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Аннотация
‘Your orders are to kill Conroy… We shall approve any method you like to use.’

This is the ultimatum that sends Commander Esmonde Shaw, dynamic agent of British Defence Intelligence, to join a Moscow-bound coach tour in West Berlin. Somewhere among its passengers is Ivan Conroy, fanatical British communist planning to assassinate the man next in line for the Soviet leadership.
From the moment that two passengers force the driver of the Moscow coach to crash through a Russian road block, and Shaw finds himself a fugitive from the bullets of the Soviet police, he and the young American girl with him are suddenly swept into a labyrinthine intrigue of sabotage and treason.

First published in 1964 by George G. Harrap & Co. Ltd.


Philip McCutchan
Moscow Coach


One

“Can’t have that,” Shaw said cheerfully, indicating the American girl’s empty brandy glass. His gray-blue eyes, eyes that even after so many years ashore still held more than a touch of the sea, smiled at her across the low table in the bar of West Berlin’s Hotel von Hindenburg, where the Moscow party was waiting to go through the check-point in the Wall next day. “Let me get you a refill?”
Virginia MacKinlay shook her head. “One’s plenty for me, I guess — and this place isn’t as cheap as the brochure made out it was.” Shaw liked her smile, and he liked her hair — and the way the light was glinting on it now… it was thick and dark, and styled in the Italian fashion, which happened to do things to Shaw. She added, “I’d sooner just sit and talk, if you won’t be bored to tears, that is?”
“I assure you I won’t be that!” He grinned, and ran a hand through his crisp, wavy brown hair — an unconscious gesture, but one which definitely appealed to women. He liked the look of her all right… but there was something just a shade phoney, perhaps, in the way this attractive young woman had buttoned herself on to him so quickly after the tour courier had introduced him as a new addition to the party. But then, if she’d been after information, she’d probably have encouraged him to go on the brandy. For his part, training was keeping a tight grip on his tongue; they sat and talked innocuously about one thing and another until a bell-hop came along and said there was a phone call for Miss MacKinlay.
Shaw’s gaze followed her appreciatively as she left the bar. She was really beautifully built — quite a model! His mouth curved downward in a bitter grimace. Women could be dangerous in his job — and not only because of the security risk involved. Thinking of women, his mind went back to Debonnair Delacroix. He’d done his best to forget her after leaving her in La Paz after the South American job had ended, and thanks to an inflexible will he’d succeeded reasonably well; but the jolt had hardened him and given him a touch — unusual for him — of cynicism…
He caught sight of his own reflection in a big wall-mirror, and grinned suddenly. He looked cynical today, all right! He thought again about the job he’d come to do. Maybe that cynicism was why he’d reacted with such uncharacteristic indifference when Treece had said, back in London, “Your orders, my dear fellow, are to kill Conroy… We shall approve any method you like to use.”
Any method you like… Shaw had always disliked the killing, no matter how long he’d been in the game: he disliked it still — but he was losing his squeamishness. Men had to live, so the Conroys of this world had to die. That was all there was to it.
Conroy had to be killed, but it was a case of “first find your Conroy…” Simple? Shaw sighed, and wondered who of all the mixed bunch that made up the Moscow party would turn out to be the Conroy of whom the thin man had spoken.
Not simple! Nothing in this life ever was.
* * *
This job had started a couple of evenings earlier.
Esmonde Shaw had been in the Strangers’ Gallery of the House of Commons, listening to an emotional motion of censure on the Government because of its handling of a security leak. The Opposition had played a good hand skillfully, and the atmosphere had been tense and bitter. Shaw, who had attended unofficially but nevertheless for professional reasons, hadn’t waited for the vote to be taken — it was a foregone conclusion anyway; the Government Whips could always be relied upon to ensure the defeat of censure motions. Shaw had walked out into Parliament Square and along Whitehall, sniffing the late evening cool, feeling profoundly disturbed at the way the security services must appear to the public to be constantly falling down on their jobs. It wasn’t so, of course; but one could never hope to persuade the arm-chair experts that no security set-up in this world could cope with what was going on these days. The petty traitors, the small men who wanted to live beyond their means, the bigger ones who were in debt and saw a lucrative way out, the queers, the drunks, the dope addicts, the fellow-travelers… they existed in such profusion now, and at so many levels, that if one demanded one hundred per cent security one needed an undercover-man in every office in the land where matters of State were handled.
It was while he was in this mood that the blonde girl had made contact.
Shaw had felt someone brush alongside him; and he’d looked round and seen a girl of no more than twenty-three or — four, well dressed, and wearing dark glasses even though daylight had gone. She was just an ordinary, nice-looking girl, and he’d been vastly surprised when he felt her hand lightly touch his arm and heard her say conversationally, “You’ve just come from the House, Commander Shaw, haven’t you? I know, because I followed you.” He looked down at her, considerably shaken.
“I don’t know you,” he said. “How in hell d’you know my name?”
“Never mind that,” she answered coolly and crisply, almost running as she tried to keep pace with his long strides. “Anyway, I only hope you enjoyed all you heard.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” he asked, slightly amused by her manner. Then he added, “I take it you were there too?”
She nodded. “There’s something you might care to follow up — if you don’t want to have a whole lot more dirty linen washed in public.”
“Really?”
“Yes,” she said determinedly. She gave a quick glance round. “Do you know a place called the Fig Leaf? I don’t suppose you do, but—” He laughed; he couldn’t help it. “I imagine this is some kind of joke? Dirty washing — the Fig Leaf. I’ve an idea I do see some sort of connection, but I fail to—”
“There is,” she said swiftly, looking up into his face, studying the crinkled lines of merriment round the eyes. “But not what you think. The Fig Leafs a cafe, a dive really, in the Tottenham Court Road. On the left going up from the Underground. About a couple of hundred yards. I suggest you go along there now.” She paused, still watching his face. “Interested?”
“I don’t know yet. Tell me more.”
She said, “There’ll be a man there reading the Evening Standard. He’ll know you. He’ll be wearing a dark suit and he has a mole on his left cheek, just under the eye. He’s very thin, and tall. You’ll sit down near him and blow your nose twice. That’ll tell him you’ve seen me.”
“Will it indeed?” Shaw raised an eyebrow indulgently. “And then?”
“The rest is up to him. He’ll tell you something.”
“About what?”
“That,” the girl said tartly, “isn’t my business. I don’t know and I never ask questions of that sort. Look after yourself, won’t you?”
She was gone.
She simply slid away behind him and he caught a glimpse of a blonde head moving through the following crowd, and then going down a side street that led to the Embankment. There was something about her which, to Shaw’s trained mind, said newspaper-woman. She could have been in the Press Gallery — he hadn’t seen her in the Strangers, anyway. It would be pointless to try to tail her. If he wanted to pursue this thing, there was a man in a dark suit waiting in the Fig Leaf.
He shrugged. If he wanted to…
Shaw, knowing quite well that he had no choice in any case, decided he did want to. He’d had similar tip-offs and encounters before — many, many times before. Nine out of ten were just so much time wasted. But there was always the tenth; and his bosses on the Defence Intelligence Staff expected him to keep his nose to the ground so as to earn his salary in between active assignments.
He went on along Whitehall towards Trafalgar Square.
He went down into the subway, which was stuffy and close, stale almost to retching-point with the days’s heat and a million spent breaths, dirty with the tumbled litter of the earlier homeward-bound crowds. Shaw thought with nostalgia of the sea… the good, clean sea moving so restlessly around the world but no longer carrying Commander Esmonde Shaw on its bosom. He grinned without humor at an advert for a girdle, and then the train was rattling and swaying him through to Tottenham Court Road, where he climbed up into an atmosphere only slightly fresher and cooler than the subway itself. He pushed through the slow-moving groups of lounging and meandering youths and their girls, past the closed shops, some of them with their fronts still lit to display intimate underwear, beauty preparations, and rubber goods. There was a lingering smell of frying oil everywhere. Ahead was a brighter glow, a large pool of light thrown on to the dusty pavement and the faint throb of erotic music. Shaw drifted past a show-case crammed with handwritten pasteboard squares advertising French lessons by attractive young blondes and gentlemen’s dressmaking by sultry young brunettes, and the cris-de-coeur of models who wished to give personal sittings of short duration to gentlemen. The pool of light was coming from the Fig Leaf. A stout bus inspector came from the doorway, paused to flick a lighter at a cigarette, then walked off trailing smoke into the intimacy of the dusk. After him, but going in the opposite direction, towards Shaw, came a filthy teenage beatnik smelling of stale sweat.
Shaw, moving on, came abreast of the Fig Leaf.
Its name was more intriguing than its appearance; through plate glass, Shaw could see marble-topped tables, uncleared dirty cups, overflowing ashtrays. Flies crawled behind the glass, buzzed in the air over an Espresso machine. He went in. A jukebox throbbed and jangled in his ears. The place was a self-service outfit, and about half the tables had customers sitting at them, dragging at cigarettes and drinking coffee. Mostly they were young men with long sideboards, and girls in jeans with pony-tails or uncombed, greasy mops; some of them necking hard with no inhibitions visible, others hunched gloomily over their cups not speaking, as though they had just finished a violent row or were bored to tears with their partner. A couple of down-and-outs huddled themselves into greasy clothing, sitting motionless over cold cups of tea with street-garnered dog-ends adhering to their lower lips, their red-rimmed, hopeless eyes staring glassi-ly at nothing. It was that sort of place — a mixed clientele from the lower reaches of society. Shaw glanced all around without seeming to do so, taking it all in. The girl hadn’t fooled him — maybe! At any rate a thin man in a dark suit was sitting in a corner with a newspaper folded in front of him, a thin man with an overanxious expression who seemed lost in thought and never noticed Shaw’s entry. Or didn’t appear to have done so.
His contact?
Shaw moved over to the counter, where a well dressed drunk — cream silk shirt, beautifully tailored suit, gold cuff-links, and very far gone indeed — was talking over-loudly at the girl behind; a girl whose big breasts hung over folded arms as she pretended to listen, tossing a strand of dung-colored hair away from her eyes at intervals.
“…private striptease,” the drunk was saying. Blasts of exhaled whisky came in Shaw’s direction. “Three guineas, they wan’ed! Three guineas… just to watch a woman undress. Well, I said, what’ve you got to offer that my wife hasn’t, or that I can’t get for fifteen bob or a quid at any ordinary strip show? Know what… know what they said?”
The girl said, “No, what?” tossing her hair again.
“They just said, ‘Well, it’s more intimate’.” He made an expansive gesture. “I ask you! I said, my wife…”
The bosomy girl caught Shaw’s impatient eye and moved along towards him, heavily blackened eyebrows arching in a query.
Shaw said, “Cup of coffee, please.”
“With?”
He said, “Yes, please.” The girl operated her Espresso, silent herself while the machine hissed angrily, belching steam. She slopped in milk and a spoonful of sugar, and Shaw handed over his ninepence, turned, and surveyed the tables.
As he did so the thin man stretched out a hand towards the folded newspaper. He was a tall, very lean, almost emaciated man with a hatchet face that still carried that anxious, strained look, and though there was nothing foreign in his appearance his skin was dark with more than the intermittent sun of English summer beaches. He looked straight at Shaw for an instant and then opened up his paper and disappeared behind the back page. The front one said Evening Standard.
Shaw carried his cup across to an empty table next to the thin man’s.
He started to drink his coffee and after half a minute he turned in a bored way, glancing at the man casually. There was a mole beneath the left eye… The man looked a decent sort. Not a crook, not a racketeer, not a ponce. Honest… and worried as hell about something. An amateur at the game — obviously. The newspaper moved slightly, crackling as the man turned a page. Once again, Shaw glanced sideways. The man was looking steadily at the print but his hands were shaking a little and a bead of sweat was about to run down his forehead on to his nose and then splash from the end of it.
Shaw blew his own nose, twice.
The Evening Standard crackled again, and the thin man gave a brief nod. Then the paper slid away from his hands and he crumpled up, his head drooping towards the table. His empty cup rattled in its saucer. Shaw got up and moved over to the man.
“You’re ill,” he said. “Let me help.”
He lifted the head and the man, his lips trembling, opened his eyes. He said, “You’re very kind, but I’m really quite all right.” He mopped at his face, struggling into an upright position. Soon, the momentary flicker of curiosity from the other tables subsided.
Then, in a voice so low that Shaw could only just catch it over the throb of sexy music from the jukebox, the man said, “I can’t go into details, there isn’t time. Don’t even comment on what I say. You may have heard of a man called Ivan Conroy. If you haven’t you soon will. Conroy’s going into Russia and he’s going to kill Kosyenko. You’ll know who he is, all right!”
Shaw did; Comrade General Kosyenko was the First Vice-Chairman of the Council of Ministers of the Supreme Soviet — a very big bug indeed and next in line, so it was said, for the top leadership; the most powerful behind-the-scenes influence in the Soviet Union.
“Conroy’s left London already, as a passenger on Tour Number 37 of Superluxury Tours Limited. That’s a coach trip through to Moscow. I don’t think I need to elaborate.” The man cleared his throat noisily. “I can’t tell you any more than that and I’m not telling you my name — it doesn’t matter to you anyway. I don’t come into this any more. I’m anonymous… and maybe expendable too, who knows!” He gave a ghost of a grin. “Don’t try to follow me or you’ll find yourself in real trouble. All I’m asking you to do is act on what I’ve told you. I know you’ve got bags of pull.”
The lean man folded his paper and got to his feet.
He walked away from the table without looking back and shouldered his way through the swing doors into Tottenham Court Road. The moment he was outside, Shaw was on the move but it was already too late. Tottenham Court Road had swallowed up the thin man totally and the spasmodically neon-lit darkness was guarding his anonymity. Within three minutes of the man’s disappearance, Shaw was on the phone to Latymer at the Eaton Square flat — Latymer, who had transferred from the Naval Intelligence Division to be Chief of Special Services, Defence Intelligence Staff, when the Ministry of Defence absorbed the Navy, and who was still Shaw’s chief. Now he was told that Latymer was in the Ministry building, working late. The call was put through and all Shaw said was that he was on his way — no explanation volunteered and none asked for. Latymer knew exactly what Shaw meant when the agent said he was on his way like that.
* * *
It was as he came out of the phone-box that Shaw heard the police siren and saw the squad car rocketing across hell-for-rubber out of Charing Cross Road. Of course that could mean anything from a break-in upwards but Shaw had a curious hunch it was more than that, so he followed quickly as the car pulled into a turning off to the left, some way beyond the Fig Leaf. And what he found, less than a couple of minutes later, was a street accident. A hit-and-run…
The crowds had gathered already.
A heavy truck had driven right over a man, they said. Two men had jumped out and run for it and no one seemed in the least able to describe them; it had all happened very fast. The man? Dead as mutton, and looked as if he’d been sawn in half.
Shaw pressed through to the police cordon.
A man was lying, clear of the wheels now, with his chest crushed like a cardboard carton, the two halves of his body appearing quite separated. He was very thin and was wearing a dark suit and there was a mole below his left eye. In death, he still looked as anxious, as scared, as in life. Shaw felt overwhelming pity. From a coat pocket drooped a crushed, soiled, and blood-stained Evening Standard.
Shaw tapped a police-sergeant on the shoulder and held up, shielded in the palm of his hand, the special pass with the red and green bisected panel. The sergeant looked, and gave a rigid salute. Shaw asked, “The truck?”
“Sure to have been stolen, sir, you can depend on that. We’ll get no leads.” He hesitated. “This going to be a Ministry job, sir?”
“Not so far as you know,” Shaw said. The scene made him feel sick. Bullets were clean, wholesome things — antisepsis, compared with this. The thin man had suggested he might be expendable; he’d been right! Already this job had blood-stains on it.

Two

After doing some telephoning, Latymer had put Shaw on to Treece. He said, “You won’t know him, and you won’t like him either. He’s a thorough bastard, but he knows his stuff. He was a wartime subaltern in the Sappers — turned Regular in 1946, and was later seconded to ‘I’ Corps. Did a good job, I understand — retired as a brigadier. After that he got lured into the security section of the FO. He’ll see you first thing tomorrow.”
When tomorrow came, Shaw found that Treece, who would certainly not have admitted being employed by the Foreign Office anyway, was no charming, elegant Edenesque diplomat of the old school. He didn’t even use the “Brigadier” these days. He was plain Mr Treece, and that might or might not have been his real name — Latymer hadn’t gone into that. Treece worked from a sleazy room over a dressmaking establishment in a side alley off Whitechapel High Street, not far along from Aldgate East Station; and the door of the outer office bore the legend HAKE AND STALLY-BRASS, EXPORT AND IMPORT AGENTS.
When Shaw was admitted, Treece was sitting in his shirt sleeves, directing a stream of aerosol insecticide at a demoralized fly; he was sitting behind a painted deal desk littered with invoices and flanked by steel filing-cabinets of a dull and dirty green. He looked uninspiring; elastic sleeve-suspenders held his cuffs back from the thick, hairy wrists; irreverently, Shaw felt he should have had a green eye-shield as well. At the same time there was an indefinable “orderly-room” atmosphere about the place, as though Treece was still a pugnacious CO confronting a defaulter. He looked much more like a brigadier than an undercover-man, much more fitted to the Sappers than to Intelligence, but that, of course, was entirely as it should be. He was square and blunt, with a full-blooded, heavy face. He wore a black moustache and had dark, shadowed jowls even this early in the morning. His eyes bulged slightly, but they were cold, searching and supercilious, almost hostile, and the fingernails of his hairy-backed hands were dirty, as though he spent his spare time in his garden and wasn’t too particular about cleaning up after.
As befitted his appearance, Treece was no time-waster. Gesturing Shaw to a hard upright chair, he said abruptly, “Your chief has passed me all the facts, Commander, so you needn’t go into the story again, except to tell me this.” He looked hard at Shaw. “In your opinion, was this thin man of yours telling the truth?”
“I’ve convinced my chief he was.”
Treece slitted his mouth and sucked in air angrily. “I know that! I want your first-hand view.”
“In my opinion, yes, he was.” Shaw crossed his long legs; there was something about Treece that grated and made Shaw want to irritate him in return. “I can’t see any particular point in his faking it, anyhow.”
Treece smiled coldly and began to fill a pipe, ramming the tobacco down hard with short, stubby fingers. “Every coin,” he said smugly, “has two faces. We shall see. Meanwhile we can’t take any risks and I’m instructed to proceed as though the story’s true until such time as we prove it isn’t.” He paused and struck a match with a jerky motion of his hand. The light flared on the mass of tiny, broken blood vessels clustered round a coarse nose. “You know, Commander, I doubt if our good friend the Englishman in the street had ever heard of Kosyenko. I believe the feller’s never been out of Russia since the war, except to visit Pekin. But if Kosyenko is rubbed out, by a Westener especially, then the Armageddonites could be proved right… or so the PM thinks.”
“I’m inclined to agree with him. By the way, has my contact been traced?”
Treece gave a harsh laugh. “All the way to the mortuary, my lad!”
“I mean,” Shaw said patiently, “Do you know who he is?”
“Yep. I’ve been up all night on it, as a matter of fact.” Treece rasped the blue jowl, which was now explained. “When your chief reported your theories about the girl who made the first approach — he said you thought she could have been on a newspaper — I fancied it gave me something of a lead. We’ve had rather too much lately of this business of the Press sticking their fingers into Government pies, and this, I thought could be another example. It was.” He grimaced. “I checked all the London papers … to cut a long story short, your thin man worked as a crime-reporter on a certain big-circulation daily. Nothing is known of how he came by his story, or of any known contacts likely to have given him a lead, but there are a few people I want to talk to, and with any luck will be talking to shortly. In the meantime I’ve had the body removed to a safe place and the police and the newspaper most concerned have been told to keep quiet about the whole show in the interest of national security. As a matter of fact the entire Press has already had a D notice chucked at ’em — hard! So no one’s going to be sure the man’s talked. Which brings me to this feller Conroy himself.” Treece moved his thick hands and opened a drawer in his desk. He brought out a sheet of typewritten matter and scanned it briefly. He said, “Ivan Conroy was known to security before the war. I’ll summarize what we’ve dug out of the files, and you can study the full report later.” He looked down again. “Ivan O’Shea Conroy, bom Dublin 1908; father, British by nationality, Irish by birth and domicile, mother Russian—”
“Russian?”
Treece looked annoyed. “That’s what I said, isn’t it? I’ll go on, if I may.” He rustled the sheet of paper. “The mother was the daughter of a Count Alexis Ozolin, a minor official of the Tsarist Court. The father was an unknown quantity, an Irish adventurer it seems — a sort of soldier-of-fortune whom Conroy’s mother met on a visit to London. Conroy himself, the son, was known to security as a fanatical and extreme Communist, and a pre-war member of the British party. He left the UK for the States in March 1939 and, so far as we’re concerned anyway, hasn’t been heard of since. It’s possible he’s changed his name, of course, and may even have taken out American citizenship papers — that we don’t know yet, and I’d say it’s doubtful, considering his record as a Party member… unless of course he entered the States originally on a forged passport and with a new identity and personality.”
Shaw nodded, slowly. “Where’s the link with Kosyenko?” he asked.
“I was coming to that, Shaw. It’s all in the report. By profession Conroy’s a construction man — or was, at any rate — and he specialized in dam building. Kosyenko’s career was similar until he entered politics via the Party, though in fact he’s a much older man than Conroy, as you know. And now here’s the real link: The two of them worked together for a time, Conroy as a junior, years ago before the war, on a construction job in Northern Persia, right on the Soviet border. There’s nothing on the file to say what it was, or how a Russian and a British national came to be working together, but the fact remains they did.”
“So?” Shaw frowned, his eyes searching Treece’s face.
Treece said testily, “Conroy’s going to kill the man, according to your contact. It’s a reasonable assumption, therefore, that he loathes his guts — wouldn’t you think? So they could have fallen out on the job. And if that’s the case, then all this boils down to a personal vendetta.”
“Rather a long drawn out one.” Shaw muttered sceptically.
Treece shrugged. “Possibly. Anyway, that’s all we know — the rest is guesswork. From 1939 on, Conroy vanishes.” Treece picked at a nostril. “Quite simply vanishes, and we’ve never heard a whisper of him until last night when your chief rang. So all our information is very much out of date. I’ve already,” he added, “been on the line to Washington to have a check made on their records, but there’s nothing through yet and frankly I doubt if there will be.”
“Are you asking for American help?”
Treece frowned and said. “No, not directly — if you mean in actually finding Conroy physically. Unless it turns out he has taken American nationality, of course, in which case I suppose we hand over to them. It was considered advisable, in view of the fact he was last heard of as having gone to the States, to warn Washington on the closed line of the nature of the enquiry.”
“What puzzles me,” Shaw said, “is why the US Government wasn’t warned at the time that a known Communist was believed to have gone to America.”
Treece shrugged and pursed his lips. “They may have been,” he said, “but there’s nothing on the file either way. I confess it’s not as complete as it might be.” He worried his moustache. “Don’t forget, the Americans didn’t get quite so steamed-up about Communists in those far-off days. It was long before Senator McCarthy and the heyday of anti-Communism. Roosevelt used to take a different view of it. On the other hand, let’s face it, someone this end may have slipped up on his job. Meanwhile I’ve got something for you to read.” He fished in his drawer and brought out a typewritten sheet of heavy expensive paper which he passed to Shaw. “This came in from the Cabinet Office by special messenger just before you arrived. You can see,” he added meaningly, “who it’s from.”
Shaw took it and glanced at the signature. His eyebrows lifted; this was certainly top-level stuff. He read:
1. It is no doubt unnecessary to emphasize the potential dangers to East-West relations if Conroy is allowed to proceed with his plans. The assassination of anyone so close to the Soviet leadership as is Kosyenko could and would have the widest possible repercussions as matters stand today. It must be borne in mind that Kosyenko is extremely popular and is, indeed, a father-figure in the USSR.
2. Kosyenko himself is known to hold very extreme views but the actual leadership in the Soviet Union is, as we know, still moderate. This can change quickly. Kosyenko’s extremist element is pressing hard and being kept in check only with the greatest difficulty. This is a known fact. (Query: Why should dog kill dog? Kosyenko’s views appear to be identical with those of Conroy, or at any rate those held by Conroy immediately before his disappearance. Has Conroy recanted?)
3. These extreme elements are being strongly backed by China and they have also a great deal of popular support inside the Soviet Union itself. Kosyenko is personally on excellent terms with the Pekin regime and its leaders.
4. If Kosyenko should be assassinated by a national of any Western country, the moderates must have their hands forced and, indeed, it is considered likely they may fall altogether as a government, in which case Russia will come under the most violent and dangerous regime since Stalin.
5. This will lead without doubt to an immediate breaking-off of all current negotiations on the banning of underground atomic tests, disarmament in general, the non-aggression pact discussions, and all trade agreements. All attempts by the Soviet Union to establish some really lasting formula for peaceful co-existence would be abandoned. With China in the background, the whole world climate would become most dangerous and uncertain.
6. Following upon this it is considered that if Conroy were to succeed, a full-scale conflict between East and West would shortly become unavoidable.
7. The Deputy Head of Security Services is hereby ordered to locate and inhibit Conroy in whatever country he may be found and is given absolute discretion to use whatever means may be necessary to this end.

