackenzie King Island… the Hazen Strait.
Hartog’s hand was poised; as the dot approached Hazen Strait he laughed. It was a horrifying sound of hysteria; its high-pitched note filled the control-tower. Hartog’s gaze was on the dials before him, and as that laugh died away and the dot was right over Hazen Strait his poised fingers swooped, came down on a key, jabbed it once… twice… three times.
He gave a quick, satisfied glance round his instruments again and then at the green dot continuing in its orbit. He leaned over to his left and rapidly turned a small wheel. A pointer spun on a dial, and Hartog made one more transmission.
He said, “Automatic tracker set. That’s all, Wiley. All we do now is sit and wait.”
He swung his revolving seat round to face his silent audience. He said, almost gaily, “As I said, gentlemen, that’s the lot. In fifteen minutes approximately, Bluebolt’s missile will strike the earth. Wiley, I’ve put on settings which should bring it down in Ghana—”
There was a choking sound from Shaw. He burst out, “Hartog, what you—”
“Shut up!” The words were a whiplash. One of the African constables leaned forward and smashed a fist into Shaw’s mouth. He spat out blood. Hartog went on, speaking to Wiley again, “I can’t absolutely guarantee that it’ll be dead accurate. The normal targets would naturally be in the Iron Curtain countries, and I’ve had to improvise a little. But— well, I’ve done my best and I shan’t be far out if at all. I suggest you go and do your stuff with your people out there.” He gestured through the window towards the perimeter of the station and then pointed up at the mast. He said, “It’s quite safe now. There won’t be any more transmissions. Here.” He removed a small part from the panel and handed it to Wiley. “That’s just so you feel safer. I can’t operate without that. Well — you know the way up.”
Wiley nodded his crinkly, greying head. His face was utterly triumphant now, uplifted in an obscene kind of way. He pushed through towards Shaw, stood in front of him. Without speaking, he gave the agent two vicious, stinging slaps across the face, slaps which brought a rush of blood to Shaw’s flesh. Then Wiley turned away and left the control-tower. A moment later Shaw heard the sound of footsteps on a steel ladder which ran up the sides of the tower, and then, looking up through the glass dome, he saw Wiley climbing along the metal inspection-ladder across the dome itself, going towards the foot of the beaming mast. Then Shaw looked across at Hartog. The man had lit a cigarette, was grinning, and the look in his face, in his red-rimmed, bleary eyes, was crazier than ever. He said, “Shaw, this isn’t finished yet — oh, and by the way, none of these black bastards here can speak English, I made damn sure of that” He waved his cigarette towards the African constables, who were gazing raptly upward through the dome at their leader. “So they won’t tick over about what I’m saying. Now, I advise you to keep calm and not start anything you may regret. You wouldn’t do any good anyhow. These men have their orders, and those orders are still to prevent you getting anywhere near the instruments.” Shaw noticed that Hartog kept on glancing upward through the dome, to where Wiley, going slowly and very carefully, was reaching out for the steel webbing of the mast. “Listen, Shaw. Wiley — Edo — is about to show himself to his dutiful followers from a nice, high point. Incidentally, that was my suggestion, when I spoke to him earlier by radio, but it was so tactfully put that he thinks it’s his own unaided idea… you see, he’s rather inclined to see himself as the god he’s supposed to be, and after the ants messed up his little bonfire he had to have an alternative. Well now, from his superior, god-like eminence, he’s going to address them. He’s going to give them a lot of baloney. He’s going to tell ’em — and he doesn’t know I know this — that the white man whom he trusted — that’s me — has double-crossed him. He’s going to tell them that I had promised to bring the bomb down harmlessly in the sea, which is where these policemen think it’s going right now as a matter of fact. But instead, the wicked white man — me — has so directed the bomb that it will land on African soil and slaughter their brothers. Well now — when he’s put that line across, he’ll call on his peoples out there to avenge their brothers, whereupon they will storm the station and kill all of us—"
“How’s he going to explain away the fact that all the station staff are locked up — they couldn’t have operated—”
Hartog raised a hand. “Patience, patience! For his own purposes in the field of propaganda later, he does in fact intend to put around a story that the whole station staff were acting under orders from London and Washington to bring the load down on Africa, just to teach the blacks a lesson—”
“Which no one would ever believe—”
“Oh, yes? Just try contradicting it after the event — that’s all! Just let me finish, Shaw. Because of this, as soon as he’s done speaking, the staff will be released — so that they can be killed by the mob, who won’t stop to ask ’em any questions. So that they can’t talk and deny Edo’s story. Now d’you see? Dead men tell no tales. And denials from London and Washington… well, they’ll just be a waste of breath.”