The last section had been underlined in red.
Shaw looked up. Treece asked, “Well?”
“I’ve got the message. This is being taken seriously from the start by the top brass — a somewhat unusual state of affairs!"
“Quite,” Treece agreed with a nod. “Now — the bit about ‘whatever means may be necessary’ refers to you, Shaw.”
“Me?” Shaw stretched out his legs. “Why me?"
Treece said, “We don’t want to put the clock back, that’s the short answer! You’re going to stop it happening, and you’re not going to let me down. There’s something that didn’t appear in that memo, and it’s this.” Treece leaned forward heavily and jabbed his fingers towards Shaw in an almost Latymer-like gesture of pugnacity. “The mood of the country after last night’s censure motion is — well, let’s say it’s pretty taut. We can’t possibly risk another security ball-up. If there is one, heads are going to roll and mine’ll be among the first. I’m too old to start life afresh, and too young to retire on a niggardly pension. I’m relying on you absolutely. Your Chief has already agreed, with some reluctance I’ll admit, to release you to me for temporary duty overseas. You have many advantages, Commander. You speak Russian fluently, you were on that job up in the Kola Peninsula not so long ago, you’ve had many opportunities of studying the Russian set-up over the years — and what’s equally important you’re available here and now. The right man in the right place at the right time. Also, you made the first contact and I’d prefer you to see it through rather than brief another man fully. As it is, on our side only two people below my level know about this. One’s you and the other’s dead.”
Shaw nodded. “What I fail to see,” he objected, “is why the coach can’t be ordered to turn back with her passengers?”
Treece said harshly, “The coach is already on the Continent. Any such order would start a leak. It’d be a scoop for the world’s Press — they’d be around like vultures — and there’s no guarantee we’d isolate Conroy in any case. If we didn’t he’d soon find another opportunity — or, more likely, skip the party pronto, change his alias and appearance, and slip across the frontier some other way.” He shrugged. “You might also ask, I suppose, why the Russian Government, or Kosyenko himself, can’t be alerted…”
“I might indeed,” Shaw murmured. “They could hook Conroy off the coach and that would be that.” He looked musingly at Treece’s set face for a moment. “Or — would it?”
“Not quite,” Treece answered. “Or so, it appears, the PM believes. I agree with him. That Cabinet Office memo isn’t exhaustive, by the way. We’ve had the strictest orders that nothing is, on any account, to be revealed to the Russians. If they were alerted, they’d be bound to hook off everyone aboard that coach and hold ’em indefinitely — obviously enough, there’s no Conroy as such in the nominal list of passengers, and if we don’t know who he is, I doubt if the Russians do. Your contact may not have got his facts right anyhow, let’s face it! Maybe he isn’t on the coach at all. Well — the arrest and indefinite detention and grilling of an entire coach-load of tourists at the Berlin Wall would lead to all kinds of East-West tensions and complications. The governments concerned would react most strongly, and that would snowball. Why the mere fact that a British or American national was officially admitted to be entering the Soviet Union on such a mission as Conroy’s would unquestionably be seized upon by the Russian extremists, and Communists everywhere, as a heaven-sent opportunity to make all kinds of trouble. The keynote of the whole counter-plan,” he emphasized, “has got to be — keep the whole show dead quiet. Right away from the public eye, the police forces, and what-have-you. Peace is best served by letting the public know damn-all, Commander — and it’s up to you to bring this off and intercept Conroy quietly, unobtrusively, and entirely anonymously. Even after you’re successful, the facts must never be known. Is that clearly understood?”
“It’s clearly understood all right,” Shaw answered, “but I’d like to know how you propose to keep his trial quiet?”
Treece grinned and pulled at his moustache. “We don’t propose to have a trial. The whole point is this: Once you’ve picked Conroy up, you get the full story out of him. Satisfy yourself beyond a doubt that you’ve got the right man and that he was genuinely going in to kill Kosyenko…”
“And then?”
Treece said simply, “Then he meets with an unfortunate accident.”
“You mean?”
“I mean your orders, my dear fellow, are to kill Conroy.”
“Judge and executioner — just like that?” Treece nodded. “Just like that. Believe me, it’s necessary. The order comes from very high up. It hasn’t exactly been put in writing… but I rather like the phrase ‘inhibit Conroy,’ don’t you?” Treece chuckled coarsely, then added, “I see you’re not amused — but you’ll do precisely as you’re told, Shaw! And by the way, we shall approve any method you like to use.”
“And the MVD — or the KGB, who are the bigger headache these days?” Shaw asked sardonically. “Will they approve too?”
“Russian security’s your worry, Commander, and so for that matter is how you get out of the country after you’ve ‘inhibited’ Conroy.” Treece dismissed the whole thing with a shrug of his heavy shoulders. “All I can say is, keep out of trouble all you can. We don’t come into this officially, of course, and we won’t back you if anything goes wrong — you’ll understand that. Remember, espionage is a very filthy word in my service and we never acknowledge the employment of special agents—”
“And when something like this crops up?”
“We prefer to call them security officers detached for particular duty.” Treece looked down at his blotter. “However… in case we have messages to pass to you, you will ring the Embassy on arrival in Moscow, if you haven’t bowled Conroy out earlier. You will ask for a man called Jones, P.P.L Jones. You will say you’re a British tourist and you’ve lost all your money. Jones will quite understand and he will tell you to call at the Embassy at a time he’ll specify. You will not, however, go to the Embassy. At the time stated you’ll go to the Sokolniki Park, that’s a largely wooded area north of Izmailovo—”
“I know it.”
“Good. Well, you’ll go in by the main gateway in Rusakovskaya Street and then take the fourth radial path from the south. Jones will be waiting on the second bench and he’ll have your description. You’ll get the details as to how to make the actual contact before you leave. Once you’ve established contact you can pass any messages to him for transmission to London, and he will pass any from this end to you. He’ll also inform you as to the method you should use to make contact with him, if necessary, thereafter, should you have any information to pass back. You will, of course, ask no help from the Embassy unless it is absolutely vital for the success of your mission — and even then you must contact nobody except Jones. For your information, in case of real emergency only, he has a flat at 73 Rogoskaya Street. Before you leave London,” Treece added, “you’ll be shown a photograph and given a frill description of Jones for easy identification, together with the available particulars of Conroy — though, as I’ve indicated, there isn’t very much we can tell you.”
“What about a physical description of Conroy?”
Treece frowned and made a hissing noise through his teeth. “No. That’s just the awkward point! His description is one of the things missing from the file… I’m assuming there was a description of him, since he was known to security…”
Shaw’s eyes narrowed. “You mean the file’s been deliberately tampered with?”
“I don’t know.” Treece fiddled with a ballpoint pen on his desk. “I didn’t say that, but I’ll admit it’s the only conclusion I can come to, and if that is the case, well, I’m bound to say it points to something fishy inside the security services of the day. You can leave all that to me, though. What we’ve got you’ll be able to study and then hand back.”
Shaw nodded. “Right. Now, how do I get inside Russia?”
“In the coach, since that’s our one and only lead. The party will currently be en route from Brussels to Hanover, and the coach is fully booked. However, if you go to the Superluxury offices in Regent Street at noon you’ll find they’ve just had a telephone message from the police in Bradford to inform a certain lady passenger that her husband has had a street accident that may prove fatal.” Treece’s eyes were blank. “Phoney, of course, but very effective… She’ll be buttered up afterwards and told that her return has been of enormous help to her country in an unspecified manner, as indeed we all hope it will have been. She’ll leave the party either in Hanover or Berlin, and you’ll fly out tomorrow morning for Berlin to take her seat. You’ll book in the name of Stephen Edward Jessop Cane, and tell Superluxury you’ll bring your passport later. That’s all you need to know for now. I want you to come back here this afternoon for full and final briefing.”
“And the passport — do I pick that up this afternoon too?”
“Yes. Now remember — the coach reaches Moscow in six days from now. Every moment after that, Kosyenko’s life is in danger… and I won’t remind you of what was in that Cabinet Office memo. Kosyenko himself is currently on a round of visits to the workers in the factories and shipyards, fields and so forth. Until you get to Moscow, he’ll be in the Leningrad area, returning to Moscow the day the coach is due. I’m not sure how long he intends remaining in the capital, but he goes on from there to Eastern Russia — Kyakhta on the Mongolian border, to be exact. That’s if he lives.”
Treece, glancing at his watch, stood up. “Right, Commander. It’s all yours. Oh, and by the way,” he added, “in the meantime I’m starting on a detailed check on all the people aboard the coach, and this’ll be passed to you in Berlin if it’s ready by then. Failing that, you’ll get it from Jones in Moscow. Anything you want to ask at this stage?”
Shaw nodded towards the Cabinet Office memo on Treece’s desk. “They’ve hit one nail squarely on the head. Why, indeed, should dog kill dog?”
Treece shrugged. “It’s a habit among dogs, of course. Don’t ask me more than that! You’ll have to find that out. I admit it doesn’t add up on the surface, unless it’s a purely personal thing as I’ve suggested. You’ll have to dig. All right?”
Shaw said, “Yes, all right.” He tinned away and left the room, clattering down the uncarpeted wooden stairs, his face bleak. Treece had talked of a personal feud — Shaw didn’t believe that fully answered the big query. For very many reasons, he didn’t like this assignment at all. As he reached the street a flurry of wind blew scraps of paper against his legs and a chilly rain started to fall. In the distance was a low rumble of thunder. Somehow, the sudden change in the weather seemed like an omen.

Three

From a comfortable seat in the Superluxury coach, Shaw watched as the passengers filed aboard, his mind running for the hundredth time over his cover identity. Stephen Cane was a senior official in a civil department of the Ministry of Defence — Navy Accounts Division — and he was on his annual month’s holiday.
With his wife Ethel, and three year old daughter, May, he lived in a semi-detached villa in Twickenham; funds had not permitted him to bring his wife with him on the trip. Stephen Edward Jessop Cane — chosen (by Latymer, not Treece) because he resembled Shaw fairly closely — really existed and was being sent to a certain address in the north of Scotland, filled with praise for his forthcoming part in a matter of vital national importance, though he had not been briefed as to what the matter was. His wife firmly believed he was indeed on the Moscow trip, so Shaw was fully covered if the Russians should make any awkward enquiries along the way… Treece, it appeared, was an efficient fixer. The real Cane was a man of sudden whims and his wife had not been in the least surprised when he had announced his plans.
The Superluxury vehicle was a stupendous affair of crimson and cream and glittering chrome, driven by a large red-faced man called Tanner who came from Mile End. Shaw had felt that ten minutes chat with the driver the night before wouldn’t be time wasted; it had not. It had proved quite surprising how much a driver could pick up about his passengers in a short time. Tanner himself was a solid man, an ex-guardsman who would be a dependable character, handy to have around in a rough-house. Among other things he had explained, as had Major Pope — the distinguished-looking gray-haired courier in charge of the party — that the passengers changed seats daily to give everyone a fair share of the good views. Shaw hoped he would draw the American girl, Virginia MacKinlay, but no such luck. When he went aboard to his seat near the back of the coach, he found that for the first day he was to be stable-mates with a Miss Absolom, a middle-aged lady of extreme girth who overlapped atrociously into his share of the double seat.
The coach moved away from the forecourt of the Hotel von Hindenburg and into West Berlin’s traffic towards the checkpoint in the Russian sector, one of a stream of vehicles of all kinds and sizes heading east. The hot sunlight of early summer beamed down through the open roof. This, Shaw thought comfortably, was the way to do things… in luxury, and with someone else making all the arrangements. He hadn’t even to bother with his own passport; Pope had that with all the others in a briefcase which he kept beside him in his seat next to the driver. Shaw, who had not yet had the details of Treece’s promised security check on the tourists, concentrated on the passengers, looking for signs of nerves as they neared the Eastern zone, but he couldn’t detect anything at all beyond the normally heightened tension of persons crossing Iron Curtain frontiers. A touch of the shakes was only to be expected, even on holiday.
A little later, the coach slid to a halt at the East Berlin checkpoint. Armed East German guards and security men clambered aboard to pass the vehicle itself and its passengers through the Curtain. One of the security officials went carefully through the passports, meticulously comparing the photographs with their owners, giving each a long, hard stare from oddly hostile eyes, and asking searching questions meanwhile, like a human lie-detector. Shaw’s passport with its Russian visa was first class; it passed the scrutiny with flying colors. Treece knew his job.
Shaw had certainly expected no less, but even so he let out a long breath of relief when the security man nodded and passed on.
When the coach and baggage had been checked a signal was given and Tanner climbed into his seat. He let in the clutch and slowly the big vehicle moved ahead, out of the western sector, away horn freedom. Shaw glanced across the fat woman’s bosom and watched the guards slide away as the coach gathered speed. Here in East Berlin, the atmosphere had changed almost unbelievably, from one of extravagance and wealth and brittle gaiety, the forced gaiety of a city living under threat, to one of glum suspicion and hostility; it was the atmosphere of a city subdued by a secret terror, sunk into the apathy of its grim security. Not so bad, perhaps, as a few years earlier, but still bad enough to induce a feeling of unease. On the other side of the Wall, the side they had just left, faces smiled, girls were gaily dressed, and occasionally a friendly hand had waved at the English coach party as it had moved through the crowded streets. Here no hands waved and the crowds were depressed; this was more like a northern British shipyard town than the cosmopolitan capital city which it once had been. Each picture, East and West of the wall, was perhaps an equally false presentation of what lay behind in the two halves of Germany; but Berlin itself was unique, a border city facing two ways at once. On both sides of the Wall Berliners lived in tension of one sort or another…
The seat-backs in the coach were high. From the rear, Shaw could see nothing of his fellow-passengers; only the fat woman, whose gross asthmatic wheezings now rasped in his ear, and the couple in the corresponding seat across the gangway. A Mr and Mrs Williams from Lincoln, as he recalled from the previous night’s introductions. Tanner had said they seemed to be a perfectly ordinary elderly couple spending some of their savings on a lifetime’s ambition, and Shaw agreed with this; Williams was in any case too old to fit with Conroy. The party included eleven men, not counting Shaw himself, and four wives. The rest were single women, all of them, except Virginia MacKinlay, middle-aged and looking like secretaries or supervisory-grade clerks or sales-women; almost all of them had anxious-to-join-in expressions, and they laughed and talked vivaciously when the men were around. So far as they were concerned this could be a hunting expedition — though Shaw could think of a more romantic Mecca than Russia for that particular kind of trip.
Miss Absolom’s fruity voice came suddenly, cutting into his thoughts. “You were lucky to get your booking, Mr Cane.”
He murmured, “Other people’s misfortunes, so I’m told…”
“Yes. Poor woman. Such a nice little thing, and such a shock.”
“Of course. I’m very sorry.”
Miss Absolom pulled out some knitting and started to click irritatingly. Now he wouldn’t be able to talk even if he wanted to, in case she was counting… Shaw’s mind went back to his own problems. The displaced woman, the “nice little thing”, was going to get a very pleasant shock when she found her husband alive and well, and a young gentleman from the Foreign Office treating her like royalty; Shaw’s worries were much more urgent. Out of eleven men — thirteen if you counted Tanner and the courier — which was Ivan O’Shea Conroy? What did Conroy, the man he had come to kill, look like? Could the married men be disregarded, or had Conroy acquired a wife during the intervening years, the years when his file was blank; would he bring her along if he had — as a cover? Could be… Shaw sighed. As the coach left the outskirts of the city behind, he risked the counting and turned to his over-large companion. “Is this,” he asked politely, “your first visit to Russia, Miss Absolom?”
The stout woman cleared her throat and said surprisingly, “No, it isn’t. I’ve been twice before. As a matter of fact,” she added, dealing with a dropped stitch, “the first time I came, that was in — let me see — 1960, it was as the guest of Mr Krushchev himself. I was on the secretariat of a United Nations committee, you see… we all had an invitation. Mr Krushchev was very kind, and took us all round the Kremlin personally. I’ve been back for a holiday since, you know. The country interests me a good deal.” She paused and looked out of the window for a moment. “It’s your first visit, I take it, Mr Cane?”
Shaw nodded. Stephen Cane’s passport had never been checked into Russia, had never been anywhere until yesterday except for a couple of trips to naval bases overseas. “I’m very much looking forward to it, I can tell you.”
“A little apprehensive, perhaps?” Shrewd little eyes twinkled sideways at him.
He smiled back. “To some extent, I suppose. Going behind the Curtain’s bound to be something of an adventure, isn’t it?”
“Well, possibly,” Miss Absolom conceded comfortably, “but only for those who don’t understand. So much is built up by the Press I always say. Anyone would think we were going unarmed into the enemy’s camp.” She gave a surprisingly girlish titter.
Shaw said, “D’you know, that’s exactly how it makes me feel.”
Miss Absolom smiled in a superior way. “You’ve never been abroad before, Mr Cane?”
“Oh… just once or twice,” Shaw answered modestly. “On business, you know. Can’t afford holidays abroad for the wife and daughter — or myself, every year.”
“No, I suppose not…” They were moving fast now, Tanner sending them expertly along the broad, straight stretches of the autobahn for the Polish border at Frankfurt-an-der-Oder. Miss Absolom, losing interest in Shaw for the time being, returned to her knitting. The rhythmic click of the busy needles, together with the hot sunshine, almost lulled Shaw to sleep.
Once into Poland, they stopped for lunch at a quiet hotel in Rzepin, on the road to Poznan, and Shaw had an opportunity of mingling again with the passengers and observing them more closely. He had a drink with a man named Postle who worked in the Customs and Excise as a senior clerical officer. It may have been sheer imagination, but he had an idea Postle was glad when he’d finished his drink and left him alone. All the same, Postle didn’t seem to be quite Conroy material… he was probably exhibiting normal Customs’ suspicion. There was a breezy character called Wedderbum who came from Lowestoft and had some connection with the fish trade on the wholesale side. Wedderbum talked golf and politics, as well as fish, and insisted there was a tremendous amount to be said for the Communists but he wasn’t going to say it for them — at any rate, not once he was back in England. Wedderbum would be about the right age; so would Connell, a stocky Irishman from County Galway, with whom Shaw sat at lunch. Connell was entirely uncommunicative, and Shaw couldn’t find out anything about him at all, beyond the fact that his chief interest in the Moscow trip lay in trying to assess how the religious minorities fared under Communism.
Shaw was really none the wiser about anyone by the time Pope had shepherded his flock together and they had started off again, passing through Swiebodzin, Zbaszyn, and Nowy Tomysl. They stopped that night at the Gubin Hotel in Poznan, and before dinner most of the men went into the bar for a drink, standing in a somewhat self-conscious and very British group — the inevitably cold-shouldered coach-party — demanding vodka from the English-speaking barman. Shaw found himself between two Yorkshiremen, friends traveling together — Charles Wicks and Gerald Fawcett. Wicks, Shaw had gathered, was a small farmer from the East Riding; Fawcett was a director of an engineering works producing farm machinery, also in the East Riding. They were not dissimilar in appearance, these two; like Wedderbum and Connell both would be about the right age for Conroy — but then so, in general terms, would most of the men in the party except Williams, so that was a poor enough guide. Neither Wicks nor Fawcett was the type of man Shaw would have expected Conroy to be, in any case. Some refinement should have permeated from the aristocratic Russian mother, whatever the father had been. These two were rough diamonds, and thus unlikely wearers of Conroy’s mantle — yet, at the same time, there was something in their manner that gave Shaw the impression they were no ordinary tourists. It was no more than a vague shadow of shiftiness, of wariness, and it would very likely never have been noticeable to an untrained eye not specifically on the watch for it.
Shaw had asked for a whisky. Wicks, overhearing the order, turned to him and winked, creasing up a bloated red face. He said in a booming, genial voice. “Not risking the local brew, eh?”
Shaw grinned. “I’ve heard funny things about vodka.”
“Such as good old K falling under the table at banquets?” Wicks gave a loud guffaw and winked again, this time at no one in particular.
“Something like that,” Shaw admitted.
The farmer lit a cigar. “I wouldn’t worry. It’s all right if you don’t overdo it, like all things else.”
“You’ve been in these parts before?” Shaw sipped his whisky.
Wicks gave a slight belch and shook his head. “No, not in Poland, nor in Russia either, come to that. But we’ve been around — eh, Jerry?” He nudged his companion. “Done several coach-tours, as a matter of fact. Italy, Swiss Alps, Austrian Tyrol. More fun, I always think, than going on your own without an itinerary… It’s not a question of cash. I can afford the best, y’know, make no mistake about it! Thing is, though I’ve missed out on this trip so far, you never know when you’re going to pick up something worth while, and I don’t mean in the way of business either.” Shaw noticed Wick’s leering look over his shoulder. He turned fractionally to see the American girl coming into the bar, dressed in a tight-fitting white frock which showed off her figure and coloring to full advantage. There was a good-looking, gray-haired man behind her shepherding her along — another of the party, whom Shaw had seen embarking on the coach back in West Berlin, and again at lunch, but whom he hadn’t yet met.
They came up to join Wicks’s group and Virginia MacKinlay smiled at Shaw. “Hullo there, Mr Cane,” she said gaily in a clear voice. “How’s the trip going?”
“Very well, thank you.” Shaw glanced at the gray-haired man enquiringly; he had a thinnish, ascetic face on which shaggy gray eyebrows hung with odd effect. Shaw murmured, “I don’t think we’ve met…”
Miss MacKinlay, it seemed, had appointed herself a kind of unofficial hostess; she was on friendly terms with everyone. She said contritely, “Oh, gee, I’m sorry! This is Mr Hartley Henderson. Mr Henderson, Mr Stephen Cane.” The two men shook hands. Virginia said, “This is Mr Henderson’s first visit to Russia too.”
“Really?” Shaw smiled. “I dare say it’s most people’s first, except Miss Absolom.”
“From whom God preserve me,” Henderson said with a shudder. “Rather you than me, my dear fellow. However, it’s not surprising, is it? I mean, Russia’s not everyone’s cup of tea, and they aren’t really on the tourist map, even now.” He was looking at Shaw with interest. “May one ask what brings you on the tour, Mr Cane?”
“Sheer interest. I’ve always had an urge to see the Kremlin…”
“I too,” Henderson said with animation. “Curious, isn’t it, what a tremendous fascination the Kremlin exerts — on pretty nearly everyone, I shouldn’t wonder. Again, that’s not surprising when you consider its enormous power for good or ill.”
“Good?” Shaw lifted an eyebrow.
“Oh, come, my dear fellow!” Henderson sounded quite put out. “You’ll admit the Kremlin has a power for ill I’m sure. Well, it follows automatically that it also has a power for good, if only in a negative sense. Personally, I believe it has a power for good in a very positive sense if it cares to use it, and I feel that’s a view that must be shared by anyone who takes the trouble to give the matter any thought…”
“And if it isn’t,” Virginia MacKinlay put in sweetly, “we’d better all be heard saying it is, I guess. Don’t look now, but we’re being watched.”
Shaw glanced sideways.
A uniformed man, a member of the Polish Security Police, was moving towards them, a hand on the butt of a revolver at his belt. Shaw heard Wicks’s quick intake of breath. He could almost feel the man’s fear as Wicks met his friend Fawcett’s eyes, an emanation of animal fear that seemed to communicate itself to the rest of the people in the room.

Four

The man lounged across, shifting his hands and hooking his thumbs into his belt. He was a long-faced man with a sour gray expression which appeared to betray chronic indigestion. The men at the bar fell silent; the bar-man suspended operations on a cocktail shaker and stood there looking from one face to another, the shaker held in front of his chest like a glittering chrome shield. The policeman stopped close to Shaw and Hartley Henderson and announced, “You are from the English coach party, going to Moscow.”
Henderson said evenly, “Correct. You seem to know all about us?”
Shaw felt a sudden tightness in his throat. Wicks and Fawcett seemed to be holding their breath, and Fawcett’s fingers tightened nervily on a cigarette, almost pulping the paper.
“I am Major Loga. Where is your courier?”
“He was seeing the ladies of the party settled in,” Virginia said, “then he was going to change for dinner, I think.”
“Please tell him that I wish to speak to him.”
Shaw said pointedly, “Just a moment, Major Loga. We aren’t messengers, we’re passengers who’ve paid for our holiday. If you’ll be so good as to ask at the reception desk they’ll send up for Major Pope.”
The policeman glared. He seemed about to snap back a short answer, but evidently reconsidered. He gave a small ironic bow and said, “You will all remain here,” and turned away, marching stiffly out of the bar.
Shaw heard his voice bullying the reception clerk. Moving away from the bar, Shaw looked through the open door into the foyer. There were other uniformed men there, all of them armed. Shaw sauntered casually back to the bar, his heart thumping. It could be that Treece’s fears had been realized and something had leaked, that the Poles had been instructed by Moscow to hold the coach and its passengers until they had isolated Conroy; if that happened, all secrecy would be automatically blown. The balloon would go up, and his own position would be exposed.
“What’s all this in aid of, I wonder?” Hartley Henderson, still standing by the bar, lifted his eyebrows amusedly. He at any rate seemed completely unworried and so did Virginia. Henderson went on, “If there should be any difficulty over our papers or anything like that I may be able to smooth the way for our cornier. It so happens I have a good friend in our Moscow Embassy… Sir Hubert Worth-Butters, one of the First Secretaries, you know. Delightful man. Think we’re going to need him, Cane?” he added with a half-smile.
“Your guess is as good as mine,” Shaw answered, shrugging. There was something about the urbane Henderson that suggested, unkindly perhaps, that he was a name-dropper. “If there’d been anything wrong with anyone’s papers the gentry back at the East Berlin checkpoint would have spotted it, I’d have thought.” He glanced idly at Wicks as he spoke. The farmer looked away from him and made some remark to his friend Fawcett. Shaw said, “In the meantime we might as well fortify ourselves with one more drink. You’ll join me, Henderson?”
“With pleasure! Like you, I’ll stick to whisky. Vodka’s an overrated beverage, if you ask me.”
Shaw nodded at the barman, who poured the drinks. Once again, conversation became general. Virginia MacKinlay excused herself while the men were drinking and went over to a corner table where she leafed through a magazine. She was on edge — and somehow, Shaw felt, expectant. Twenty minutes later, Pope came into the bar, looking upset and apologetic. Major Loga was behind him. Pope said, “I’m awfully sorry about all this, but I’m instructed by Major Loga to ask you all to go to your rooms at once.”
Wicks was getting restive. He snapped, “What’s he think we are, then, a lot of kids out of school?”
“He’s just asking for your co-operation, Mr Wicks,” Pope said wearily, “That’s all.”
“Ask” was something of an euphemism. Major Loga, his face even sourer than before, herded them from the bar as if they were being hustled out of court to the death cell.
* * *
Shaw didn’t need to open the door of his room; it was open already, and one of the security police was in possession. All Shaw’s belongings had been turned out of his grip and heaped on the bed, and it was only too obvious that everything had been gone through with minute care.
Shaw snapped. “What’s the idea?”
“We have orders to search,” the man answered stiffly, “and we are searching.”
“So it seems! May I ask what you’re searching for?”
“That is our business.”
“I rather think it’s mine too—”
“Mr Cane, you are not the only one.” The policeman, aping his superior, hitched his thumbs into his belt. “Each of the party is being searched. I am not authorized to say more than this. You will now strip.”
“Like hell I will!”
The man shrugged. “I have plenty of time. If you do not co-operate you will be removed to police headquarters for interrogation. Once you are there, the process may take much longer and it is possible that the coach will leave without you.”
Shaw seethed, a muscle twitching at the corner of his jaw. He had, in fact, nothing to hide beyond his identity. He had come on this mission unarmed, for guns could be discovered by frontier guards; they could always be come by on the territory later. He would, he knew, do well to co-operate now that he had put up a token show of anger.
He undressed slowly, throwing each article of clothing towards the policeman, who examined it meticulously, running his fingers closely along the seams, tapping the heels of the shoes with a piece of metal. Shaw had got the message now. They were after a smuggling racket of some kind — or it could be, of course, that they were looking for coded messages on microfilm. Such messages had before now been carried in hollowed-out heels — but so had drugs. After examining all the clothing, the man straightened and said impersonally, “That is all. You are free to go.”
Shaw said, “I shall represent this matter to the British Embassy as soon as we reach Warsaw.”
Again, the policeman shrugged. “You may represent it where you wish. We merely carry out orders, Mr Cane.” He gave a formal bow, turned, and left the room, shutting the door behind him.
His face hard, Shaw dressed.
* * *
All the others had had precisely the same treatment. At dinner that night — a delayed dinner — feeling was high, and afterwards, over coffee in the lounge, Shaw and Hartley Henderson did what they could to help Pope ride the protest meeting and soothe ruffled dignities. Pope himself was getting nowhere at all. Even Miss Absolom was upset; never, she said loudly and positively, had she been subjected to such an ordeal on either of her two previous trips behind the Curtain. The fact that women police had been used to search the women made no difference; Mr Krushchev would never have allowed it.
Shaw found himself in an equivocal position. The members of the party appeared to be looking to himself and Henderson for a lead, rather than to the courier. The last thing Shaw wanted was to draw any attention towards himself, least of all to be regarded as the spokesman for malcontents who were being British about their rights. So far as possible he withdrew himself from the conversation and let Hartley Henderson take up the cudgels. Henderson was making much of his pull in the Moscow Embassy and was promising to talk to his friend Worth-Butters about what had happened and to have a few choice words sent through to the Russian satellite authorities. Shaw’s gaze flickered over the various expressions. He fancied there was a touch of relief in the expostulations of Wicks and Fawcett. Those two were interesting… and meanwhile Henderson was gravely assuring Miss Absolom that he would make a special point of mentioning her name to Sir Hubert Worth-Butters. Miss Absolom’s contact with Krushchev had, it seemed, given her semi-diplomatic status — at least in her own eyes.
When the rest of the party had gone off to bed, Shaw stayed on in the lounge. He had found that day’s Pravda lying around; it made very interesting reading. Much was in the air, much that was pleasantly optimistic for East-West relations. Long negotiations on the supply of oil-refinery equipment, once almost abandoned in despair by London, were coming to their fruition — and from that, hinted Pravda, much else might be expected to follow. One thing, it seemed, had already followed. The Russian leadership had thrown out a surprise suggestion that a high-level study group from Washington, London, Bonn, and Paris would be welcomed by the Kremlin for full and frank discussions directed towards a workable and permanent disarmament commission — the only dissentient voice being, so it was rumored, that of General Kosyenko.
Shaw laid down the paper, frowning. He was still worried by that Cabinet Office query: Why should dog kill dog when by its action it was likely to overturn the communal kennel? From such scanty information as was available, it was a fair bet that Conroy would also have raised a dissentient voice along with Kosyenko.
Shaw got up and went into the bar for a final brandy by way of a nightcap. The time for action hadn’t come yet; it wouldn’t come until the coach reached Moscow unless he uncovered Conroy en route. In the meantime, he could at least relax and get a good night’s sleep. As he left the bar, he saw Virginia MacKinlay coming out of the lift into the foyer. He called out “good night” to her as she went towards the reception desk; her response was friendly enough but he got the idea that for once the girl wasn’t especially pleased to see him… As he entered the lift, he glanced back and saw her making for the hotel entrance. Curious that she should go out at this hour of the night… or was it? Virginia had more life and spirit about her than the rest of the party, and maybe there was some night life in Poznan that she wanted to see. And yet — on her own? In a strange and to some extent hostile country? Back in Berlin, she’d told Shaw she’d never been out of the States before and had no languages…
Shaw had had hunches in the past and they had paid off. The girl might be worth following. He stopped the lift at the first floor and took it down again. Reaching the foyer, he crossed it with long, rapid strides, and then from the steps of the hotel, he saw the girl getting into a long black car with a uniformed man holding the door for her. The car was an official one belonging to the Polish Security Police, and the man in uniform, though too far off to be identified positively, looked curiously like Major Loga… as Shaw watched, the car pulled away fast and a moment later was lost in the traffic.
His thoughts racing, Shaw went back inside.

Five

Next day was bright and sunny, with a light breeze streaming over the open top of the coach as the party drove through Poznan towards the main highway for Warsaw, to head deeper and deeper into Soviet satellite territory. Most of the men had shed their coats, exposing gaily colored sports shirts. The ordeal of the evening before seemed already to have been, if not forgotten, at least largely relegated to the backs of the passenger’s minds; there was security in being one of a body of Westerners in a great, glittering road-monster, sweeping along the highway behind the broad back of driver Tanner. The Superluxury coach was a little piece of England, autonomous, isolated, solid, safe. It was part of comfortable English things like Bank Holiday and Margate and trips out to country pubs from summer promenades. Yet even so, the gilt had worn off the gingerbread of the tour to a small extent, the holiday spirit tending to fade a little as the men and women had come so suddenly right up against the facts of life behind the Curtain.
On this occasion, Shaw had Virginia MacKinlay as his companion. He’d had a sleepless night, turning over in his mind the implications of her meeting with the uniformed man the night before. He had to find out all he could about that; it was fairly obvious now — short of some sleazy and suddenly-arranged assignation with the security man, which on the face of it was most unlikely — that Miss MacKinlay was no plain tourist. So what was she? Shaw was determined to find that out; and he’d had a private word in Pope’s ear telling the courier he would like to sit next to the girl that day if possible; and Pope, who was an accommodating man, had simply assumed Shaw was anxious to get a line aboard as early in the tour as he could, and had promptly fixed it for him with the utmost discretion…
Across the gangway from Shaw and the girl were Hartley Henderson and a little man named Rumbold, managing clerk for a firm of solicitors in Portsmouth. They made an odd pair, but they were chatting together amicably, and Rumbold was laughing heartily at some story Henderson was telling. Henderson was the kind of man who would get along with almost anybody; he had that rare quality of charm to which, few people would fail to succumb, and he was an easy and entertaining conversationalist. Shaw had a feeling the man had missed his vocation, that he should have been a diplomat like his friend Worth-Butters — and would probably have like to have been. In point of fact, Shaw had gathered, Henderson was a professor of Modern History at a red-brick university in the Midlands.
Half listening now to Henderson, Shaw looked sideways at Virginia. Smiling down at her, he asked, “Feeling tired?”
Her eyes widened and she sat up straighter. “Should I be?”
“I don’t know,” he confessed. “But when I saw you last night you were going out and it was already latish… but forgive me if I’m talking out of turn.”
“Oh, that.” She looked away for a moment, out of the window at the crowded city streets through which they were passing on the route east. “I just felt like a breath of air, I guess, after all that business with the police — you know? I just took a stroll around town.”
“I see.” Shaw yawned, leaned against the girl as the coach took a sharp turn. “I wondered if you’d decided to sample the night life, that’s all.”
Virginia gave a sudden gurgle of laughter. “I wouldn’t have minded,” she said in a confidential tone. “Not that Poznan struck me as being likely to rate high in the night-club register or that kind of thing. I’d call it a bit provincial, I guess.”
“And you could well be right at that,” Shaw agreed, grinning. “Warsaw may offer us a little more scope, perhaps. We could always try it and see… couldn’t we?”
She moved a little against him, their bare forearms touching. Her skin was cool and smooth. “Is this a proposition?” A little devil of mischief was dancing in her eyes. Somehow, in spite of last night, she struck Shaw as being on the level. Those eyes, and that smile…
He said, “Let’s call it an invitation. It’s not much fun doing the rounds of the night spots all on one’s own, is it — and by the look of the rest of the passengers,” he added in a lower tone, “I doubt if there’s many who’d be keen on that sort of thing.”
She laughed again and said, “You don’t want to underestimate Charlie Wicks, anyhow. He’s not past it, neither is his buddy. They did their best to date me up for the rest of the trip, back in West Berlin.”
“And you weren’t having any?”
She grinned into his eyes. “Was I hell! I guess they aren’t my type, somehow.”
He felt oddly pleased to hear it — a feeling which he tried to suppress. “And I could be… is that a reasonable deduction?”
“It’s a date — if you really mean it.” She looked at him then with an amused gleam in her nearviolet eyes. “What about the wife, though?”
“What the eye doesn’t see …” Shaw murmured tritely, acting the part of a would-be gay libertine freed temporarily from routine and the cares of family and accountancy. “She won’t mind.”
“Uh-huh… so you are married, then?”
“I never deceive a lady. I am married, Miss MacKinlay.”
“Thanks for telling me,” she said sincerely. “It can still be Virginia, though. Miss MacKinlay makes me feel like a very old Daughter of the American Revolution, all lace and lavender.”
He grinned. “Virginia it shall be.” After that, he brought out the cover story. “We’ve been married five years, Ethel and I.” He winced at the name, cursing Treece’s choice of identity. “Happily, I might add.”
“Kids?”
“One,” he said. “A girl. She’s just three…”
“Why didn’t you bring them with you?” she asked accusingly.
He grinned again. “Ever try taking a three-year-old on an extended coach tour? Ethel,” he added with a touch of unction, “knew I’d always been keen to see Moscow, and she didn’t mind a bit. Or said she didn’t, anyhow. You never really know with women. As it is, she’ll probably take young May down to Brighton for a day on the beach…”
“Doesn’t she have any qualms at all?”
He glanced at her. “Such as?”
“Why… you know. Thoughts that you might never emerge back through the Curtain?”
Shaw felt a sudden and quite illogical flash of alarm. It had been a natural enough remark to make in a casual way… and yet, could there be more behind it? Shaw remembered the way the girl had buttoned herself on to him back in Berlin. Had her remark some connection with whatever she’d been up to the night before? Could she possibly have rumbled him, right from the start? But if so why, in effect, give him a warning?
He answered lightly, “As I said, if she was worried she never said so.”
“Uh-huh. Didn’t want to upset your nervous system, maybe. My folks were in a panic over me, right enough. They won’t sleep till little Ginny comes right back in through that garden gate again, though it isn’t a garden gate, it’s a door on to the sidewalk.” She broke off. “Got a cigarette?”
“Sorry. Don’t use ’em these days.”
“Wise man!” She leaned across him. “Say, Mr Henderson. Got a cigarette to spare?”
“Certainly, my dear young lady.” Hartley Henderson produced a gold case, which he handed across Shaw. “Excuse me, won’t you,” he murmured. He flicked a lighter for the girl, seemed in no hurry to resume his conversation with Rumbold. Leaning confidentially across the gangway he said, “You know, I’ve been thinking about our itinerary. I dare say you’ve heard of the Palace of Culture and Science in Warsaw, Cane?”
Shaw pursed his lips. “Can’t say I have, really…”
“No? You surprise me, I must say!” Henderson raised his shaggy eyebrows. “I’m also surprised it’s not in the itinerary for a visit, and that’s what I’m getting at. We really should see it. Amazing place, I believe — it was given to the people of Warsaw by the Soviet Union, you know. Well worth seeing, I’d have said.”
“Really?” Shaw answered with a polite show of interest.
Tapping his colorful brochure, Henderson went on, “I see we’re down to visit the old town. Interesting of course… very. But, d’you know, I’d much rather see the Palace of Culture. I was wondering if I’d find any backers for a change of plan, always assuming our courier can arrange it at this stage of the tour.”
“I’d put it to Pope when we stop for coffee if I were you.”
“Good idea. What about you and Miss MacKinlay?”
“Count me out,” the girl said promptly. “I’d sooner see the old town for my money. Remember, Mr Henderson, I’m from the States. We have nothing old back home, and that’s what I’ve come to see, partly anyway. Right on my home doorstep,” she added with vehemence, “I have all the concrete jungle I need!”
Henderson seemed disappointed and a trifle put out. He said, “I wouldn’t dismiss the Palace of Culture and Science as just a concrete jungle, Miss MacKinlay. I’ve seen photographs of it — the architecture is modern, certainly, but most striking. What about you, Cane?”
Shaw hesitated. Already he’d had the idea that Hartley Henderson could be made into an extremely useful link with the Embassy in Moscow if the need to use anyone other than the unknown Jones should ever arise, as well it might in an emergency. Despite all Treece had said back in London, Shaw knew very well that if and when he needed to get in touch with the Embassy Jones might, just conceivably, not be available. The man was only human — and Shaw, who was also human, always liked to have his alternatives ready. Hartley Henderson could perhaps be used to convey some message into the Embassy via his friend Worth-Butters, and there were ways and means known to agents of ensuring that carriers like Henderson never had the remotest idea they’d been so used. An avenue of approach to a First Secretary could be very useful in the circumstances… so Henderson was worth cultivating, worth even enduring the Palace of Culture. Shaw said, “Very well. It sounds interesting. I’m on.”
“Good man!” Henderson, beaming with simple pleasure, reached out and clapped him on the shoulder. “You won’t regret it, I’m sure.”
* * *
Shaw didn’t exactly regret it when, there being no other takers, he and Henderson formed a party of two; he had at least got on to pleasantly friendly terms with the man in taking an obvious interest in all he saw and heard listening with due reverence as the lecturer in Henderson took charge and expounded. Henderson was an erudite, perceptive man, and Shaw got along with him very well indeed. He was able to bring alive, better than the official English-speaking guide, the huge variety of cultural and scientific achievements represented in the Palace.
While they were walking back to their hotel after their afternoon’s sightseeing, Shaw found an opportunity of directing the conversation towards the Moscow Embassy — to Henderson’s obvious pleasure. In answer to Shaw’s subsequent question, Henderson said, “Oh, I’ve known old Butters for years. Great friend of mine. Met him just after the war, in Cambridge. I had an appointment there, you know. We used to meet a lot at parties… Butters was quite a party man — the right kind of parties, you know, where he could meet the right people, the people who really mattered. He’s not a snob, of course — just very ambitious. He’d been sent by the FO to mug up on Political Philosophy and Social and Political Theory, with special reference to Russian affairs. He was tracing the various influences that played a part in the course of the revolution and the rise of Bolshevism, making some independant assessment of his own of the nature of the Russian mind and outlook. He became very deeply immersed in the modern history of Russia, from the beginnings of the revolution onward. He’s by way of being an authority now, and he’s done most of his service in the Russian section.” He paused, frowning. “Said a lot I possibly shouldn’t have,” he added apologetically. “Never know with the F.O. I’d be obliged if you’d keep all that under your hat — I’m sure you’re a discreet sort of chap. Wouldn’t have spoken if you hadn’t been what, in my old fashioned way, I call in a pukka Sahib.”
Shaw smiled to himself. “All confidences are safe with me,” he said gravely.
“Of course — I’m certain of it! Well, you know, Worth-Butters is a very decent fellow. You ought to meet him. You’d like him. Everyone gets on well with him, including the Russians, I believe. Naturally he has to be careful in his Russian friendships — I’ve no doubt of that. Security’s in everyone’s minds these days, isn’t it? Take you, for instance!” Henderson laughed, and seemed to go off at a tangent. “I’m surprised you were ever allowed to come on this trip at all, my dear fellow. After all, you must handle more or less secret figures from time to time—”
“Not in my particular job.”
“Well, for the sake of argument, let’s assume you do. Now, the modern trend in espionage is to glean little pieces of apparently harmless information from newspapers and so on — small things that make up a big picture when fitted together. Like a jig-saw, you know. For instance — in your line — someone in the Defence Ministry’s going to know the amounts expended on, say, aircraft-carriers, Polaris submarines, atomic weapons and equipment in general, defence of such overseas bases as are left… details of that kind could be very handy pointers, surely, to the real size and distribution of the naval buildup — or lack of it — as opposed to what’s announced publicly? A man with such knowledge could fill in much of the jig-saw if the security police decided to make him the subject of a disappearing act — or frame him in some way!” Again, Henderson laughed. “You know, I’ve so often wondered what would happen if someone with specialized knowledge should be hooked off one of these trips. Accidents can be rigged so easily… or a man can always be charged with spying, as has happened in the past — and what does our Government do about it when that happens? I’ll tell you — nothing!” He paused. “Now, let’s take another aspect, and a purely hypothetical case to illustrate it. Suppose that for some reason or other I wanted you out of the way, Cane. Suppose I was one of your juniors say, frustrated in the race for promotion? What simpler than to leak some cock-and-bull yam across the Curtain, possibly via the Russian Embassy in London, that you were here on a spying mission? What would be the reaction of the authorities?”
Shaw said, “I imagine they’d arrest me and interrogate me.”
“Exactly, my dear fellow, exactly! You have it! And once they’d got the excuse they’d find plenty of other reasons for not letting you go again… that is, of course, if you turned out to be a person of sufficient knowledge for it to be worth their while hanging on to you. And that junior of yours would be rubbing his hands — wouldn’t he now?”
Henderson glanced sideways and gave Shaw a penetrating look from under those shaggy brows, a look that seemed to leave the agent stripped. They were almost at the hotel now; conversation languished as Hartley Henderson quickened his pace — as though he had said all he meant to say. Shaw was once again alarmed. Had that hypothetical case of Henderson’s got some hidden meaning, some undercurrent of reality… and if so, why? Did it link with Virginia MacKinlay’s casual remark earlier?
There was as yet no ray of light anywhere — and they were not so far from Moscow now.
As they went up the hotel steps towards the foyer, the rest of the party was returning from the tour of the old town. Shaw, halting at the entrance, could see them disembarking from the coach and straggling along towards the hotel, shepherded by Major Pope. The courier, who was looking somewhat agitated, was talking, without much attention, to the little man Rumbold and the Williamses. As the coach emptied Shaw, who couldn’t see the American girl among the passengers, did a quick count of heads and noted that three were missing: Virginia MacKinlay, Wicks and Fawcett.
He started down the steps towards Pope, then thought better of it. He mustn’t show undue curiosity too fast. Turning again, he followed on behind Hartley Henderson.