“What about you? Are you going to be killed too?” Hartog laughed. “According to what I’ve been told, of course not. I’m to be smuggled to Russia and glory. But I do happen to have found out that the double-crossing bastard does in fact mean to throw me to the mob. Then I can never talk either. But you’ll notice that I’m not unduly worried-about that…. However, to get back to the theory behind Edo’s stunt: once that thing’s hit Africa, and the news breaks in the Press all over the world, the idea is that the Cult goes into action at once and on the crest of a wave, see? There will be wholesale risings in every part of the world, backed by an enormous propaganda machine from the East. India, the West Indies, Malaya, the southern states of the U.S. — they’ll all go the same way as Africa’s gone already, only much more so. And then the Eastern Bloc will step into the power-vacuum that’ll have been created, and all advanced Western defence outposts will cease to exist immediately. That’s Edo’s plan. Like it?”
“Do you?”
“No.” Hartog tapped ash off his cigarette and glanced at the moving dot of green. “That’s why it’s not going to come off. Because I don’t like it, I mean.”
“I don’t get you.”
“You will. Unfortunately for Edo, I haven’t finished the transmission yet, and when I said the automatic tracker was set, well — it wasn’t. And that bit of metal I gave him doesn’t mean a thing. And I’ll tell you something else. The target-settings I’ve put on aren’t for Africa at all. In a few minutes I shall transmit again — when the dot reaches Cape Farewell at the southern tip of Greenland, and then the missile will come down somewhere much more interesting than Africa. That’s why I had to wait the full time after the flop this morning. It’s what I planned all along, Shaw, or almost all along, and I’m going to do it within the next few minutes.” His eyes blazed, and Shaw noticed the shake of his fingers now as the man jabbed a hand towards him in emphasis — or was it entreaty? Hartog went on, “One day you’ll live to thank me for what I’m going to do___yes,
Shaw, you’ll live, and so will millions of other men and women and children, which I truly believe wouldn’t be the case if I didn’t do this thing. I believe, you see, that the West is wasting time, has already wasted almost too much time, and my way is the only way to bring this home to the people, to force the governments into action, to settle the world for all time, to finish for ever with uncertainties and fears, and surrenders to the East. It is an action for peace—you must believe that!” His face shone with sweat, the eyes stared madly at Shaw.
He ran his tongue over his lips and went on, “You will believe what I say, when to-night is over. I shall never have the opportunity of saying it to the world, and you must say it for me and explain my reasons… that was why I wanted you to be here in the tower, you see.” His eyes blazed redly. “I told you I’d gone along with the Cult just to find out what was going on. That was true. But after a time I began to see what I had to do, what I must do if I was to be true to myself and my beliefs, and so my mind started to work along — other lines. I decided to take action myself. I’d been conscious for a very, very long time of the immense power which had been put into our hands, Steve’s and mine. I told him that once, if I remember.” Hartog was shaking badly now. “I was also conscious that it would never be used by the namby-pamby leaders of the West, that Bluebolt was to all intents and purposes — useless! I decided that such a tremendous weapon should be useless no longer. Ours was the power — and I had to use it, in the name of all humanity.” Hartog paused. Shaw, as he began to see just what the man was working up to, felt the hairs rise at the back of his neck and he was about to speak when Hartog went on again.
“I decided, you see, to use these people as they’d meant to use me. I couldn’t do what I wanted without their help, for I couldn’t capture the station single-handed, and I needed at least an hour’s full and uninterrupted control in order to do it—”
“Hartog, you—”
“Wait one moment. I shan’t keep you much longer.” Hartog glanced over at the dot again and then swivelled quickly round in his chair. Over his shoulder he said, “No more time now. I hope I’ve made things quite clear.”