Six

“Miss MacKinlay,” Shaw said in the bar just before dinner, “isn’t back yet, Major Pope. At least I don’t think she is. For that matter, neither are Wicks and Fawcett.”
The courier, who was looking really worried now, took a pull at his drink. “I know. Halfway through the tour she told me she wanted to look round on her own. I tried to talk her out of it, but she wouldn’t listen.” He shrugged and ran a hand through his scanty hair. “I’m not her keeper — there was nothing I could do short of holding her down. And Superluxury Tours don’t pay me to manhandle my passengers… much as I’d like to sometimes,” he added with feeling. “Anyway, she wasn’t back by the time we all rendezvous-ed at the coach, and we couldn’t go on waiting indefinitely.”
“But you did wait?” Shaw’s tone was cold.
Pope nodded. “Yes, of course. But after a while we had to move.”
“Wicks and Fawcett?”
“Same with them — they didn’t show up. I don’t know when they left the party, haven’t a clue. No one seems to have noticed them go, only that after a while they just weren’t with us. I suppose they just drifted off… but those two can look after themselves. I’m not really worried.”
“You didn’t look for any of them?”
“Well, of course I did,” Pope answered sharply. “But, look here, old man, they all knew perfectly well where the coach was waiting! As it was I hung on half an horn: after the advertised time. When the others began complaining about the delay I really had no option but to tell Tanner to drive back here.”
“Yes, I see that.” Shaw noticed a shake in Pope’s hands — whether from anxiety or annoyance at being questioned, he didn’t know.
“Look, I realize it’s absolutely no business of mine, Major — but have you reported this to anyone at all?”
Pope shook his head. “Not exactly reported it, no. I asked a policeman near the rendezvous if he’d seen anyone who looked lost, and I gave him a rough description of Miss MacKinlay and the other two. He wasn’t any help. I didn’t make a report of — of missing persons or anything like that. It really didn’t appear to be called for — not at that stage, that is.” Again, he ran a hand nervously through his hair. “I do admit it begins to look a little tricky now. What d’you think, Mr Cane?”
“Well, for a start I don’t think I’d make a missing-persons report just at the moment, Major.” Shaw put his glass down on the bar and looked at Pope. “We don’t want to alarm or — er — embarrass anyone, do we… if you follow me?”
Pope said at once, and with a touch of relief, “I do indeed, we certainly don’t want to upset anyone. That’s one of my special nightmares, as courier. I’m responsible, yet I’m not.” He sighed. “They’re all adults — sane, intelligent people. They don’t like being nursemaided too obviously, and it’s only too easy to get complaints flowing back to base… and I like my job. I need it, what’s more.” He looked at Shaw speculatively. “You asked to sit with Miss MacKinlay today, didn’t you… did you get along with her all right? What I mean is, did you, by any chance, get any pointers as to where she might have thought of going?”
“None. As a matter of fact, though, I got along with her very well… and it’s precisely because I had a date with her tonight that I’m getting anxious. She wanted me to escort her around the night spots, and I’d be extremely surprised if she cut it just like that. I still don’t think it’d be wise to make too much of it,” he added, “but I do think she should be looked for around the old town area. I… er… I wonder,” he suggested with due diffidence, “if you’d care to leave it to me for the time being?”
Pope looked at him curiously. “Mean you’ll go and look for the girl yourself?”
“That’s exactly what I mean.”
“D’you know the old town?”
“No, of course I don’t, but—”
“A needle in a haystack’d be a damn sight easier, Mr Cane.”
“I’ll take your word for it, but I’d like to have a shot.” Shaw finished his drink. “I’d suggest that if I haven’t called you by… let’s say, midnight, then you inform the police officially that some of the party are adrift and unaccounted for. All right, Major?”
“I’ll certainly have to take some action by midnight. As to the rest of it, well, I’ll do better than just wait here. I’ll come with you. I know my way around Warsaw, and it’s my responsibility when all’s said and done.”
“I see your point, but if it’s all the same to you, Major,” Shaw answered, putting a friendly hand on the courier’s shoulder, “I’ve a feeling it would be better if you stayed here in charge of the base, as it were — to keep the other passengers happy and stop them worrying. You see, just in case there’s any trouble at all at either end, I think it would be preferable to have the brains here and let me take the brawn with me. If you’ll authorize it I’ll take Tanner. He knows his way around too, I imagine.”
“He does, but—”
“Good! Now let’s have another drink, Major.” Shaw signaled to the barman. Pope didn’t strike him as being a great deal of use, and he’d used exactly the right phrase when he’d talked of leaving him “in charge of the base.” Shaw had seen the coy gratification in the man’s eyes… it must have been like being back in the army again.
* * *
Tanner knew his way around and was looking forward, as he told Shaw, to a touch of excitement. They left immediately after Shaw had had a word with the other passengers about where Virginia had last been seen. He hadn’t got much out of them because, as Pope had indicated, they were quite unable to agree as to where Wicks and Fawcett at any rate had left the party. Some hadn’t even noticed the absence of any of the three until they failed to turn up at the rendezvous.
“Not,” as Shaw told Tanner while they walked quickly towards the clustered buildings and narrow alleys of the old town, “that it makes any odds, of course. Wherever any of them were last seen, it’s history by this time. It was about three hours ago, give or take a little.”
“True enough, sir.” Tanner hesitated. “Mr Cane, what have you got in mind that may have happened to the young lady?”
Shaw shrugged and gave a non-committal grimace. “No idea. There’s always the possibility she may have been knocked on the head and robbed — or worse. In fact that kind of thing does seem to be a likely explanation in Miss MacKinlay’s case. Don’t know about the men. They could have gone off on the spree, couldn’t they — wine, women, and song.”
“Yes, I’d say you’re right, Mr Cane.” Tanner rasped a hand along his leathery cheeks. “Nice kid like that… I wouldn’t’ve thought there’d be anything to take her away from her mates, like, not in a strange city where she doesn’t speak the lingo — or does she?”
“Not that I know of,” Shaw told him. “I gather she hasn’t been out of the States before, either.” He added, “Following the trend of my earlier remarks… there’d probably be quite a lot of things to interest Mr Wicks and his friend, I take it?”
Tanner grunted. “There’s prostitution — if that’s what you mean,” he said. “Mind, it’s not condoned by the authorities in any way, and, while it exists, I reckon it’d be pretty near impossible for a foreigner to find the ways and means of getting in touch. There’s not exactly a red-light district. It’s not like the West End — not in the Communist Bloc!” Shaw nodded; he knew what Tanner said was true. Tanner went on, “Well, I s’pose all we can do is to have a look-see, Mr Cane. We just might pick up something… maybe.” He sounded doubtful to say the least of it.
Shaw said quietly, “It’s a long shot, I know, but it’s what I’m hoping for.”
As they made their way along, Shaw ran over what he had gleaned about Virginia from her own conversation. The girl was no prairie dweller — she knew what cities were like. She had been born and bred on Manhatten, now lived across the river in New Jersey, and commuted daily to Manhatten, where she was secretary to an executive in the New York offices of a Chicago meat corporation — or so she said; Shaw was more and more convinced that was just a cover-story — for what? He was frankly more concerned about who Miss MacKinlay was and who she really worked for than he was about her physical safety.
They were moving now into the shadows down along the age-old streets… streets that were mere alleys with the roofs and upper storeys of the crumbling buildings almost meeting overhead to blot out the sky. Some sunlight filtered down, filled with dust particles, but, by this hour of early evening, little warmth. Indeed, it was almost chilly now; the sun had a curiously metallic, autumnal feel. Slanting on to the rotting masonry of a bygone age, it showed up the cracks and the patches, the discoloration of filth, and the patina of near decay. Shadowy figures flitted in and out of side-alleys and broken doorways — old men and old women mostly. A few crones stood in the doorways with arms folded; one or two of them shrieked toothlessly across the narrow way at other crones. This part of town was not the habitat of the young. It was a kind of ghetto for the very old, the otherwise homeless, grubbing for shelter among the ruins, and the decrepit who were too old and tired and hopeless to move away from squalor and desolation — and it was almost certainly a home for other elements too: thieves, killers, men on the run, political intriguers, enemies of the police state — and would-be assassins?
Tanner said suddenly, breaking a long silence, “Never did like this district, sir, not in the evening, any road. You always feel like you’re going to get a knife in the back.”
“No need to labor the obvious,” Shaw said with a grin. In point of fact he was being forced to the conclusion that he was completely wasting his time. If Virginia MacKinlay was up to something on her own account she would keep it well hidden. If anything nasty had happened to her, she would be equally well concealed, and it was likely that not even her body would ever be found.
Shaw had never imagined the old town could be quite such a honeycomb as this.
* * *
A couple of hours later, as they were walking along a narrow alley, Tanner asked, “You don’t think it’s time the police were told?”
Shaw said wearily, “Yes, as a matter of fact I do. We obviously couldn’t comb the whole of this stinking dump even if we brought the whole of the coach-party along plus half the Metropolitan Police, but for various reasons it was worth a shot at it before alerting the authorities.”
“Various reasons, Mr Cane?”
Shaw said smoothly and non-committally, “Totalitarian police aren’t quite like our dear old London bobbies, I’ll bet! Let’s leave—”
He broke off sharply. They had both heard the thin, distant wail, the siren of a speeding police car. It was coming nearer and sounded as if it would pass ahead of them. Shaw sprinted fast along the alley towards the wider road at the end. It was dark now, and headlights were beaming into that darkness, cutting it with twin undulating swathes of brilliance, and the siren was screaming out loudly, almost without stop-ping. The beams illuminated filthy, uncurtained windows, windows from which curious faces peered. A patrol car — long, low, black, and sinister — roared towards the end of the alley, then slowed a little to enter a narrower section of the road. As it did so Shaw caught a glimpse of the occupants. The car was crammed with officers of the Polish security police, and in the back were Charles Wicks and Gerald Fawcett.

Seven

Shaw and Tanner beat it fast out of the old town, and it was not long before Shaw found a telephone. He called the hotel and waited impatiently until Major Pope was brought to the phone. Before Shaw could get a word in the courier said, “It’s all right, Miss MacKinlay’s back. She came in just under an hour ago, quite unconcerned; said she’d been sightseeing and lost count of time and then had a snack in some coffee bar or other.” The voice was bitter. “Needs to be put across someone’s knee if you ask me. Want the job?”
“The moment I have the time, I’d be delighted. In the—”
“Oh, and by the way,” Pope broke in, “there’s no sign of Wicks or Fawcett. I think I’ll have to inform the police, in case—”
“I wouldn’t bother if I were you,” Shaw said pleasantly. “The police know where those two are, all right! I’ll be right back.”
* * *
When Shaw had a few brief words with Virginia about the broken date she was apologetic, but uncommunicative beyond what she had already told Pope; and when he mentioned that he’d seen Wicks and Fawcett in what looked like police custody, she expressed surprise. Nevertheless, Shaw was convinced that there was some unexplained connection between her own disappearance from the sightseeing party that afternoon and the arrest — if it was an arrest — of the two men. If Wicks and Fawcett, on the other hand, were not under arrest but had some hook-up of their own with the security police, then the whole thing stank to heaven. It was by no means impossible or even unlikely for the Russians to have planted agents among the tourists aboard the coach, counter-espionage operatives all neady documented and booked right through from London. The whole of Shaw’s mission could have been busted wide open. Everything could be known inside the Kremlin, and perhaps the authorities were merely waiting to be certain of the identity of both the killer and the Western agent before they dropped like a ton of bricks on the two of them. The detention of an agent of the British Defence Intelligence Staff, acting inside the Communist Bloc on behalf of the British Foreign Office, would obviously be a Pravda’s Delight, and indeed Shaw’s capture alone could rock the boat fatally. Besides which, Shaw strongly disliked the smell of personal failure.
He wasn’t in the least reassured on any point at all when Pope rang police headquarters and was told that the authorities had no knowledge whatever of Wicks or Fawcett or, indeed, of anyone from the British coach party having been brought in for questioning.
* * *
Early in the morning Pope, looking extremely relieved and surprised, sought out Shaw and Hartley Henderson. He said, “It’s a miracle. The police have just been on the phone. They admit having those two and they’re being released shortly. I’m to hold the coach for them. Well, all I can say is, thank the Lord that’s over!” He glanced at his watch. “We haven’t lost much time yet, but I hope they’ll hurry…”
“Was any reason given,” Shaw inquired, “for the arrest — or why they denied it last night?”
“None, on either count.” Pope hesitated. “I didn’t like the voice at the other end, I must say. Unfriendly is about the kindest word I can think of!”
“From which we may judge,” Henderson murmured, grinning at Shaw, “that the authorities aren’t very pleased at having to hand them back… but don’t quite feel they have enough to hold them on!”
“I thought,” Shaw asked sardonically, “you talked yesterday of any excuse being good enough?”
“And I still say so,” Henderson answered at once. “They may feel Wicks and his friend aren’t worth probing questions from our Embassy — that’s all. I said the man concerned would have to be really worth holding… and I dare say the reason they didn’t admit to having them last night was simply that our courier got on to some junior official who wasn’t going to commit himself.”
Shaw lifted an eyebrow quizzically. “You seem to know quite a bit about customs in police states,” he observed.
Henderson shrugged non-committally but didn’t comment. Shaw said, “Well, I suppose we’ll all be wiser when those two get back.”
* * *
The two men turned up in a police car — at noon.
No explanation was forthcoming from the escort as to why the telephone message had said they would be returned “immediately”. The police were correct and formal but cold — and obviously hostile. Shaw had a feeling they hadn’t finished with Wicks and Fawcett yet; he wondered if the men themselves shared this feeling. Pope at any rate didn’t appear to; he had been in a state of nervous tension all morning when the men didn’t show up and had done much telephoning ahead to Minsk about his itinerary, but now he was smiling in relief. Neither Wicks nor Fawcett had any notion at all, or anyway wouldn’t admit to one, as to why they had been arrested. Wicks said, as though stunned by events, “They simply hooked us off the street — just like that! I ask you!” His heavy face was flushed and angry. “We’d been doing some shopping, that’s all, but would they believe that?”
“No reason given?” Shaw asked.
“Not a murmur. They whipped us off to headquarters and shoved us in clink—”
“Separately or together?”
“Separate cells.” Wicks mopped at his jowls with a handkerchief. “They held us four hours before anyone came to see us, and when they did come…” He lifted his hands and the shirt cuffs fell back to show the thick, hairy wrists. “My God… if I could just get my hands on the bastard that questioned me!”
“Any brutality?”
“No… not brutality.” Wicks hesitated, glancing across at his friend. “Not unless you count an all-night interrogation, followed by another session that finished only about an hour ago. They kept us awake all bleeding night.” Indeed, they both looked dead beat, Shaw thought, red-eyed and haggard and unshaven. “One bloody question after another, with no time allowed for thinking in between.”
“What sort of questions?” Shaw asked casually. “Didn’t the trend of the interrogation give either of you any clues as to what you were being held for?”
“Did it hell,” Wicks answered scathingly. “They—”
“You, Mr Fawcett?”
“Same here,” Fawcett answered briefly, lighting a cigarette. “I just didn’t get the message.”
Wicks said, “They just went on and on and on… asking about our home life, family, friends, jobs, all that kind of thing. Why we’d booked on a coach trip when by all appearances we were well able to cough up for individual holidays. When they got to the end they just started again, and then again. The general impression I got,” he added, “and so did Jerry, was that they just wanted to establish we were who our passports said we were, and that we didn’t mean to act against the interests of the State, though why in flaming hell they should—”
“Which State — Poland or the USSR?”
“Don’t ask me,” Wicks said impatiently. “Ring the Chief of Police! No charges were made and they didn’t commit themselves. I’ve told you all I know, not that it’s any of your business, Mr Cane. Those bastards have got their knives into the two of us — and I just wish I knew why! That’s all.”
Shaw nodded thoughtfully and left it at that. The two men had been lucky — and he fancied they knew it! Indeed, they looked as though their very release had come as something of a shock, as if they had fully expected, as that long interrogation had proceeded, to be held in custody for an indefinite period, incommunicado, and then, one day charged in open court with espionage after their “Confessions’ had been duly obtained in advance.
Yes — they’d been dead lucky.
So what had caused the Polish authorities to change their minds — and whom would they victimize next? Why were they making such a dead set at the coach-party? Shaw believed now that something must have leaked and the Communist world was getting jumpy.
* * *
After the two men had washed, changed into fresh clothing, and packed, they had a quick meal. Then Pope shepherded all the passengers into the coach for the run to Minsk across Poland’s frontier with the USSR at Brest.
On arrival at the frontier, there was no trouble, though the check was thorough. Shaw did notice, however, that the Soviet officials spent more time on the papers of Wicks and Fawcett than on the others, and even seemed — unless this was imagination on his part — disappointed when they couldn’t fault them. His own documents passed as easily as before. As soon as the passports had been handed back to Pope, the coach was waved ahead into the Soviet Union and the highway across the grim, lonely marshlands of the Byelorussian SSR, heading out fast now for Minsk on the banks of the Svisloch’ River. Now they were right inside Russia. In some odd way, the atmosphere in the coach was already tenser, their surroundings seeming more threatening. Even the weather had turned against them now; it had been perverse enough to change the moment they crossed the last frontier. It was dull, menacing. As they went deeper and deeper into Soviet territory, eating up the miles towards Minsk, the heavy storm clouds gathered with the dusk; the coach windows were spotted with rain which soon became a downpour. The passengers stared out through streaming glass, blankly, like so many fish in a bowl, until the gathering dark turned the windows into mirrors reflecting back the lit-up interior and their own anxious faces.
Shaw, this time sitting next to another of the single middle-aged women, listened to her bright chatter without attention. He would have preferred Miss Absolom’s knitting-needles. He was sitting three rows back from the front; across the gangway from him were Wicks and Fawcett. They had asked to sit together, understandably not wishing to be pestered with questions about their ordeal by any of the persistent ladies of the party. They didn’t talk much to one another. They kept their gaze fixed ahead and when, occasionally, one or the other of them turned to look sideways, Shaw caught the watchful look in the eyes, the residue of fear, the look that said while they were in Russia they would know no more peace of mind, no security.
Shaw had a strong and insistent notion that more trouble was building up, and the only question was whom it would strike next, and when.
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It happened very much sooner than Shaw had expected, and it happened in a totally unforeseen way when, after a delay due to trouble with the engine, the coach was some sixty miles beyond Ivatsevichi and driving through the Pripet marshes. The rain was teeming down in a blinding torrent and the night was pitch black and ugly. Everyone by this time was tired and nervy; the older people were restless and inclined to be querulous. They had just swung round a bend in the highway when there was a sudden change in the tempo, a slowing of the coach as Tanner saw distant red lights swinging across the road ahead, and behind those lights the dipped headlamps of what was probably a police car illuminating the armed guards forming a spot check.
Pope had been dozing in his front seat. Now he jerked into sudden wakefulness. He asked, “What’s up now?”
Tanner’s eyes were narrowed ahead. “Road block, sir. Spot check. We’ll have to stop.”
“What’s it in aid of, I wonder?” Pope was petulant. It was a rhetorical question, however, and Tanner merely shrugged. He was well accustomed to such checks on the roads of Russia; so was the courier. Pope muttered, “Damn! We’re late enough already, and they may hold us for hours if they’re feeling like being awkward.” He reached out for his microphone and flicked it into life. “Spot check ahead,” he said, the soothing tones of his professional voice filling the coach. “I’m sorry, ladies and gentlemen, but we’ve no option but to stop. There’s no need for anyone to worry.” The microphone clicked off again.
Shaw sat up straight and watched out ahead, wondering, as he looked at the still distant lights signaling them down what this might mean. In all the circumstances, it could be something much more sinister than Pope had suggested. The attention of all aboard was held by those lights as Tanner slowed again to a mere crawl so as to give the men on the checkpoint ample warning that he was obeying their signal; the MVD were inclined to have itchy fingers on these occasions, and there was no point in taking risks. The light from the police car in rear of the road block was glinting on chromium gun-barrels. The troopers of the MVD were carrying Kalashnikovas, sub-machine — guns capable of pumping out lead at the rate of a hundred rounds a minute.
Wicks flicked a sideways look at Fawcett and muttered in the man’s ear. A moment later, he got to his feet, steadying himself on the seat-back ahead of him. Fawcett did the same. Shaw glanced at them in some surprise, but without suspicion or alarm, as the two men lurched up the gangway towards Tanner and the courier.
Wicks, who was in the lead, stopped right behind Tanner and bent to speak to him. Pope glanced around, arching his eyebrows. Just as Shaw caught the sudden glassy stare of fear that came into the courier’s eyes, Fawcett, who was right behind Wicks now, swung his powerfully-built body round. Light glinted on metal in his hand; Fawcett had a Webley .38 pocket revolver lined up on the passengers. He called above the sound of the engine, “Keep still, all of you. Wicks has the driver covered, and the courier, and if there’s any trouble from anyone he’ll shoot Tanner. Then we’ll take our chance with the rest of you. Point is, we’re not risking the road check.” He didn’t take his steady gaze from the body of the coach. “We mean it, don’t make any mistake about that.”
The passengers, stunned into silence, gaped. Shaw had been momentarily surprised by the fact that Fawcett had a gun after the Poznan search — but only momentarily; such things were far from impossible — guns could easily be concealed about hotel premises while a search was in progress and then picked up afterwards. By now, the coach, under Wicks’s orders, had gathered speed again. Fawcett said hoarsely, “We’re going to crash the road block. There’s no need to panic. We’re heavy and we’ll smash straight through like a knife through butter and you’ll never know we hit anything. Just keep to your seats and don’t try to interfere… with special reference to you, Cane.” He jerked the Webley in Shaw’s direction; Shaw had been gauging the distance for a leap that would carry him right on top of Fawcett, and the gunman had seen his intention in his eyes.
Shaw demanded, “How d’you imagine this is going to help? The coach’ll never be allowed to pass through Minsk after crashing a road check, even if they let us get as far as that! And if you give Minsk a miss and try to hide up you won’t have a chance…”
Fawcett laughed. “Maybe you won’t! Charlie Wicks and me, we leave the coach once we’re through.”
“But look — you can’t survive on the run—”
“That’s enough, Cane,” Fawcett’s knuckles whitened. “Just shut up and look happy.”
Shaw knew there was no point in arguing the toss with that gun. The coach was hurtling along the greasy road, swinging from side to side, and the red lights were leaping to meet them. There was no time left; nothing could prevent the consequences of Wicks’s action. A moment later, Shaw caught the flicker of flame as a strong guard of the MVD opened fire on the coach. Instinctively, he ducked. Wicks and Fawcett were crouching now, with the rest. A burst of bullets from the quick-firing Kalashnikovas tore into the coachwork. The wet glass of the windscreen cobwebbed from half-a-dozen impacts; Pope, in response to some instinct for self-preservation against crashing at speed, met death another way. He half stood up and smashed away at the remaining glass with the briefcase containing the passports, so that Tanner, alive by a miracle, could see. Rain blustered into the coach ahead of a gale of wind made by their own speed and more bullets ripped through. Pope’s head seemed to disintegrate, leaving the body momentarily holding its semi-upright stance. The briefcase rolled through the glassless windscreen to the road. Tanner was staring ahead, his hands gripping the wheel tightly. Seconds later, the coach hit the barrier and swept right through. Screams of agony came from the road. The heavy lumbering vehicle caught the police car parked in rear, a glancing blow that sent it leaping up into the air to fall back into their wake; more screams were tom off by the slipstream. The coach swung a little to one side under the impact; with an effort Tanner, gray-faced now, righted his vehicle. They plunged on into the night, tyres screaming on the wet surface. The coach slowed down, and Wicks shouted at Tanner. Then, when they must have been more than half a mile beyond the shattered checkpoint, the speed dropped still more, and suddenly Tanner slumped in his seat. One hand was thrown upward and Shaw saw the blood dripping from it, life blood that had, it seemed, welled from the man’s chest and coursed down the arm. Wicks gave a startled cry and jumped for the wheel, wrenching it round as the coach started to rock badly. Then, very suddenly, the vehicle gave a sagging sideways lurch, slewed to the left across the road, plunged into soft ground, seemed to hang for a moment on one set of wheels, then crashed on to its side a good twenty yards from the highway. Bodies and hand baggage flew through the air. Shaw, thrown heavily against a seat-back, felt blinding pain as something heavy crashed down on his head, and then he passed out.
* * *
His unconsciousness, Shaw believed, couldn’t have lasted more than a minute at the most. When he came round a few of the interior lights were still burning and he saw Wicks and Fawcett struggling to get through the emergency exit behind the driver’s seat on the upturned side of the coach. Fawcett was streaming blood from a gash on his forehead and one sleeve of his jacket was ripped clean away. There was blood all over the place, blood and bodies; some of the passengers were moaning and crying, others were silent. Miss Absolom was one of the silent ones, with a big glass splinter sticking out from her windpipe. The Irishman, Connell, was dead too; his religious enquiries would have to be satisfied elsewhere now. Tanner was lying crumpled beneath the wheel, as dead as Pope, whose almost headless body was dangling with its back broken over his own seat. Shaw couldn’t see either Hartley Henderson or Virginia MacKinlay. Men and women lay around him at odd angles. The noise of screaming tore at Shaw’s nerves; he could only shut his ears to it and his eyes to the passengers’ plight. At all costs, Wicks and Fawcett must be stopped; one of them was almost certainly Ivan O’Shea Conroy… pulling himself to his feet, Shaw scrambled over the sidewise seat-backs, making for the front of the coach. As he did so, Wicks dropped to the ground outside, and Fawcett, hearing the sound of Shaw’s movement, turned. A moment later, there was a flash and a report and a bullet sang past Shaw’s head to smack into the woodwork behind him. He dropped behind a seat and kept dead still; Fawcett, after waiting a moment listening, pulled himself through the emergency exit — and as he did so dropped his gun. It fell with a clatter into the general debris and confusion of the shattered interior.
Fawcett called urgently, “Charlie, I’ve dropped the bloody Webley. Hang on—”
“Hang on be beggared,” came Wicks’ voice. “Leave it! There’s a road patrol coming up behind.”
There was a startled exclamation and Fawcett pulled himself through the doorway. Shaw heard him dropping to the ground. Struggling across bodies and the hand baggage spilled from the racks, Shaw negotiated the sides of the seat-backs until he was beneath the upturned emergency exit. There was a strong smell of petrol. Ferreting about for Fawcett’s gun, he found it, grabbed it, and reached up for the edge of the door above his head. He heaved himself up, sweating, his head aching painfully. Already, Wicks and his friend had vanished into the pitch darkness, no doubt into the scrub fringing the highway — and Wicks had been only too right about that patrol. A distant siren was screaming up from the west, and a moment later Shaw caught the up-and-down flicker of headlights.
He scrambled down the side of the coach, scraping his clothing, and landing heavily on the wet, muddy ground. At any rate that siren would mean help for the people left in the coach; as for himself, this was where he parted company finally with Superluxury Tour Number 37.
He moved cautiously into the scrub, avoiding the beaming lights as they came speeding nearer, Fawcett’s gun ready in his fist. There was no sound except for the police car’s approach and the hiss of rain; he put on speed, getting as much country as possible between himself and the road. Soon after that, the patrol car, with its siren still wailing, screamed to a stop beside the wreckage.
Still making away into the darkness, Shaw heard a series of bursts, apparently from the sub-machine-guns. Someone was catching it, back there… but who? Surely the MVD wouldn’t fire on helpless men and women?
No time to worry about that now… somewhere in the rain and the dark night was Ivan O’Shea Conroy. From somewhere the hoot of an owl came, an eerie sound in the blackness.
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Wicks and Fawcett had not been seen; the shooting was merely automatic zeal on the part of the Russian police. The two men were clear of the road now, going fast into the darkness — but it wasn’t long before Wicks stopped. He reached out a hand to Fawcett, restrainingly.
“Hold it,” he said. “Not too far off the road. We don’t want to end up in the Pripet… and I want to get as far as I can towards Minsk before the fun starts.” He added, “Besides, we have to watch out for Dubovik.”
Fawcett rubbed at his eyes. “D’you really think he’ll come out, all the way from Minsk?”
“He’d better!” Wicks took a deep breath and looked angrily at Fawcett. “Don’t start moaiiing now, for heaven’s sake! He’ll come, all right! Dubovik keeps his ear pretty close to the ground, you know that as well as I do. Soon as the news reaches Minsk of what’s happened he’ll drive out and look for us. He’ll know damn well we won’t be sticking to that coach.”
“I hope you’re right.”
Wicks sucked in his breath angrily; Fawcett said no more, and the two men went on as fast as they could through the clinging mud, grimly putting distance between themselves and the crashed coach as they plodded on in silence. Each time headlights beamed along the road they stopped, and flattened themselves into the mud.
* * *
Shaw plunged on, into the filthy night. The police car’s headlights sliced into the murk behind him as the vehicle swung round to illuminate the marshlands. The firing was still going on spasmodically; it sounded as though they were shooting blind into the darkness. After a while it stopped, and there was an uneasy lull. And shortly after this, Shaw became aware that there was someone else moving through the mud and rain, and that this person was behind him — not, as he would have expected had it been Wicks or Fawcett, in front; and the unknown person was moving with expertise.
Keeping low in the scrubby growth fringing the marsh, Shaw made for the meagre cover of a nightmarish tree, a tree whose outline had all the sinister appearance of one of the weird sisters on the blasted heath. Here, crouching on one knee, he waited, with the hammer of Fawcett’s Webley drawn back. The rain hissed down; already he was soaked to the skin and shivering, his teeth chattering together miserably. Soon, against the background loom of light from the distant road, he could make out a slow-moving figure coming closer.
He raised the Webley.
It could be Wicks or his friend, perhaps coming up in rear after lying low until he had gone past; but more likely it was a Russian combing the area. Shaw wasn’t going to go down without a fight, and if the man approaching should, after all, turn out to be Ivan Conroy, then this might be as good a time as any to carry out Treece’s ultimate order.
He kept dead still, merged with the misshapen tree, to all intents and purposes merely a growth on its trunk…
The unknown figure came very slowly nearer.
Shaw could hear the breathing now. There was something familiar about that outline… his mouth tightened ominously. He was almost certain…
He kept as quiet as the grave until the moving figure was within range of the Webley. Then he moved. He straightened and stepped away from the tree. “Right,” he said evenly. “That’s just as near as you come, Miss Virginia MacKinlay. I’m in no mood to be chivalrous tonight. Meanwhile you can start talking and the first thing I’d like to know is who you’re working for — and don’t give me any more bull about meat executives on Manhatten!”
There was a sharp intake of breath, and then the girl’s voice came to him shakily. She said, “Well, maybe it’s time I explained a few things, Commander Shaw…”
* * *
He had been badly rocked by that totally unexpected use of his name on the very verge of the Pripet marshes. He’d kept the Webley lined up on the girl’s navel and told her to approach him but not to make any sudden moves, and to keep her hands away from her sides. She obeyed; he frisked her very thoroughly but she had no weapon of any kind. After tha,t he lowered his own gun in some perplexity. The girl, who was wearing a light summer coat over her frock, was as wet and cold as he was himself, and he was sorry for any young girl who’d come through the experience of that coach smash. Her voice was still not fully under control, and he had felt the tremor in her body as his hands had searched her.
He said, “Now, let’s have it. I’m sorry I can’t return the compliment and address you by your real name.”
“Just for the record, it is my real name,” she said in a small, weary voice, “but it’s not all that important anyway. I’m only quite an insignificant cog—”
“In what?” he demanded cuttingly. “The KGB?”
“No,” she said. “The Federal Bureau of Investigation.”
That rocked him. “The what?”
“You heard…” she seemed to be trying to go on but there was a catch in her throat and she swayed towards him. He reached out and caught her. She had gone completely limp, almost boneless. Her body lay in his arms, light as a feather, yielding as a lover. She was desperately cold, and trembling violently as though she were feverish. He felt a stickiness matting her hair in front; there was a patch of blood where she had evidently taken a nasty blow on the head in the crash.
Shaw held her tightly to him, giving her the warmth, such as it was, of his own body. Her breath was hot on his chest, through his thin shirt. She had sounded one hundred per cent genuine, but he couldn’t accept her on that basis. An agent of the FBI… it was a pretty thin story to be telling, here behind the Curtain! She could be anyone, could easily be in the service of the Russians. And yet… he was puzzled. Why come out here to him, why risk an attack in the darkness before her pals on the roadway could reach her? In any case, it would have to remain a mystery for the time being. Shaw looked away to the south, towards the road. The police car’s headlights were no longer directed off the highway; they were now brilliantly outlining the wrecked coach. Figures were scrambling over the bodywork and passing between the car and the coach, and torches were moving back along the road as if a search were in progress. By now someone in the police vehicle would have radioed urgent messages ahead to Minsk… Shaw lifted the girl clear of the ground, hoisting her over his shoulder, and turned away from the road. He began stumbling deeper into open country.
* * *
A little later, the girl had recovered consciousness but was in no fit state to be questioned. He laid her gently down in the lee of the scrub and they waited in relative security for the next move. So far as Shaw had any clear intentions at the moment, he meant to circle back to the road, clear of the crash scene, as soon as it seemed safe to do so, and then maybe make east, in the general direction of Minsk; he certainly couldn’t continue far to the north or south of the road, for there was nothing but marsh in either direction.
Soon, he saw signs of increased activity along the highway.
So far only scanty traffic had been passing the scene and this had been waved ahead by the police, who evidently were not encouraging any rubbernecking. Now a whole convoy of lights came up from the east, coming out fast from Minsk. Shaw watched. As they screamed up to the crashed coach, he saw that they were ambulances, a fleet of them with a police car in the lead, and in the rear of the line a heavy Red Army lorry. As this lorry drew up, troops piled from it and at once fanned out along both sides of the highway.
Shaw cursed.
The police in the first car must already have checked the number of dead and injured aboard with the number which Superluxury Tour 37 would be known to be carrying — and they could even have found that briefcase by now. They would know well enough that some of the passengers had skipped. Shaw wondered about Wicks and Fawcett… those two would be well clear by now — unless they’d lingered too near the road after all and had been the targets for the earlier bursts of firing and had been mown down. Unlikely that they would have lingered… but whatever had happened to them, he himself had to get on the move again — and fast.
He lifted the girl once more, cradling her in his arms this time, and moved off, making away from the road into unknown territory over muddy and squelchy earth. He stumbled on, finding after a while that he was gasping for breath; the effort of carrying Virginia, light as she was, with the appalling drag of the mud that clung to his feet, was tiring him fast. Virginia became heavier in his arms. He stopped, and shifted her again to his shoulder. He could hear, faintly, the sounds of the search going on behind him. There were shouted commands, a distant, metallic rattle of equipment now and again — and then a broad swath from a searchlight mounted on the Red Army vehicle swept across, wavered, then steadied. A moment after that, it began a sweep closing in on Shaw from the east.
At once Shaw knelt, sinking into the soft ground, plastering both their faces with mud so that no whiteness would be picked out by the beam.
He laid Virginia on the treacherous, muddy surface and flattened himself beside her, wriggling their two bodies right into the squelching earth, supporting the girl’s head so that her face was clear. They had no other cover but that mud now; they had left the scrubby fringe growth behind them long since — but the mud was good enough. Slowly, the traversing beam came closer, lingering across the ground. As it swept over him, not stopping, Shaw glanced at Virginia. Through the mud caking her he could see a nasty gash on her forehead. The searchlight moved away traveling from east to west through 360 degrees to cover both sides of the highway, leaving them in darkness once again. The troops were advancing; every now and then, Shaw could hear one man shout to another, faintly, distantly, as the line came forward to comb the ground, slow and cautious and thorough. Eventually, the line of troops must flush them out; with that beam on the move it was a foregone conclusion… and yet, in fact, it wasn’t; Not quite! Grasshopper tactics might win out after all.
Shaw waited until the searchlight had inched right round and was moving back towards him, its beam throwing every undulation of the muddy surface, every scrubby bush and stunted tree by the roadside, into sharp white relief. Rain slashed the beam, heavy rain that brought the liquid mud up in spurts around him. The moment the beam had moved on past him again and he was left in the darkness, the greater darkness of its wake, Shaw scrambled to his feet. With the girl across his shoulder, he slogged obstinately through the ooze, making such progress as he could before the beam started on its way back. Then just before it reached him he threw himself once more to the ground, his heart pumping hard and his breath coming painfully in gasps.
For the third time, the beam swept over his head, slow and steady, and then moved on. He had gained a little on the slow-motion searchers — not much, but enough to keep a few jumps ahead of them yet.
Six times Shaw doggedly repeated this maneuver.
As he lurched to his feet for the seventh time, he glanced quickly back and then staggered on with his burden. He had gone no more than a dozen paces when very suddenly the ground became softer and oozier, and he found himself sliding into what felt like a bottomless pit of mud, soft, evil-smelling mud that was already frighteningly, rising beyond his waist.
He had stumbled into the marsh, into the wicked, clutching Pripet, the marsh that so many years before had dimmed Adolf Hitler’s dream of Russian conquest.
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They were being sucked down, dragged inexorably into the swamp as if by some invisible but wholly tangible power that would never let them go. To increase his body-resistance, Shaw flung his arms wide, palms downward, balancing Virginia across his shoulder; he tried to move his legs out sideways but was quite unable to do so — the sheer weight of ooze held him trapped, a helpless prisoner of natural forces.
If he moved any more he was done for, and so was the girl, who had passed out again now. Movement would only carry him down farther. For the time being he was almost stationary, though his feet could feel no solid bottom; in time, whether he moved or not, he would be bound to sink farther into the marsh and that would be the end. The muck would fill their mouths, their nostrils, their eyes, and their ears. Death would come by horrible suffocation, in total silence and total dark, and it would come slowly. But he couldn’t in fact have come very far from more or less solid ground. He had gone very suddenly from that negotiable ground into the marsh proper — one step, just one step, had plunged him immediately into it. One step… and yet, that, perhaps could prove to be enough — he was unable even to turn now. And even if he could turn, the very movement would no doubt finish them both. Nevertheless there was reassurance in the knowledge that he was, in fact, so close to safety.
The searchlight beam was circling back towards him, but it would never find them now. He and the girl together made just one more blob in a sea of mud.
Back along the highway half an hour later, the search was being abandoned. The MVD officer in charge had decided that the fugitives had come to grief in the Pripet sw& he knew the Pripet — and he knew very well that the highway on which he was standing ran across the only piece of firm ground in the vicinity, and that anyone going off the road for more than, say, a kilometer could scarcely help falling a victim to the wicked Pripet. Also he was aware that tonight, with so much rain, the fringes would not be so well delineated as in drier weather.
The marsh would have done all that was necessary, the Pripet, in effect, acting on behalf of the MVD.
Already the ambulances had been moving off one by one as the dead and injured were taken aboard; one only remained to go now. This one headed home for Minsk just as the searchlight completed its final circuit. The officer nodded at the Red Army captain in charge of the troops, and a few seconds after that, to everyone’s infinite relief, the big beam died.