Shaw took a deep breath, eyes seeking the dot again. He saw that brilliant green speck coming up to Cape Farewell — so aptly named, he thought bitterly. And then, within the next few seconds, everything seemed to happen at once.
Hartog said quite calmly, “I’m going to bring it down now. On Moscow.”
He reached out slowly for the main transmission key. Shaw had a profile view of him; his face was strangely moved and yet oddly peaceful, filled with a kind of radiance. His hand came down on the key, pressed it. There was a super-brilliant flash of blinding white light from above, a flash which laid everything starkly bare in the control-room; at once Gillian Ross gave a high, sobbing scream, and every one looked upward, gasped; Wiley seemed literally to be on fire… a keening sound came from the policemen; their attention was entirely distracted and in that split-second, Shaw took his chance.
Flinging his body sideways he turned and smashed a fist into the face of the man who was holding the gun in his spine. He heard the sudden shattering roar of the revolver, smelt the gunsmoke, felt the sharp agony in his lower ribs as the bullet glanced across them, saw another of the policemen twist and fall as the bullet caught him in the chest, and then his left fist took the first man in the stomach and he doubled up, gasping. Instantly the place was in confusion, the rest of the Africans running in terror for the steps. As Hartog swung round, livid, a gun in his hand now, Shaw got hold of the
policeman’s revolver and fired blind, four shots in swift succession. They took Hartog in the stomach and he slumped back, across the transmission key. Shaw heard the continuous blast of the signal whining out and up into space as Hartog’s body kept the key pressed down. The whole instrument-panel was splashed with blood, and Hartog’s stomach seemed to be hanging out… and then, as Shaw raced over to grab the body and free the key, his eye was caught by something which bobbed and gyrated, held on the lower webbing of the mast above his head.
Something that smoked horribly with a small blue flame curling round it, something that looked like an overdone joint on a spit, something that was no longer a man, was just a charred, blackened lump of roasted flesh…
Edo must have taken upward of a million volts through his big body when Hartog pressed that key, and, caught in the steel webbing, he’d gone on taking them all the time the scientist’s corpse held the key down.
* * *
Shaw picked Gillian up and ran with her out of the tower, across the compound which had now been deserted by the Africans. Reaching the store where he’d been locked up with Geisler, he smashed in the window and yelled out to the base commander, telling him briefly what had happened.
Geisler, his face white, scrambled through the window. With Shaw, he raced for the tower, went up the steps almost in one, and dashed across to the blood-splashed instrument-panel, readjusted knobs and dials.
Dreading the answer, Shaw asked, “Well?”
“It’s all right.” Geisler’s voice was shaking. “He… didn’t finish the transmission. I can put her back to safe… just. You got him just in time — only just in time.”
Shaw let out a great sigh of relief as Stephen Geisler’s fingers moved confidently over the set. He looked over at the green spot and the flat ‘globe’ screen beneath it. That tiny dot, untroubled and riding high, circled down towards the Eastern Mediterranean again, bound south once more, and peacefully, for the Cape, to come up on the other side of the world. How many people, Shaw wondered, asleep in their beds or going to work or sitting out in the garden on a summer’s night in their different parts of the world to watch Bluebolt sailing across the skies… how many of them would ever guess what this night’s work had been?
Geisler turned up the loudspeakers and looked round at Shaw. His thumbs went up. Once again that interrupted bleep-bleep came through, but this time it was sending out a different signal altogether, a signal to say that the load was re-seated and safe.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

They all went out into the compound and they heard the low, moaning sound coming out of the rain-slashed night, saw a handful of blacks who remained looking up at the burned trunk of Edo still hanging like a dead fly on the mast, blacks who now seemed scared and uncertain, blacks who mouthed that same curious keening noise that the policemen had made in the tower when they’d seen their leader die; but this keening was soon overladen with the start of another noise: shouts, angry shouts against the man who had died — and who in dying had failed them. Then the remaining tribesmen got on the move, joining those who had run, going off dispiritedly back into the jungle which was their home, hangdog-like, shambling, all fervour gone.
Edo had failed them and Edo was dead, and the white man’s voodoo was demonstrably the stronger, after all.