Within ten more minutes, the police cars and the army transport were rolling in for Minsk. If by some miracle the fugitives had escaped the Pripet, they would certainly be picked up with the next dawn. There was no doubt about that.
* * *
Wicks and Fawcett had in fact got well clear of the area of search even before the convoy had come from Minsk; they had lain low in the mud while the vehicles had roared past them, then they had started walking again, doggedly pushing through for the still distant town. They lay hidden again when the troops and ambulances, moving off, passed them for the second time; and when all was clear, they got up and moved closer to the road, where the ground was firmer and they were able to make better speed. They still lay low whenever a vehicle was seen approaching from the distance.
Fawcett asked bitterly, “How much bloody farther, Charlie?”
“A long way yet, so don’t start moaning again.”
“Moaning!” Fawcett shivered, tried to scrape some of the clinging mud from his face and clothes. “Where the hell’s Dubovik, I’d like to know!”
“He’ll be on his way,” Wicks answered stolidly.
It was half an hour later, by which time several vehicles had passed and forced them down into the cover of the mud, when they saw more lights coming up towards them from the direction of Minsk — but lights with a difference. This vehicle was traveling slowly, as if the driver were searching for something — or someone? Wicks said, “That could be Dubovik.” A few moments after that, they both saw the flicker of a torch, stabbing out into the dark from behind the headlights.
“He’s signaling,” wicks said in a taut voice. “It’s Dubovik, all right!” He waited till the lights were almost abreast of them and then he scrambled to his feet. “I’m going to give him a sight of us—”
“Don’t be a fool!” Fawcett pulled at his arm. “If it isn’t him—”
“It’s him all right.” Wicks stood right up and began waving his arms and calling. “He’s sending the code letters. Besides, I can see the outlines now… it’s the same old van Dubovik always uses.”
He heard Fawcett’s grunt of relief, and then both men were running towards the road. The van pulled up and a light went on; a squat, bulky man looked out at them, grinning. “Well met, Comrades!” the man said in a throaty voice. “Get in. We have no time to waste.”
“Quite. And are we glad to see you, Comrade Dubovik!”
The man showed discolored teeth in another grin. “It is like old times, yes? Now please — get in.”
Wicks climbed into the front of the van, followed by Fawcett. Once they were in, Wicks explained briefly the action he had taken to avoid the checkpoint.
Dubovik nodded heavily. “So it was you who caused the smash,” he said. “I guessed that it would have been, Comrade… you see, I received word that two men had held up the driver and the passengers…”
“And you made arrangements accordingly, I hope?”
“But of course!” Dubovik spat into the road-way. “The fresh papers are already being prepared. They will be excellent forgeries, and quite safe. With the papers will be authorizations from the Minister of Foreign Trade, countersigned by the KGB in Moscow, permitting you both to travel inside Russia on business for your company — Agricultural Machinery Suppliers Limited. You have been doing business in Minsk, you understand? Certain alterations in your appearance will also be made when we reach Minsk. After that I shall drive you to the railway-station and you will proceed by train, using those papers. All will be well. On arrival in Moscow you are to contact Gregor at once. He will hide you away very neatly, Comrades. For now — into the back with you, and conceal yourselves under the sacks. I do not expect to be stopped… everyone knows Dubovik… but if I am — then I shall talk my way out. There will be no more than a cursory glance in the back.”
“Even with a manhunt on and the MVD looking for anyone missing from the coach party?” Wicks asked.
Dubovik shrugged. “Even the MVD are human, and can miss something in the most thorough search… when it is made worth their while — you understand? In my pockets are many thousands of roubles, Comrade — and money talks in Russia as in the West!”
As the two men scrambled through into the back, Dubovik let in his clutch and turned the van. Then they moved ahead, rattling on for Minsk.
* * *
Sweat poured off Shaw’s face.
He had sunk farther in by now. The mud was creeping up towards his chin, its foul, fetid smell making him retch as though he must bring his gut up, but by holding his head well back he could just keep his mouth clear. He had allowed Virginia to slide down his body until her mouth was also just clear of the marsh; he couldn’t risk her on his shoulder, pressing them both farther in and her head dangled into the mud. In her new position, she gave him added surface resistance to the swamp. For ten minutes now, Shaw had been gently, very gently and with extreme care, urging his head and shoulders backward through the slime while keeping his feet in the same position as before. He was trying, in effect, to lie back on the mud, angle his stiff body backward in the hope that his head would touch firm ground. When it did he would try to hoist Virginia upward and let her slip over his shoulder until the greater part of her body was on that firm ground in their rear. Then she at least would be safe, and he hoped to be able to pull himself to safety by using her as a grip, a pivot on which to turn around.
He strained backward.
Already he had noted the absence of the searchlight, had even heard the distant shouted orders as the extended search parties had been recalled to the highway, and then the sound of heavy transport on the move. He went on working, using shoulder-movements to pull himself backward at an angle through the sucking, filthy sludge. He felt as if his very entrails were being drawn out; it was a revolting sensation, that constant downward pull from the marsh, and the feeling of “no bottom” was equally horrifying in its implications.
He went on with his backward reach desperately, his breath rasping in a throat that was sore from the foul fumes of the Pripet. It was a case of wriggling gently, millimeter by millimeter, for safety… and after centuries, as it seemed, had passed, his head at last touched that firmer ground that he knew was there. By this time, he was leaning back against the mud some thirty degrees from the vertical, and the pressure of the muddy build-up on his chest and stomach was intense and painful, squeezing the breath out of him. There was no time to waste now. With only a brief pause to get one of those labored breaths into his lungs, Shaw began pulling Virginia upward to he once again across his shoulder — only this time to slide from that shoulder back on to safe ground.
Twenty minutes after that Shaw, too, was clear. He had turned around and then hauled himself back and up by getting a firm grip on the girl’s body, pressing her into the soft ground while he used her as a kind of makeshift plank. With difficulty, he dragged his legs clear and rolled over, away from the morass. He gave himself five minutes to recover enough to get stiffly and groggily to his feet; then he bent and pulled Virginia out of the mud and half carried, half dragged, her back until they were both some twenty yards from the edge of the marsh.
Then, all in by now, he flopped to the ground beside Virginia and lay there in the pouring rain.
Virginia began to come round soon after. Once again, Shaw was holding her close to his body for warmth, though he had little enough to give. He could scarcely make out the contours of her face in the wet darkness of the Pripet, and through the heavy layers of mud, but he could see that her eyes were open and he could feel the stirring of her body and hear the altered tempo of her breathing.
Gently, he said, “It’s all right. We’re safe for now, so just take it easy.”
He could hardly hear her when she asked, “What… what happened?”
“You kept passing out,” he told her. “You must have had a pretty good knock when the coach went over and it had a delayed effect.” He outlined what had happened since, making light of the experience in the marsh. He heard her murmur something in response and then realized that she had drifted off into unconsciousness yet again, but this time, he felt, not so deeply. It was more of a sleep, a sleep which might refresh her. He had to let her have that sleep even though time was of the essence and it was passing… They had to get well clear of the Minsk area before dawn, and at first sight that looked impossible. He controlled his impatience, but half an hour later as the girl began to stir again in his arms he brought her fully awake without ceremony.
Her voice was firmer now, though there was a far-away quality in it. She asked, “What about the police? Wasn’t there a search?”
“There was a search all right,” he told her grimly, “and a thorough one, but not thorough enough… anyway, it was called off some while ago.”
She said, “That’s good.” Then, woman-like, she added, “I’m all covered with mud, I guess… I must look a mess.”
“Don’t worry about that now. This rain’ll wash some of it off, anyway. We’ve got work to do.” He paused. “First, though — the whole story. Don’t hold anything back or I’m liable to act first and think afterwards. There are just a few things I’ve got to be convinced of. Remember what you told me before you passed out?” He was aware of her lifting a hand to her face, but she took a while to answer.
“No,” she whispered, so low that once again he had to bend to catch the words. “I was feeling pretty vile, and I don’t really recall… but if I told you I was an FBI agent, then it was the truth.” There was a longer pause; the rain beat at them relentlessly. Shaw was on edge with impatience. She went on, “I can only hope you’ll take my word for it. I’ve no way of proving it… but I don’t need to tell you that, I guess.”
He nodded; agents didn’t cross frontiers with proof of their status on their persons. He said, “Suppose you are telling the truth. It doesn’t explain everything. For instance, how did you know my name — and what were you doing on Tour 37?”
“Same as you.” The voice seemed a shade stronger but there was pain behind it, as if she were talking through hard clenched teeth. “Looking for someone.”
His eyes narrowed. “Care to name him?”
There was a very brief and indistinct flash of white in the darlaiess as though she had just grinned. “Let’s get one thing straight,” she said. “I know about Conroy, but he’s not why I’m here.”
“But you just said—”
“Sure, but wait a moment, Commander. You don’t have the picture… let me give it to you in full, right?”
“Right,” he agreed, “but make it fast. We haven’t all night.”
There was another longish pause before she went on again, and when she did so she seemed to have brought herself under control. “I have a hook-up with CIA, but mainly I work for the FBI on crimes you might call international in scope. Nothing to do with Interpol exactly, but — you know — special duties. Well… one of those international crimes is gold smuggling.”
“Gold smuggling!” he echoed. Wicks and Fawcett? Was that what Major Loga had been after, too? “So that’s what’s in the air, is it?”
“Sure — and that’s what I was sent over on. There’s one hell of a lot of gold leaving the States illegally. That’s not too bright for our economy wherever it goes, but even worse, most of it is finding its way into Russia.” She stopped again, catching her breath as if more pain had come to her, then she went on courageously, “Officially, at any rate, the Soviet Government’s just as anxious to stop it as we are. They don’t want a black market in gold — or so they say. Frankly, we don’t believe them, and I guess you can’t blame us. In any case, neither we nor they seem to get any real place in stopping it. Trouble is, we haven’t been able to collect any conclusive evidence so far, and again there’s this point that we can’t be absolutely certain the Soviet’s on the level in saying they want to stop it. The theory back home is this — if the Soviet Union can corner a supply of gold over the years there’ll be a time when they’ll be so goddam flush with it, as compared with the West, they’ll be able to use it to smash what’s left of our Western economy — upset the whole balance, if you follow.”
“Go on.”
She stirred in his arms. “Well… I was sent in to see what I could pick up about agents and fences inside Russia and the satellite countries. We believe the Soviet Government themselves may be doing the buying through undercover agents.”
“So you aren’t here by permission of Moscow?”
She said scornfully, “Grow up. Moscow doesn’t know a thing about this.”
Shaw looked down at the vague blur of her mud-covered outline. Sardonically, he asked, “Then what were you doing with Major Loga, back in Poznan? If the USSR doesn’t know about you, how come you’re so matey with the secret police of a Communist satellite state?”
She was smiling again. “In the first place, that wasn’t Loga you saw me with… and you’ll admit I wasn’t taking any special precautions to avoid being seen, right? That was just a cop — with orders to take me to Loga. I was being hauled in for further questioning for all that cop or anyone else knew, and only Loga and I know what took place at headquarters.” She paused. “You see, Loga’s a part-time US agent working for the Central Intelligence Agency—”
“Loga is?”
“Sure,” she told him, “and he’s not the only one in his line, and don’t tell me you British don’t have a few the same! I guess there’s no time now for details, but he hates the Russians’ guts and we pay him well. Dam well — in dollars, in the States. He wants to get over to the West… right now, he’s kind of doing his apprenticeship. CIA’s guaranteed him and his family safe escort out of Poland the moment things look like catching up on him, and entry to the United States is fully guaranteed by the State Department under a gold-plated directive from a certain high-up place. Him and others. Well, that night in Poznan he passed on a few things our security services wanted to know, and told me he’d been forced to search us all under orders from above.”
“Why? What did Loga’s bosses suspect?”
“Well, not the presence of Conroy if that sets your mind at rest. Gold smugglers. Britishers — who we believe are running the stuff out of UK after it comes in from the States, and into Russia from there.”
“Wicks and Fawcett?”
“Dead on target, Commander! Which is why those two were hauled in for questioning. Loga warned me they might be, and he also said that if the authorities in Warsaw couldn’t make anything stick they’d let them go and use them as bait for the bigger boys, which suited us fine, so long as—”
“Maybe. But how does that tie in with your theories that the Communists aren’t on the level in saying they’re trying to stop the racket?”
She said, “Every now and again they put on a show of co-operation. This seems to have been one of those times — but they’d have made dam sure they never got to the big boys.” She added, “The FBI would have expected me to, of course. Well, anyway… later, after we’d left Warsaw, someone must have changed his mind and decided to bring those two guys in as a kind of sacrifice to us — maybe just in case they did lead to the big fish if they were left on the loose!”
“And the Russian authorities hoist with their own petard,” Shaw murmured. “I suppose Wicks and Fawcett suspected just that and decided not to wait when Pope announced the road block.” He hesitated. “All the same, it’s my own belief those two may have been after something a bit more precious than gold. Or shall I say — someone.”
“Come again?”
He said, “Comrade General Kosyenko. You see, I’ve just a suspicion one or other of them could turn out to be Conroy, or at any rate they could be working with him. What you tell me doesn’t entirely persuade me to jettison that theory. Gold could be just a cover.”
“Oh sure!” She was recovering fast, and he was relieved to note it. “Cover that got them arrested, and darn near held indefinitely?”
Shaw laughed. “Believe me, I’ve known far odder propositions pay off! They were just unlucky. Gold smuggling could even be their main business and they were killing two birds… in fact it could all fit in very nicely. As gold smugglers they’d have just the right work of ready-made set-up — agents, escape routes, and so on — to use as a base of operations for planning and directing the killing. They’d be able to call upon all the help they needed inside Russia — don’t you see?”
“I guess I do…”
“And now,” he said, “There’s just one more thing — how do you come into the Conroy affair?”
She didn’t answer straight away, then she said hesitantly, “I don’t, not really. I hate to admit this, but someone at headquarters slipped up. Left a file lying around. I read it.”
“The report on Conroy?”
“Yes.”
“But London’s report wouldn’t have reached Washington till after you’d left to join the coach, my dear Virginia!”
She said, “I wouldn’t know about that.”
“You mean your people had heard about the Conroy business — independently of us?”
“It looks that way, doesn’t it? As I said, I really wouldn’t know. But I did get a look at that file.”
“What was in it?”
“Just the bare facts as known,” she told him. “What Conroy meant to do. Nothing else. Nothing seems to be known about the man, other than that he could have become a US citizen.”
“But look — my name couldn’t have been mentioned in this report!”
“No,” she said, “it wasn’t, but I did get a message back in Berlin that you were joining the party. No explanation given, but it checked with that file I’d seen.”
“Why did they tell you about me?”
He felt her shrug. “Could be just so’s I knew who was who, I guess. Or maybe so I could help out if necessary, if the time came. Which,” she added, “I reckon somehow it has, don’t you?”
“Maybe,” he said, grinning down at her.
“So what do we do now, Commander?”
He said promptly, “First, as of now you stop calling me Commander. The name’s Stephen Cane. Second… that depends. How are you feeling now?”
“Stronger,” she said. “Though I’ve been suppressing a hell of a desire to throw up — Steve. You know something? We both stink.”
“I know,” he agreed, “but it’ll wear off. Feel fit for a journey?”
“No, but I’ll survive. I guess I’ll have to.”
He held her closer, gratefully. “Good girl! Well then — we press on for Moscow and we don’t lose any more time.”
“We’ll never get there.”
Shaw said grimly, “It’s all we can do, so we have to try. What’s more, we’ve got to succeed. The coach was due in Moscow two days from now, and if Wicks and Fawcett get clear away they may even be organized to reach Moscow sooner than that. In fact if they hadn’t been I doubt if they’d have chanced crashing the road check. If my theories hold water, then Kosyenko’s in danger from now on, and so is all we’ve achieved in East-West relations all these years, if I need to remind you of that now you’ve seen the file.” He paused, then added, “We bypass Minsk — far too dangerous to show our faces anywhere so close to the wreckage of that coach—”
“You any idea how we go about this journey?” she asked in dismay. “You know how far it is to Moscow?”
“Minsk to Moscow is around four hundred miles, and we’re a fairish way off Minsk in addition,” Shaw answered, “and frankly I’ve no idea in all the world how to do it — yet.”
“Well,” she said, “That’s honest, anyway. Forms a good basis for us trusting each other, I reckon!”
He took a deep breath. “Virginia,” he said, “I’m going to trust you just so long as you don’t give me reason to do the other thing. If ever you do, being a woman isn’t going to help you — and I’m only going that far because I haven’t any option under present circumstances. Meanwhile, I hate to say it, but you might remember I’ve got Fawcett’s gun, and it’s not too clogged up to shoot with.”
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Shaw stopped, his feet sinking deep into the muddy, sticky ground. He said, “Hold on a moment. I’m going to change the plan. We head for Minsk after all.”
He could sense her astonishment. “Like this?” she demanded. “Wet and foul and slimy, and looking like we’ve just crawled out of a bog, which we have? We’d stand out like a bishop in a brothel.”
“Yes,” he said grimly, “I know we would! But before we hit the road for Minsk we’re going to have a wash and brush-up, and a change of clothing too. Where was your grip?”
“In the trunk, and that’ll be locked. And, if you ask me, they’ll have left a man on guard. There’s probably a traffic diversion.”
“There’s no diversion,” he told her. “The coach is well clear of the highway. All the same, you may be right about a man being left behind — and the trunk being locked. But there’s always the Webley, remember!”
“Maybe, but… well, I don’t like it, not even if we are cleaned up,” she said anxiously. “Minsk’ll be dead risky. You said so yourself.”
“Yes, I know, but it won’t be half so chancy as wandering around in the open country north or south of the town.” He shivered as a cold wind knifed through his body driving the bitter rain against him. “We’d be far too obvious out there, but in Minsk we’ll be reasonably anonymous.”
“Oh, sure,” Virginia said ironically, “once we get there! What if some MVD man decides to check the passports we don’t have any more?”
“We’ll worry about that later. I take it you do speak Russian?”
“Of course. I’m fluent, but don’t count it against me!”
He grunted at that. He said, “So am I. Now, once we’re a little nearer the road I’m going ahead to reconnoitre the coach. I’ll leave you in cover. All right?”
There was a note of amusement in her voice as she asked, “You beginning to really trust me after all?”
“Not really. Only you haven’t got a gun, so you can’t do much damage.”
“Uh-huh. So can’t I come with you?”
He shook his head. “You play this my way,” he said, “however genuine you may or may not be. There could be some way you can help later on, but at the start you’ll stay this side of the road, and you’ll stay there till I tell you different.” He nodded towards the marsh. “I wouldn’t try a getaway if I were you. The Pripet’s still there.”
* * *
The coach was in darkness now except for red lamps set at either end. Shaw and the girl went forward cautiously, and when they were within twenty-five yards of the roadway, Shaw whispered to Virginia to get down and stay out of sight. He crouched there with her for a while, brought out the Webley and ejected the cartridges while he cleared away the mud as best he could with his handkerchief and a twig broken from one of the scrubby bushes.
He said, “Queer… I don’t believe there is anyone on guard after all. Or if there is he’s crept into the coach for a quiet nap out of the rain.”
She was shivering. “Wouldn’t blame him if he did, I guess! But take care and watch it, just the same. I don’t want to be stuck here on the edge of a swamp all on my own, with a gunman on the other side of the highway… and your dead body in between.”
He grinned into the darkness as he reloaded the Webley and snapped it shut. “You know something, Virginia? You’re beginning to sound on the level… unless you’re just a first-rate actress!”
“Well,” she said seriously, “let’s say I’m both. You have to be, to be an agent. Check?”
“Check. And now — don’t worry. I’ll be taking all the care in the world.”
He slid forward on his stomach, the gun in his fist; the scrub brushed his face and hands as he wormed along through the mud. Half a dozen feet from the roadside, he stopped and remained dead still, watching the coach, which was faintly outlined now in the red glow from the warning lamps. Now and then a vehicle came along the road — a car, or a heavy lorry rumbling through the night with its load for Minsk or points east. Later on, he thought, he might stick up one of those long-distance transport vehicles and use it to get himself and Virginia through to Moscow. Speed was everything now… He watched as one or two of those passing vehicles eased down, the occupants evidently intrigued by the crashed coach — but not sufficiently so to stop for a closer look, just in case they should meet the MVD. Curiosity was not encouraged in the Soviet Union.
Nothing stirred on the far side of that ribbon of road; there was absolute quiet after the traffic had passed on, except for the hiss of the drenching rain and a distant sound as a night-bird called raucously. After ten minutes, Shaw felt convinced that the coach really had been left unattended. He wormed onward again, paused on the road’s edge for another five minutes, and then, when there was still no sign of life, he got to his feet and ran lightly across the highway. On the other side, he crouched down again and drew back the hammer of the revolver. To his straining ears, the click was loud enough to be heard inside the coach. He felt around until his groping fingers contacted a stone, which he threw towards the vehicle. It struck the bodywork with a clang.
Still nothing happened.
He moved on again, worming along as before, nearing the coach now, staring at the great dark mass between the red lamps. Dimly, he could see the underside, the axles, the wheels high in the air on one side, lost in the muddy earth on the other. It was as still and silent as the grave, eerie in the red glow and the persistent downpour. And still there was a smell of petrol.
He moved on slowly.
He was inside the lights now and coming up to the rear of the coach. When he had reached it, he stood up cautiously, moving his body slowly, eyes and ears alert. He felt for the lock of the trunk and found the doors were badly buckled; it might be possible to prise them apart without having to put a bullet in the lock — and every slug saved now might be precious.
So far, so good.
He felt around the panels and it was while he was doing this that he heard the small, nearly inaudible sound from his left and to the rear. He kept perfectly still, scarcely breathing now, tensing his muscles; and then, in the split-second that followed, he threw himself to one side and at the same instant gave his body a sharp twist. His immediate reaction saved his life. He saw the red glow striking off a gun in a man’s hand, saw the gun leveled at his guts, saw it move a fraction as the hand began to squeeze. He had no intention of complicating matters by using Fawcett’s gun on a Russian policeman, but only a moment of time before the roar and the flash, he took further avoiding action. Dropping the Webley, he went forward in a low, flying tackle. A bullet ripped into the back of the coach as he wrapped his arms tightly around the man’s legs. He had plenty of momentum and the Russian went down with a crash, falling heavily across Shaw’s back. Shaw swung an arm backward and upward and got a grip on the man’s clothing, and then, using all his reserves of strength, he twisted until he had his attacker underneath him. The man managed to get a knee drawn back, and jabbed it hard into Shaw’s guts, trying to lever him away; but by this time Shaw had got his hands round the thick, flabby neck. The Russian was in poor condition by the feel of it; he puffed like a steam-engine until the tightening fingers closed his windpipe. Shaw squeezed hard and went on squeezing. Breath bubbled in the throat, the legs kicked out savagely and the heavy body hurled itself sideways, dragging Shaw with it, as if trying to buck him off. Shaw didn’t relax his grip for a moment and, when he had managed to re-straddle the man and keep him flat, he jerked the head up and smashed it hard down on the ground… once, twice, three times.
The man groaned.
Shaw let go of the throat, reached out for the Webley, lying near the coach, reversed it, and brought it down hard on the temple. The body went limp and Shaw got to his feet, breathing hard. The Russian policeman would be out for quite a while… long enough for Shaw to do all he wanted. He was feeling pretty groggy now and his head ached abominably, but he couldn’t let up yet and the Lord alone could tell when he would be able to… he turned away, pressing his hands to his head, lights flashing in his eyes from sheer weariness. His brain was buzzing, but when his vision cleared he saw for the first time something that was going to come in extremely handy: the MVD man’s motor-cycle, parked on the far side of the coach.
That gave him all kinds of ideas… but meanwhile there was plenty to be done. He made for the road. Calling across to Virginia, he was relieved when she stood up and and he saw her coming quickly towards him. She said, “Well, I obeyed orders — right? Don’t you ever leave me behind again, though,” she added accusingly. “I was having kittens after I heard that shot.”
He smiled down at her wearily. “Well, you can relax! It went into the coach, not into me. I’ll tell you something though — you could’ve joined in that fight, couldn’t you? Given me a crack on the head, or used the Webley after I dropped it. And you didn’t.”
She was smiling too. “Trust me now?”
He said, “Yes. From now on we’re in this together. And I’m sorry to say the first thing I’m going to do is leave you behind again, while I go back and look for Pope’s briefcase. It’s a pretty long shot, of course, but I could really do with our passports!” He handed her the Russian’s revolver and nodded towards the body spreadeagled on the ground. “Just keep an eye on that,” he said. “Give him another crack on the head if you have to. I shan’t be long. Keep out of sight from the road, just in case of headlights. All right, Virginia?”
“If you say so.”
“I do.”
He gave her a reassuring squeeze and went for the road, running back towards the site of the checkpoint, veering off into the scrub whenever he saw lights along the road. When he had reached the place, he spent almost half an hour of valuable time searching for the briefcase but he had no luck. There was nothing there but a badly bent police car, hauled up on the roadside. If there had been any bodies they had been removed along with the briefcase.
* * *
Back at the coach, he said, “It’s no good, Virginia. We’ll just have to carry on as best we can without papers—”
“If you get caught inside Russia without papers,” she broke in, “it’s the end of the line — or so I’ve always heard!”
“You heard dead right,” he said. “But it’s not quite as bad as all that in our case. I’m not saying it isn’t a hell of a chance to take, but we’ve got quite a straightforward story to tell all the same. If we do get picked up we’ll have to talk our way out, that’s all.”
“And we say?” Her tone was sardonic, accusing.
“We say this: We’re just ordinary tourists on the Moscow trip — we’re clear up to that point anyway, and our story’ll check in all details that far. Now — after the crash, we naturally got out of the coach as fast as we could, just in case she went up in flames. She’s petrol, not diesel or derv, so she could quite easily have burnt right out. No one in his senses would have stayed put, that’s obvious. Once we’d got clear into the scrub, and staggered around a bit in a dazed sort of way, the next thing we knew was the shooting — that was when they were blazing off at what I think must have been Wicks and Fawcett. That panicked us, and we shot off and lay low till the excitement had died down. Needless to say, we soon realized what bloody fools we’d been, et cetera, et cetera… and we’re terribly sorry for all the trouble caused.”
“Think that’ll work, do you?” she asked doubtfully.
“It’d better.” He was moving across to the rear of the coach.
“After we’re found out to have been back here and bent the guard in half?”
He shrugged. “It’s a chance we have to take. It sounds perfectly logical — after all, we’d naturally try to get at our possessions, and we’d also take steps to avoid being shot by the sentry, wouldn’t we?” He grinned. “Talking of possessions, this is where we shift into clean clothes.” He pulled at the buckled doors of the trunk. They moved just a little when he put on the pressure. He murmured, “Leverage should go the trick. Here, let me have that Russian gun.”
Virginia handed it over; it had a longish barrel, and this Shaw inserted into the gap between the double doors. Pushing hard, he forced them apart till there was a crack and one of them flew back on its hinges, several of the suitcases falling out into the mud, just missing Shaw.
“Fine!” he said. “Quick change in the coach, and then we’ll be on our way. Got a raincoat in your grip?” he added.
“It was on the parcel rack inside!”
“So was mine, We’ll need them. But first the mud. I’ll sort out our cases in a moment.”
He looked around. The rain itself would help, indeed had helped already, and there were pools of rainwater collected in the dents made in the bodywork of the coach by the impact. “We strip, Virginia and have a good wash.”
“Here?”
“Round the other side, away from the road — both of us. I’m not risking headlights. Not even the threat of the MVD is going to keep an all night transport driver in his seat if he sees you in his headlights, my girl!”
She shrugged. “Just as you say! Let’s get started.” She looked at him quizzically, a faint smile hovering as she moved round to the side of the coach. “Like to unzip me?”
He said, “Like to? That’s an understatement!” As she stopped, he fumbled with the back of her frock and then she pulled it over her head.
She said, “I’ll have to change the lot. That mud has penetrated… where no mud should ever be I guess.” He saw the gleam of white skin in the glow from the warning lamps as she slipped out of her underclothes. He swilled cold water over her from his cupped hands and helped her wash away the stinking Pripet mud. Then he attended to himself. The falling rain washed them both down and they felt a lot better, much fresher, though desperately cold.
When he had finished, he paddled back to the boot and dragged out all the cases until he had found his own and Virginia’s. These he carried round to where the girl was still standing out in the rain and rubbing down her flanks. He asked, “All ready?”
She nodded.
“Right.” He put the cases down. “I’m going in via the emergency exit. Mind handing the cases up?”
“Course not…” She moved towards them as Shaw pulled himself up the bodywork towards the emergency door. As she heaved the two cases up towards him. he took them and dropped them through into the interior.
“Now you,” he told her gruffly. He reached down and took her outstretched hand. As she found a foothold he heaved. She came up quickly, gracefully, lightly… right into his arms. For a moment, as he regained his balance in the doorway, their two bodies were close and intimate. It was dark but he didn’t need his eyes or the throb of his blood to tell him the girl’s figure was as near perfection as any he was likely to see… a moment later his lips came down, almost savagely on her mouth. Virginia hadn’t given him any actual encouragement but she had yielded to him as though she couldn’t hold herself back. For his part, he was beginning to feel an equally compulsive attraction towards her. He would have to watch that… he pushed her away, roughly now. He said in a tight voice, “Time isn’t on our side, Virginia. One day it will be — if we’re lucky.”
Quickly, he slid away from her, feeling with his bare feet for a hold in the deserted interior of the coach.