* * *
The reports began coming in from the West’s monitoring stations, the reports which said wonderingly that Bluebolt had been brought near to firing-point. There were urgent calls from the British and American Embassies in Jinda, and Shaw advised them that nothing whatever should be said until his full ciphered report reached Whitehall and at all costs the Press must be fended off. As soon as he could he prepared this report and it went out at once on the radio to Latymer. After that, Geisler drove him over to the Hartog home where they had a difficult task in breaking the news to Hartog’s wife and daughter. Shaw, however, managed to leave behind the impression that Hartog had died in the line of duty — he felt he owed that to a man whose brain had so clearly been affected and who could hardly be held responsible for his actions; and he felt pretty safe in doing that, for he knew that Latymer would find a way — would have to find a way — to keep the whole business as quiet as death itself outside top-brass circles.
That done, they drove back to Geisler’s bungalow, where the Navy man’s wife dealt with the superficial damage to Shaw’s ribs, and then they went to bed.
* * *
Next day Shaw had a talk with the American.
Running a hand through his hair, Geisler said, “Still gives me the shakes when I think what might have happened. It’d have been all-out war.”
Shaw said tersely, “Forget it. It didn’t happen. Everything’s all right — except that I’d say we’ve lost Canasset for good, from what Wiley told me. I don’t suppose it matters all that much, though. As for Hartog — he’s better off where he is than facing a charge of treasonable activities or whatever it would have been. In a way, that would have been even more of a tragedy.” He added, “My impression was that he wasn’t a bad chap really.”
Geisler nodded. “That’s right. I’m more sorry than I can say. Sure, we didn’t get along all that well sometimes… but that’s the way of the world, I guess. He’ll be a helluva loss as far as his work’s concerned.” He thought for a while, his face in his hands, then he looked up. “It’s too much responsibility for any man to carry — that kind of destruction-potential. It’ll go on, too, for some poor bastard. Still, there won’t be any more Edo, or any more Cult.”
Shaw studied his face. “You really do think that’s all over?”
Geisler said, “Yeah, sure I do. I’ve been piecing things together already, getting the reports in, you know? Edo had told his audience… well, what Julian said he told ’em. And it didn’t happen. And he tried to bum you in that village, and all that happened was he got burned himself. So nuts to Edo, who’s been an all-time flop. The riots are just about over and the blacks are going back to work.” He got up stiffly and walked across the room. “That’s the way it goes out here. Nothing succeeds like success — or flops like failure.”
* * *
That afternoon another military plane, sent up this time by Prime Minister Tshemambi personally, flew into Manalati airport to take Shaw and Gillian into Jinda, and after nightfall they went aboard the jet for London. As the Nogolian jungle faded away beneath the thick cloud-bank Shaw turned and looked at Gillian, sitting quietly by his side. He reached out impulsively and took her hand, pressing it gently. He said, feeling how inadequate it was, “I’m sorry — about all that’s happened. I never thought when I asked you to obey that phone-call that—”
She stopped him. “That’s all right. You kept your promise, didn’t you? You got me out of it again. That’s all that matters really.”
“Nice of you to see it that way!”
They sat silently after that as the plane flew on. Shaw’s thoughts were already speeding ahead of the plane, homeward across the skies for London, looking forward to a little spot of relaxation… looking forward to spending a little time alone with Debbie, which was a thing he could so seldom do.
Thinking of Debbie, he came to with a jump and found the stewardess smiling down at him.
He said, “Sorry — you were speaking to me?”
“Yes, Commander Shaw. There’s a message from the flight-deck to all passengers. Just a matter of interest. If you’d care to look out of the starboard windows you can see one of those new radio-communications balloons, the big one — it’s passing to the east of us now.”
Shaw said, “Oh — thanks. I’d like to see it very much.” He thought, almost with amusement, No, she can’t mean Bluebolt! He got up and went across with Gillian. They stared out. There she was — and it was Bluebolt right enough. A big, shining ball of yellow light — not green like on the ‘globe’ back at the control-station… like a fast-moving planet, arcing across the star-spangled night sky to dip down once again for Cape Town. Shaw thought to himself: Whatever the outcome was, there’s too much blood on that satellite’s axis… and then the stewardess came up behind them and peeped out through the window between their heads.
She said, “I do think it’s so interesting to see it from an aircraft, don’t you? It’s so pretty, and sort of… peaceful, somehow.”
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