Twelve

In the darkness, lightened occasionally by the beaming headlights passing along the road, Shaw and Virginia dressed as quickly as they could. Those occasional beams lit up the windows in the upturned side, the windows that were now the ceiling, and sent moving shadows chasing eerily across the sideways-lying seats.
Virginia changed into a multi-colored shirt and blue jeans, which Shaw considered a practical enough choice, though he was doubtful as to its effect in a Russian town. As he pulled on a clean, dry pair of trousers, he said, “Just try to hide the curves as much as humanly possible, won’t you?”
He heard her quiet laugh. Picking his way with difficulty along the coach a few minutes later, he examined the personal articles that had shot from the parcel racks when the coach had overturned, looking, without much hope, for anything that might give him a line on Wicks or Fawcett. There was nothing. There were only pathetic, innocuous articles such as the women’s handbags, some of them now with their contents upset and spilled wholesale, showering coins and lipsticks and letters over the seats. There was a traveling rug, which had belonged to Miss Absolom, some wrapped purchases made by someone back in Warsaw; there were scattered boxes of chocolates, packets of English cigarettes, and other raincoats beside their own. There was little else, and nothing whatever to point a finger at anyone who might be Ivan O’Shea Conroy; indeed Shaw had been doubtful that there would be. Conroy wouldn’t carry any trademarks.
Shaw made his way back to where the girl was putting the finishing touches to her toilet. He said, “I know you’d like a rest. So would I, but there isn’t time. I’m sorry. Every minute counts now.”
“Sure,” she said crisply. “Don’t worry about me. When the time comes we can rest, I’ll flop right out. Till then, I’ll manage.”
He nodded. “Well — let’s get moving, then.”
They went out once again through the emergency exit, carrying their discarded clothing with them. They were warmer now, and dry in their raincoats. As they hit the ground, Virginia asked, “What now?” She looked surprised when she saw that he’d dropped their two grips through behind her. “What’s this for?”
“Part of what comes next. When that MVD chap recovers he’ll know someone hit him — but he won’t know who. I’m pretty sure I didn’t give him long enough to get an image of me in his mind, and anyway it was dark. So — we confuse the trail, and then there’ll never be any reason why we should admit to coming back. Otherwise the story’s the same.”
“I don’t get it,” she said blankly and with a touch of nervy sharpness. “Just what do we do?”
“Scatter our belongings and force open as many as possible of the other cases from the trunk and scatter their contents as well. Then it’ll appear as though some character decided to carry out a robbery and was interrupted by the gallant security officer. That character,” Shaw added, “could have been anybody who happened to come along this road during the night. There won’t be a damn thing to point a finger at us.”
“Haven’t you,” she asked ominously, “forgotten something?” He saw the gleam of her eyes.
“I don’t think so, but don’t be shy of telling me.”
She said, “Our raincoats. Did we stop to grab them when we panicked out from the wreck — or what?”
He grinned, his face almost devilish in the red glow. “Hardly, I suppose. But they could have been in our pockets — they’re both nylon. I could have been looking after yours for you.”
She nodded. “Can’t fault you.”
“Glad to hear it! We can always ditch them later on if we need to, anyway, and our robber can still take the rap. And as for us looking so nice and dry after dashing off into the rain… well, we won’t stay this way for long in any case.”
Shaw made for the trunk and got to work. In less than half an hour, most of the cases had been forced and their contents scattered around, littering the mud, all the intimate, personal belongings of the tourists laid bare to provide a glimpse into various private lives, their own swamp-fouled clothing being trampled anonymously into the mud with all the rest. Shaw had sorted through the lot with an eye to finding out a little more about the owners. He paid particular attention to the belongings of Wicks and Fawcett but again found nothing of the slightest value. Moving across to the MVD man, he bent and examined him. He was still out, but his breathing was easier now. He’d live.
Shaw wheeled the motorcycle out from behind the coach and on to the highway. He mounted, and Virginia got on the pillion; Shaw kicked the starter twice and the engine roared sweetly into life. A moment later they were away — and going fast. Within fifteen minutes of their reaching the outskirts of Minsk, the motorcycle had been run quietly into the Svisloch’ River and they were walking through the town towards the eastern end and the main road to Moscow. The Russian’s revolver also had gone into the Svisloch’ …Shaw felt very regretful about that, and more so about the motor-cycle. The latter had been a beauty — it was fast and could have got them to Moscow with no time wasted at all.
* * *
Minsk was asleep; much had happened in a comparatively short while and the time was still only a little after 1 am. They found no more than the occasional late home-goer — and, as always, patrolling police. Shaw and Virginia made their way along the age-old streets beside the Svisloch’ like lovers, arm-in-arm and very close, for the benefit of those patrols. No one but lovers would be braving the rainy night, though in fact the weather was easier now; but each time they saw a policeman, Shaw had to restrain himself from hustling the girl down a side-alley. Already, as they neared the eastern end of town, he was on the watch for likely transport. He knew it would be useless to attempt to reach the capital by train. At the station papers would be demanded — if they confessed to being British, they would have to show passports; if they kept up the pretence of being Russian citizens, then other documents would have to be produced to authorize their journey, for the citizens of the Soviet Union were not, on the whole, free to come and go precisely as they pleased. In fact, a rigorous control was exercised on movements inside Russia. No man could ever be certain as to when his identity was going to be called into question.
The railways out of the reckoning, it had to be the main road. “It’s dangerous,” Shaw admitted, “but short of giving up the whole job or seeking Embassy help, there’s literally no choice. It’d take far too long to cover four hundred miles by living off the country, as it were, and hoping for the odd lift to ease our feet. What we want is something going all the way, right through to Moscow.”
“Sure, but how in hell do we get it?” Virginia asked wearily. She was, he knew, dragging herself along by willpower alone now. “Pinch it?”
He shook his head. “No, not if you mean knock off a car. That way we’d be sure to be stopped somewhere along the line. Stolen cars and lorries are taken more seriously here than they are in England… or even the States.”
“So?”
He shrugged; rain dripped down inside his collar. “We bum a lift from a long-distance driver — it’s as simple as that, in theory.”
“And if the driver doesn’t like the look of us?”
“We use that gun of Fawcett’s. As a matter of fact, it’s a hundred to one no driver’s going to be all that keen on us… not in Russia! But, you see, that way no one back here is going to report anything missing, and there shouldn’t be any chase, as such. That’s not to say we may not be stopped by a road check, but we’ll have to cross that bridge when we come to it.”
“And the driver — assuming we have to use the gun? What about him when we make Moscow… or do we cross him when we come to him, too?”
Shaw grinned. “You’re learning, Virginia!” They tramped ahead, their feet aching, bodies stiff with the sustained effort of keeping going. They were now on the one main route east out of Minsk — the highway for Smolensk and Moscow. There had to be somebody who would carry them along it.
* * *
They picked up their lift, and it was a totally unexpected one, more than two aching, weary miles farther along, after a handful of misfires when Shaw had stopped vehicles terminating their journeys in Smolensk; it had been tempting to board any one of those vehicles and hasten one more long step from the scene of the crash, but Shaw had resisted it. It would be more prudent to take only the one straight through lift, rather than change in Smolensk and thus have two drivers to deal with. It was just after the last driver had engaged his gears and moved slowly ahead, with a regretful wave at Virginia, that Shaw heard the big car coming up behind. Carrying CD plates, it had been traveling fast but was now slowing, waiting for the heavy transporter to straighten and let it pass. Shaw could see now that it was a limousine. Its headlights beamed on to Shaw and the girl and as it swept past him Shaw gave a gasp of sheer astonishment.
He yelled, “What the…!”
The car, some twenty yards past him now, braked suddenly as if the driver had just caught on. Shaw took Virginia’s arm and ran her forward. As they reached the car, a door was pushed open and a man looked out, smiling with pleasure, but clearly as surprised to see them as they were to see him.
“Well met, indeed!” Hartley Henderson beamed. “Can I by any chance offer you two a lift somewhere?”

Thirteen

As they climbed into the wide front seat of the limousine Henderson said, “You look a trifle bedraggled, my dear Cane… but then I mustn’t seem to joke about that tragic business.” He looked at Shaw curiously. “How the devil did you two get this far, anyway?”
“With difficulty!”
“I’ve no doubt of that. You’ve certainly put the authorities in a panic, all four of you. Why in heaven’s name did you disappear like that?”
“Just a minute… what d’you mean by ‘all four’?”
“Wicks and Fawcett vanished too.” Henderson glanced sideways. “You didn’t know that?” He engaged his clutch as he spoke and the big car rolled smoothly forward.
“No, as a matter of fact I didn’t.” Shaw gave him the story he’d faked up and Henderson seemed to accept it. The fewer the people who knew the real reason for his disappearance the less would be the chance of the story leaking. Apart from what the man himself had told him, Shaw knew nothing of Hartley Henderson — beyond the undoubted fact that he wasn’t exactly uncommunicative; he might relish the purveying of a good story in Moscow and, as ever, the Kremlin sprouted ears, and had a good deal of Moscow bugged as well. Shaw added, “We got a lift for part of the way after all that, but we had a long walk and we’re both damned tired. Especially Miss MacKinlay. Do I take it you’re going through to Moscow?”
Henderson nodded. “There’s room to sleep in the back,” he said easily. “With every comfort at hand, too. As you may have noticed, this happens to be an Embassy car.” He laughed, rather gloatingly. “Belongs to one of the First Secretaries from the Commercial Section, as a matter of fact. He hasn’t stinted himself.”
Shaw looked back through the glass panel. The compartment was in darkness but he could see the sumptuous outlines in the light from a car coming up behind. It wouldn’t be long before he and Virginia were catching up on some sleep in that elegant interior. He asked curiously, “How did you fix it, Henderson?”
“Easy enough,” Henderson answered casually as he overtook a heavy transporter with a long blare from twin horns. “I rang Worth-Butters, you know. Such a help — knowing someone. I told him I’d booked for the coach-trip especially to see all I could of the Soviet Union by road — not by rail, which was what he had the nerve to suggest in the first place! Well, to cut a long story short, Butters told me this man was in Minsk with a delegation and only needed his car for the journey from Moscow and back. The Minsk people had laid on all the transport he needed. Butters said he’d ring and ask him, as a personal favor, to put it at my disposal temporarily. Well, I said thank you very much — wouldn’t you have done?”
“I would indeed.” Shaw spared a thought for the long-suffering taxpayers back home. “What about his driver?”
Henderson waved a hand, airily. “He got some unexpected days off. I could have had his services, of course, but I thought it might be rather fun to drive myself across Russia.”
“I wonder you didn’t wait till daybreak…” Shaw stifled a yawn.
“Well, you know,” Henderson said confidentially, as he sent the car ahead fast, “I did think about it… but I came to the conclusion I might just as well spend as much time as possible in Moscow, and this was my chance to do just that. So much to see, you know… I’d never have done it all in the time alloted by poor Pope’s itinerary … it’s an ill wind, isn’t it? Though I shouldn’t say that in the circumstances. Some of those poor devils…” he broke off, shaking his head.
“I suppose you were taken to hospital with them?”
Henderson nodded. “Yes, I was. I believe there were six killed, apart from Pope and Tanner, and some very badly injured, but not as many as I’d have thought, thank God! I can’t tell you who was which, I’m afraid. I gather a couple of Russians were killed as well. Anyway, the police helped me out of the coach and put me on my feet — I’d been knocked out, you know, but no ill effects once I was in the open, apart from a nasty headache, and that went after I’d had a good, stiff brandy and then some aspirins. The MVD were most polite when I mentioned my Embassy connection,” he added. “They took me off to hospital for a check-up, then I was told I was free to go on Worth-Butters’s word that I was a friend of his — he talked to the man in charge, you know. Very accommodating of all concerned, I must say.”
“Very,” Shaw agreed drily. “By the way, I suppose you don’t know what happened to Wicks and Fawcett, do you — did you pick up anything from the police?”
Henderson shook his head regretfully. “Not a thing, old man — they were being very cagey about that.” He frowned. “I just happened to overhear a chance remark here and there, you know — I do speak Russian moderately well, or rather I can understand it without too much difficulty.”
Shaw raised an eyebrow. “And…?”
“Well, I rather think they have been written off as lost in the swamp, and your good selves as well, I fancy, though I wouldn’t be surprised if Moscow insisted on extending the search for Wicks and Fawcett, in view of what happened in Warsaw as well as at the road check. The MVD know it was those two who caused the crash, there was plenty of evidence as to that, and then if they are involved in this goldsmuggling racket—”
“Gold smuggling?” To the best of Shaw’s knowledge, Henderson shouldn’t know anything about that, so the revelation could be interesting. “How d’you mean?”
Henderson paused briefly while he overtook another truck. Then he said, “That was something else I overheard, but again I’ve no details. But what I mean is, if that’s their game-those two — then someone’s surely going to check pretty thoroughly that they’re not still around somewhere, if you follow me.” He added, “It’s fairly clear they were mixed up in something like that, the way they pulled those guns and caused the smash.”
Shaw nodded. “They’re morally murderers now.” He paused. “By the way… I suppose we may get more spot checks between here and Moscow?”
Henderson gave a knowing laugh. “If we do, my dear fellow, we needn’t worry! Worth Butters is seeing to it that this car gets a cleared route into Moscow. We’ll have to halt for them if they’re putting on a check, of course, but I’m told they won’t bother us unduly.”
“I only hope you’re right,” Shaw murmured, “seeing our passports went out of the window.”
“Oh, good heavens, yes! I was forgetting… well, if we are stopped you’d better both lie low. The seats in the back lift up, you know, and there’s plenty of room for two.” He added, “Actually, the police gave my passport back. I dare say you’ll get yours through the Embassy.”
“That’s what we’re hoping. We’ll have to contact our Embassies to get our position regularized, of course. Meanwhile you don’t mind taking the risk to yourself?”
“In taking you aboard without papers?” Henderson grinned and hunched his shoulders over the wheel. “It’s an adventure, my dear fellow — an adventure! If there’s any trouble Worth-Butters will square it.”
“I hope so,” Shaw said non-committally. “Well — it’s very decent of you and we appreciate it.” He yawned again; he was having difficulty in keeping his eyes open. “If you don’t mind I’d like to get some sleep, and so would Miss MacKinlay.”
“I’m so sorry — of course,” Henderson braked and pulled the car into the side of the road. As Shaw reached out for the door handle, Henderson said, “There’s a folding table fitted into the back of the front seat, and if you open the panel on the right you’ll find whisky and glasses.”
* * *
Shaw pulled down the blinds on the glass behind Hartley Henderson and flipped on the electric fights. He checked on the locker-like space below the upholstered seats; there was room provided they hadn’t to spend too long in confinement. Letting down the seat again, he said thoughtfully. “Maybe Henderson was genuine when he said he’d overheard about the gold smuggling and maybe he wasn’t.”
Virginia looked at him quizzically. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
He shrugged and began looking for the whisky. “Possibly nothing. Only I’ve a feeling he didn’t really mean to come out with any mention of gold. That’s all. But even if I’m right I’m still not sure where it leads us.”
He poured two big shots of whisky and took his own in a gulp. They both felt considerably better after that. Virginia didn’t make any fiirther comment on the gold business. She lit a cigarette and blew smoke from her nostrils, but she was asleep before she’d taken more than three puffs. Gently, Shaw removed the cigarette from her fingers and stubbed it out in an ashtray. Then he snapped off the overhead light and closed his eyes, sitting back at ease in a comfortable corner with his legs stretched right out while Hartley Henderson drove on fast for Smolensk and Moscow.
Tired as he was, Shaw couldn’t drop off quite so readily that night as Virginia MacKinlay. He was more than conscious of the time factor, though he knew he had a good chance now of reaching Moscow before Wicks and Fawcett or anyone else who had been on the coach. Except, of course, Hartley Henderson. Henderson, who was in one hell of a hurry to get to Moscow, Henderson, who wasn’t exactly a young man and had come through a coach crash and been knocked out, who surely ought to be feeling the strain, who ought not to welcome the idea of driving on through the night, along the 400-mile route to the Capital of All the Russias?
Wasn’t there, in fact, a strongish smell around somewhere?
Shaw opened his eyes and looked out through a side window. Henderson was still driving fast. From what Shaw had seen of the man earlier, he’d appeared relaxed enough… scarcely like someone who was bashing on through the night for the purpose of assassinating a prominent member of the foreign government. Besides, Worth-Butters wouldn’t like that… suddenly, Shaw grinned to himself as the car rushed on, its excellent springing at last inducing a warm, comfortable drowsiness. Henderson had already spoken of an adventure; he was possibly — probably, in fact — doing no more than indulging a fancy, turning the whole thing into a kind of comfortably arranged escapade; the middle-aged university professor making a boyhood dream come true behind the wheel of a diplomatic car speeding through the Russian night with a fellow-countryman and an attractive American girl… fugitives from the MVD! what a talking-point that could become — and how Henderson would bore the Senior Common Room with constant repetition of it when he returned to the fold in his quiet, eventless university.
A few moments later, Shaw was asleep.
It was broad daylight when he awoke to find Virginia’s head almost in his lap. He smiled down at her, keeping still so as not to disturb her. She looked very young, almost child-like, in sleep, with her lips slightly parted and her face untroubled. The gash on her head had formed a scab; It didn’t look too angry. She’d be able to keep it concealed by some small re-arrangement of her hair-do. Shaw rubbed at the misted window alongside him and looked out into a bleak, depressing drizzle falling blanket-like over barren country stretching for miles on either hand until, away ahead, it merged into roofs and chimneys: Smolensk. There would be hotels in Smolensk where they could get breakfast, but Shaw wasn’t risking it. Russian hotels were hot stuff at demanding papers from their patrons and, while they might not bother unduly except in the case of overnight guests, it still wasn’t worth a Westerner taking chances — as he told Henderson when, a few minutes later, the latter stopped the car and asked about a meal.
Shaw said, “I suggest we wait until the food shops are open and then buy some sandwiches, or some bread and cheese — that sort of thing.”
“Cheese for breakfast?” Henderson looked quite sick, and his shaggy brows went up in pained surprise. “Come, come—”
“There’s lunch and supper as well,” Shaw pointed out. “You may find something else for breakfast. By the way… I’ll take over the driving for a spell if you’re getting tired, Henderson.”
Henderson shook his head. “I’d better remain in command, as it were, just in case of these confounded spot checks. Passports apart, I can always baffle the police with Worth-Butters.”
As Henderson closed the glass panel behind him and turned his back, Shaw caught a stifled giggle from Virginia. He gave her a broad wink. “Obliging man…” he murmured.
Virginia grimaced. “Too smooth by half, and the way he keeps quoting this Worth-Butters is almost indecent.”
The car started up again; Shaw sat silent and thoughtful in his corner. He didn’t exactly mistrust Hartley Henderson; diplomats like Worth-Butters didn’t, on the whole, make old pals of men likely to become security risks; they had at their disposal too many avenues of screening to slip up often, and this car alone seemed proof enough of Henderson’s excellent connections — he would scarcely have been foolhardy enough to knock off an Embassy limousine if he’d been an under-cover-man. Yet the very advent of this fast, luxurious car was just a trifle on the neat side, perhaps, for the entire peace of mind of an agent operating behind the Iron Curtain…
In Smolensk fifteen minutes later, Henderson and Shaw, leaving the girl in the car, got out and went into a small shop. They bought freshly baked but rather gray-looking bread, some butter, and cold black sausage — and had a vacuum flask filled with hot, strong coffee. That and a nip of the absent diplomat’s excellent Scotch set them all up and completed the cure. Shaw and Virginia were fine now, forgetting the horror of the Pripet as they found their way through Smolensk and out again along the Moscow highway on the last long stage of their journey to the capital. There were, as Henderson had promised, no road checks for them, though once they were waved down at the tail of a line of cars awaiting such a check. Henderson, after warning Shaw and Virginia on the intercom, merely stayed on the crown of the road and blew his horn continuously and an MVD trooper raced down the line, saw the CD plates, swept an eye over the car, seeming to recognize the registration, and waved them on. In the enclosed space at the back, Shaw and Virginia had been sweating drops of blood until Henderson drove triumphantly ahead amid hostile glares from the occupants of the waiting cars.
A little after that Henderson, overcome at last with the need to sleep, pulled off the road into a lay-by and cat-napped for a couple of hours. Traffic swept past them unheedingly, and no one bothered them, and when Henderson woke, he seemed as fresh as a daisy again.
* * *
They reached the outskirts of Moscow in the early evening as the sun went down the sky, sending great shafts of crimson and green streaking high above the cupolas and domes and tall concrete blocks of the city… the city that stood out black and grim and monolithic and curiously threatening against that red sunset. As they came into streets crowded with pedestrians, Henderson pressed the switch of the intercom.
“Where to?” he asked. “I don’t know if you have any particular hotel in mind… frankly Worth-Butters was disparaging about the one booked by Superluxury. He recommends the Moskva — by far the best, he said.”
“And by far the most expensive, I dare say. We’ll find something cheaper after seeing our Embassies.”
That was when the girl surprised him. She said, “Well, you know, this may sound wildly extravagant, but I’m on the holiday of a lifetime and I just am not going to count the cents. I’ll try the Moskva, Mr Henderson — that’s if the Embassy can fix me up passportwise, of course.”
Henderson nodded. “If I can find the way I’ll take you to the US Embassy,” he offered. “You’re likely to be there a while, so I won’t wait. I’ll hope to see you later at the Moskva… It’s in Marx Prospekt, by the way, wherever that is.”
“I’ll find it,” she said, “and thanks.”
“Not a bit. And you, Cane?”
Shaw said, “Drop me anywhere. I’m going to telephone the Embassy and see what they advise, rather than hang about for hours in a waiting-room.” He looked out at the street. “There’s a subway across the road, I think… that’ll do fine, thanks.”
Henderson slowed and stopped by the curb. As Shaw got out on to the pavement he looked quickly at Virginia. Her face was blank and expressionless. Shaw felt oddly disturbed. He didn’t know what her motives might be in joining Henderson at the Moskva Hotel. Maybe she simply wanted to keep an eye on the man… and it could be that she’d be able to do that more efficiently from even closer quarters than just another room in the same hotel. Henderson, by the look of him, could be extremely gallant with the ladies, and there was no better way of finding out all a man’s secrets. If he had any, that was.
Shaw felt a curious pang of jealousy.
He watched the car pull away into the traffic. Soon, it had disappeared. He was aware of a possible risk in letting the girl out of his sight, but in any case he couldn’t take her to the rend-evous in the Sokolniki Park. He shrugged and walked on for the subway, feeling a wateriness in his guts. Once again he was back in Moscow — and soon things would start humming. He wouldn’t care to be around this grim, alien city if and when a fellow Briton put a bullet in Comrade General Kosyenko… if bullets were Conroy’s way.
Meanwhile he had to follow Treece’s orders and establish contact with P.P.L Jones. He rummaged in his pocket and found a 15-kopeck coin and then he made for a public telephone.

Fourteen

The Embassy reacted fast; Jones, cool and noncommittal, was quickly put on the wire. Shaw’s orders had said he was to be an ordinary tourist who’d lost all his cash; since receipt of those orders matters had changed a good deal, but he stuck to instructions nevertheless, adding that he had also lost his passport in circumstances which he would prefer to discuss inside the Embassy.
Jones said smoothly, “Yes, you’d better do just that. We’ve already heard about you from the authorities.” Breath hissed through his teeth into the phone. “It’s a confounded nuisance, I don’t mind telling you, Mr Cane, but we’ll obviously have to do something for you.”
“I’d be very grateful.”
“I’ll see you in my office in… let’s see, an hour’s time. The Embassy’s at Sofiyskaya Embankment 14. Where are you now?”
“Kutuzovsky Avenue. Near a big railway-station.”
“Ah, yes — that’ll be the Kyevsky station. If I were you I’d get on the metro at Kievskaya.” Jones was into his phoney spiel now. “The nearest station for the Embassy is Kropotinskaya, and it’s a bit of a walk from there.” He gave directions and added, “You can’t miss it, it’s almost opposite the Tainitskaya Tower, the point where the building of the Kremlin was begun.”
Shaw said, “Many thanks, I’ll find you all right…” The line clicked rudely in his ear; he replaced the receiver and went out into the street, mingling with the Muscovites and becoming as unobtrusive as possible.
He walked along to the floodlit Kievskaya metro station and took a train for the agreed rendezvous in the Sokolniki Park. Walking into the spacious, air-conditioned station and paying his standard 50-kopeck fare, he was impressed with the work of the engineers who had built Kievskaya, of the architects from Kiev who had designed it; here was none of the oppressive subway atmosphere of London nor the squalor of New York. The place was really beautiful, with a vivid and colorful southern appearance… two rows of stately marble-faced columns, mosaic flooring, and walls finished in marble of varying colors… all this was a far cry from Camden Town and Dollis Hill. More mosaics looked down at him from the ceilings, eighteen of them in all, mosaics composed of rare stone and small fragments, framed in intricate ornamental stucco designs and depicting memorable events in the history of the Ukrainian and Russian peoples from the Pereyaslavskaya Rada of 1654 down to the present day. The station was a superb amalgam of light-gray Ufalei and white-pink koelga marble from the Urals, Georgian shrosha marble, dark red with white veins, the yellow-pink Crimean Biyuk-Yankoi marble, Ukrainian labradorite and red porphyry from Lake Onega…
Coming out into the open a little later at the Sokolniki station, Shaw made for the main entrance to the park in Rusakovskaya Street. It was not yet dark; young couples were strolling in the twilight or sitting on the benches. It was a scene remarkably like any to be found in London — in Hyde Park or Kensington Gardens, and, like them, the park had its roots in history, for Sokolniki was in fact a remnant of an old-time forest where long ago the Tsars had carried on the sport of falconry. In the midnineteenth century, the City Duma had turned the forest into a park; and it had become a popular recreation ground, associated with the revolutionary movement of the Moscow proletariat since the very early days, being used as far back as 1905 for revolver practice by detachments of armed workers in preparation for the uprising.
Shaw went straight ahead along the path inside the Rusakovskaya Gate, making for the main circular clearing and its seven cleared radials through the old forest of oak and elm, cedar and pine. Walking around the circle, he took the fourth radial from the south as per orders, making his way along the path between the thickly-growing trees. The second bench was occupied by a couple of lovers, who were oblivious to Shaw as he strolled past. He glanced at his watch; there was time in hand. He walked on, apparently aimlessly, and turned into a broad avenue running across. He strolled along here for a while and then went back towards the fourth radial. Looking along it, he saw that the lovers had moved and were coming slowly in his direction, hand in hand. The second bench from the other end was now unoccupied. Shaw strolled on and when he was about half way along the path he saw a figure coming towards him, walking slowly and sniffing the evening air, cool after the day’s heat. He was a big man, with bison-like shoulders. This man wandered towards the empty bench, sat down, and pulled out what seemed to be a packet of sandwiches. As Shaw came closer, he saw that the man, who was hatless, had black hair, long and untidy and falling heavily across thick, hom-rimmed spectacles; he wore light-colored slacks with a sweater of heavy pale-blue wool. The general appearance was that of an undergraduate, and a rugger blue at that… and it fitted with the photograph Shaw had been shown in London.
Shaw walked towards the bench.
He caught the man’s eye… he could see now that he was older than he had at first thought. He moved on, reaching into a pocket for his handkerchief in accordance with his contact orders as passed by Treece’s department. As he pulled it out, he dropped a 25-rouble note. After a slight pause, the man called out in English, “I say, you’ve dropped a bill.”
Shaw stopped, clapped a hand to his pocket and turned. Grinning cheerily, the man held up the dark-blue bill. “See?” he said. “25 roubles…” He attempted to say something in Russian and Shaw grinned back. “It’s all right,” he said. “I’m English too. And thanks a lot.”
“Not at all. Well, well! How nice to see another Englishman.” The man gave a deep laugh. “How’s London looking?”
“As ever. I suppose you don’t see so many English people around in Moscow, do you?”
“Not so many that it isn’t nice to hear a voice you can understand. I came over with the World Oil Concession mission, trying to put this big deal through, you know — I dare say you’ve read of it in the papers. I’ve been here too long for my liking.” The big man fumbled with his package. “Care for a sandwich, by any chance? I like eating like this once in a way… saves having to be sociable and drink gallons of vodka.”
Shaw grinned understandingly. “Thanks,” he said. He sat on the bench and accepted a sandwich, which he ate with genuine enjoyment. A few moments later, Jones leaned forward, his forearms on his thighs and his head drooping towards his knees. “It’s all right,” he said quietly. “We can talk, but keep your voice low. I’d better fill you in as to myself first. I’m genuinely attached to the trade mission — that’s to say, I came in with them some months ago, as one of their sales team for all anyone knows, but in fact to watch the top boys in their dealings with the Russians, to make sure they don’t get bamboozled or compromised in any way. Trade and politics don’t separate out here. Part of my job is to liaise with the commercial section in the Embassy and I have an office there, all of which gives me perfect cover to pick up on this Conroy affair. Now — I’ve heard from our friend in London, of course, since you left, but I’d like your story first — in detail.” Looking shrewdly at Shaw he added, “I gather you were in the coach crash?”
“That’s right.” In as few words as possible, Shaw put Jones in the picture from start to finish and then asked, “Do you know this character Hartley Henderson?”
Jones shook his head and pushed a heavy lock of hair away from his glasses. “Not personally, no. Sir Hubert Worth-Butters has been expecting him to show up, I know that. Why?”
“Think he’s on the level?”
Jones gave a surprised laugh. “Don’t ask me! All I can say is, Worth-Butters wouldn’t keep doubtful company. He’s a very ambitious man, is our Hubert, and right on the ball too. I think you can take it Henderson’s clear security-wise.” He paused. “It’s the American girl I’d like to know a little more about — Virginia MacKinlay, didn’t you say? Can you fill me in about her?”
“I’ve told you all I know,” Shaw said. “Personally, I’m willing to accept her story. She had plenty of opportunities of playing me up and she didn’t take them. In fact she’s been a big help.”
“M’h’m… well, what d’you suggest we do about her now? You say she’s gone to Henderson’s hotel with him?”
“She will, but she’s calling at the US Embassy first about her passport. If—”
“It’s dammed awkward that you’ve gone and lost yours, old man.”
“I’m aware of that! However, if you want my views I’d suggest you liaise with the Americans, tell them we’re on to Miss MacKinlay’s identity and employment, and get both her passport and mine dealt with on exactly similar lines — if it’s not too late.”
Jones nodded. “Point taken. That’d be advisable, seeing you both got through to Moscow together.” He added, “I assume Henderson knows you’ve both lost your passports?”
“Yes. That’s all he does know, of course.”
“Quite, but we must take his knowledge of the fact into account. I’ll have a word with Worth-Butters about that.” Jones paused. “Now, I told you I’d heard from London. It’s the check on the coach passengers you were promised.”
“Yes?”
Jones shrugged. “Negative — absolutely blank. There’s nothing in the report that’ll be in the least use. Not one of the coach-party has ever stepped out of line security-wise, and none of them has a past that on the face of it could possibly check with Conroy. And London’s check was as exhaustive as possible.”
“Checks aren’t a hundred per cent reliable, as we both know. Nothing on Wicks or Fawcett?”
“Nothing under those names, but London’s dug up some information via Scotland Yard that suggests they could have operated large-scale smuggling rings under various aliases, though nothing’s ever been proved. That fits from one aspect, according to what you’ve just told me. The Polish and Soviet security people evidently had the edge on us there — so had your Miss MacKinlay if she’s genuine. But that’s just as far as it goes.” Jones picked up a twig and was scuffing it through the dust between his legs. “I’m not white-washing those two, but from our point of view they’re clear, and in any case it can’t be long before they’re pulled in — assuming they’re still alive anyway. The MVD’ll be out after them, and once they’re in the net they couldn’t be any danger to Kos-yenko even if one of them was Conroy.”
“Agreed — once they’re in the net! But suppose they are alive but written off as believed lost in the Pripet?”
“As a matter of fact they have been,” Jones replied, confirming what Shaw had already heard from Henderson. “So for that matter have you and the girl — at least, that’s what we’ve been fobbed off with. Frankly I doubt if the case is closed, and those two will be spotted before long if they haven’t gone into the marsh, and again, the same applies to you. Without passports you’re all in the same boat, and it’s liable to sink at any moment.”
Shaw grunted non-committally and said, “Well, I’d like a sight of that London report, anyway.”
“Of course. It’ll be handed to you just as soon as we’ve fixed up this passport angle,” Jones promised. “Until that’s done, I’m sorry, but you’re a security risk yourself, because sooner or later both you and your girlfriend are going to be pulled in for questioning. In the meantime, neither of you can move around in safety — and don’t, please, imagine we can hide you in the Embassy, because that’s not on at all. H.E won’t touch any of this, and I honestly can’t say I blame him.”
“I’d have thought it was time the Embassy took some action. They must know the matter’s vital.”
“They do,” Jones assured him. “You needn’t doubt that. But there are so many considerations to be taken into account.” He scuffed around with his twig again, making patterns of nonsense. “You’ll have gathered in London that certain diplomatic negotiations are at a tricky stage, to say nothing of various important trade deals, including the one I’m on. Russia is genuinely anxious to reach agreement with the West on all sorts of complex matters… and, as you’ll also know, both East and West are moving pretty fast into a state of peaceful co-existence which it’s hoped will become permanent — and, of course, when I say East I mean Russia not China. The possible permanence of this phase, they say, will be due to two things mainly — the fact the H-bomb exists and will continue to exist, and the fact that Russia has China on her doorstep and always will have. Russia’s scared of a war partly because they know China would stab them in the back. Nevertheless, the status quo could be upset, and pretty easily too in my opinion. The Russians still don’t trust us an inch, and never will if you ask me. So — if at this stage in particular the British Embassy should be linked with the concealment of a passpordess Britisher wanted in connection with the smashing of a road check and the deaths of a couple of security police, however tenuous that connection may be in fact — well, you can imagine the results for yourself.”
“As bad as letting Kosyenko be killed?” Shaw enquired sardonically. “If I get no Embassy help and am pulled in, who takes over? You?”
Jones gave him a quick sideways glance. There was a sudden dislike in his face. “There’s no reason why that should arise. I’m going to suggest to you a course of action that I happen to believe is the only possible one in the circumstances, and one that’ll leave you absolutely in the clear so far as the Russian authorities are concerned. I’m not going to dispute an element of risk, but frankly I don’t consider it very great.”
Shaw raised an eyebrow. “And the suggestion is?”
“That you give yourself up to the MVD here in Moscow.”
Shaw stared unbelievingly. “What did you say?”
Jones laughed rather acidly. “You heard — and just relax! Let me finish and you’ll see it isn’t as bad as you think. Go to the MVD and make a clean breast of it. You’re an experienced agent, old man — don’t tell me you didn’t dream up a story ready to tell them if you’d been arrested on your way into Moscow?”
Reluctantly, Shaw agreed. “I had it ready all right.” He gave Jones the story he’d put to Virginia. “But look,” he said, “just suppose the people back in Minsk do still happen to believe we were lost in the Pripet? Wouldn’t we be simply chucking away a damn fortunate immunity, by following your plan?”
Jones said, “I’ve already told you, I don’t believe that’s genuinely what they do think, and whatever they think, it doesn’t bring your passport back. Meanwhile your story ought to cover the situation. As you so rightly say, anyone could have rifled the baggage aboard the coach. We needn’t worry too much about your visit after the event, as it were — but you’ll have to let me have Fawcett’s Webley. That’s incriminating, don’t you agree?”
“I do — now I’ve got through to Moscow! For one thing, it’s been fired. The slug’ll still be in the coach.”
“Quite. Well now, as to the rest of your cover-story…” he shrugged. “Yes, it’s all perfectly logical. Tell the truth about Henderson giving you a lift into Moscow, of course — they can check on that. On arrival here you contacted the Embassy — though you don’t ever mention the name of Jones — and you were told you should apply to the MVD for the return of your passport, which in point of fact is all we could advise you to do, officially. Anyway, the Embassy wouldn’t do any more than that for you, and frankly you’re a bit peeved. Play that line. You saw a man called Henniker, Geoffrey Henniker — I’ll fix that our end. Henniker’s short, fat, and forty, bald, dark moustache, high-pitched voice — just in case they ask. We’ll back you officially to that extent, in you role as Stephen Cane.”
“And no further?”
“Naturally not.”
“I’m not exactly keen on handing myself over on a plate.”
Again, Jones said, “Naturally not. I understand that. But I do assure you there’s nothing to worry about — provided the boys in London did a good job on your passport, and I’m certain they did. I know our mutual friend very well. He doesn’t pass a thing till it’s one hundred per cent. Coming as you do from the Defence Ministry, and before that the Admiralty, you’re probably inclined to sniff at us — and that’s mutual!” he added, grinning. “But you can rely on us, I assure you. Meanwhile I’ll arrange with the Americans that the same procedure is followed with Miss MacKinlay…”
Shaw looked quizzical. “Arrange — or recommend?”
Jones laughed. “They’ll just have to follow suit — this thing has to be co-ordinated. In fact you’d better both report to MVD headquarters together, since that’s how you traveled through from Minsk.” He took a sandwich and munched with enjoyment. “Jolly good, these,” he murmured.
“Excellent. By the way, have you any news of the rest of the coach party?”
“Not a lot. We understand the injured are being well cared for, but none of the Embassy staff are so far being given access to them — to those in hospital, that is. Don’t ask me why, because I don’t know. It’s the Russian mind at work, I suppose. We haven’t even been told the names of the dead yet. And don’t forget one thing: whoever Conroy was, he could quite well be among the dead.”
Shaw agreed. “In which case, we’re worrying over nothing — except, of course, that he could scarcely be doing this job single-handed. I’d like to know when anything does come through,” he added. “And talking of that, how do you contact me in future?”
“Actually I won’t,” Jones told him. “Too risky! If you need to contact me, though, you can ring me at the Embassy, giving a fictitious name… let’s say, oh, Arkwright’ll do… that’s just in case they put a tap on, you know. Say you’ve got some query about import duties into UK for some stuff you’ve bought. I’ll give you a time as I did this evening, and at that time I’ll be shuffling past the corpses in the Lenin Mausoleum. But — and I know you’ve been told this — you contact me only in cases of genuine emergency.” He clapped Shaw on the shoulder and smiled. “Don’t worry, I’ll be working fast from now on. If you walk along the south side of Red Square in approximately ninety minutes from the time we part company I’m hoping you’ll bump into Miss MacKinlay. If you do you can take it she’s strictly on the level, because I’ll have checked fully with the US Embassy. She’ll pass you your orders. And bear in mind that I’m certainly not going to risk your life, old man. This is going to work out, have no fear of that!” He paused; his eyes, behind those big glasses, seemed to mock Shaw and there was a curious twist to his mouth suddenly. He went on, “Well — now let’s have friend Fawcett’s gun, if you don’t mind. Careful how you pass it over.”
Shaw handed over the Webley, and Jones pushed it into the waistband of his slacks, where the heavy folds of the sweater concealed it. Then, finishing the rest of the sandwiches, Jones got to his feet, waved negligently at Shaw, and strolled away down the path. Shaw watched the blue sweater fade into the gathering dark and then he too got up before someone locked the gates for the night. He was beginning to like this assignment less and less and he didn’t much care for the feeling that he was in the hands of P.P.L Jones. Master Jones, he fancied, for all his talk, wasn’t taking this thing half seriously enough; and at a rough guess, he had ten times Jones’s experience of undercover work in this field. Jones had said the element of risk was slight, and indeed it was — for Jones.

Fifteen

Eighty minutes later Shaw, weary of filling in the time, was walking slowly along the south side of Moscow’s Red Square, past St Basil’s Cathedral, built by Ivan the Terrible to commemorate the conquest of Kazan, past the onion-shaped dome of its tall central chapel. He walked under the walls of the Kremlin and the dominance of the 500-year-old Spasskaya Tower, the main portal of the ancient fortress. Here in Red Square Shaw was on ground that was steeped in Soviet history. Here had been fought, in 1917, the final battles of the Moscow proletariat for Soviet power; those who had lost their lives lay buried in a common grave at the foot of the Kremlin wall. Here was the great mausoleum of Vladimir Ilyich Lenin, with it facing of black and gray labradorite and red granite from the Ukraine, and the granite pillars supporting a crowning slab of red Karelian porphyry. Shaw was looking as interested in his surroundings as any tourist from the West might reasonably be expected to look — but no more so. He rubbed shoulders with the occasional policeman, continuing to look unconcerned, and managing to conceal the fact that he was expecting at any moment to be asked for his papers. He felt that he must surely stand out a mile; that every uniformed man would be on the watch for him now. Jones was right after all; he couldn’t last long like this — at least, not once word came through to the Russian authorities that two of the coach passengers posted as missing had reached Moscow by car. And by this time Hartley Henderson would surely have made some mention of that long road journey.
Fifteen minutes later, Shaw was still walking and glancing up continually at the magnificent clock-face in the Spasskaya Tower, listening to the great 2-ton bell of Semyon Nozhzhukhin strike the hour — and becoming increasingly anxious now that the rendezvous time had elapsed and there was no sign of Virginia. It was dark now; Moscow seemed more menacing in the night. Shaw was not normally given to fancies about the places where his duty took him, but he had worked inside Russia before, and he had never known a moment’s real ease or peace from the time he had crossed the frontier until the Curtain was once again drawn behind him. And this time was no exception.
It was with enormous relief that, after he had again walked right round Red Square, he saw the girl coming along towards him from the direction of the Moskvoretsky Bridge.
* * *
“Did you talk to anyone from the British Embassy?” he asked. They were walking along 25th October Street, making back in the general direction of the Sokolniki Park. Virginia officially cleared now, was tired and worried.
She said, “Why, yes. Your contact. There’s a message.”
“Let’s have it.”
“Orders,” she said. “For you.”
“And they are?”
“Proceed as already suggested.”
“The MVD?”
She nodded, not speaking.
“And you too?” he asked.
“Me too, I guess.”
“Your Embassy’s in agreement?”
She said tiredly, “Steve, they just don’t have any option, neither have your people. Neither have we. Our passports were in that courier’s case… it’d be suicide to make out fresh ones now, more fakes.”
“Under new names, with nice fake entry stamps?”
“They wouldn’t wear it,” she told him flatly. “I did talk along those lines, but really I’m not so sure it’d work if they did agree. Anyway, the orders are clear enough. In your case,” she added, “they come from this man Worth-Butters, not Jones.”
“Do they indeed?” He studied her. “And in your case?”
“Worth-Butters’s opposite number in our Embassy.” She smiled, a brief and rather wan twist of her lips. “It’s no use, Steve. No one wants to know us… just the MVD, I guess! We’ve got to just do as we’re told, that’s all.” Shaw said savagely, “I’ve got half a mind to cut the MVD and lie up in Jones’s flat in Rogoskaya Street, only he’d probably have kittens in public at the mere idea!”
“You bet he would.” She added, “If it’s any comfort, let me repeat that I happen to think your Embassy’s dead right.”
He grinned tightly. “You do, do you! Well — if we’re going to turn ourselves in let’s get on with it. While we go along we’ll make quite certain our stories check. We’ve got to be word-perfect, Virginia.”
* * *
They were treated with courtesy, but they were grilled very thoroughly — and separately, in cell-like offices, with electric lamps directed full into their eyes. The man dealing with Shaw had introduced himself as Colonel Andreyev, and throughout the proceedings Andreyev remained almost invisible behind that terrible light, though Shaw could see the outline of a heavy, hulking man with a flattish, squashed-in face, and a curiously Mongoloid nose. A box of Turkish delight stood beside the lamp, and every now and again Andreyev’s hand reached out for a piece. Two granite-faced troopers of the MVD stood in rear of the hard chair on which Shaw sat. Andreyev’s voice was harsh but polite — even with undertones of friendliness, as he told Shaw that the British Embassy had already contacted him.
“What did they say?” Shaw asked, equally politely.
The Russian brushed the question aside. “You will forgive me. It is for you and you alone to tell your story and to satisfy me as to your bona fides. The same for the young American girl. You understand?”
“I understand, Colonel Andreyev.”
Andreyev said blandly, “Good, good! Then we shall make a start, and hope not to keep you here for too long.” The Russian leaned back in his chair; Shaw could no longer see even his outline, and the voice seemed to float out at him from space, the blank space behind the light. Andreyev asked, softly now, “Will you please explain what you are doing in Russia, Mr Cane?”
Shaw shrugged. “Don’t you know that already?”
“I wish for you to say for yourself, Mr Cane.”
“I’m a tourist, that’s all. You know I was aboard that coach — after all, that’s how I came to be parted from my papers.”
“Yes,” Andreyev said silkily, “I do know that — naturally. I wish for your assurance that you came to Russia for no other purpose than for a holiday. Tourist… this is a term capable of a very wide interpretation.”
Shaw said, “You have that assurance.”
“Good! And your name?”
“You know that too. Cane… Stephen Edward Jessop Cane—”
“This is your true baptismal name?”
“It is—”
“You have no aliases?”
“None, but if I were a spy you wouldn’t really expect me to tell you, would you?”
Andreyev laughed. “I should perhaps ask you to bear in mind that this conversation is being recorded on tape. Any lies now will rebound later. Perhaps I should also point out that I am a member of the KGB — the Committee of State Security — and not merely the MVD. Now — what had you to do with the crash in which two of our men were killed?”
Steadily Shaw, who had been rocked to find he was confronted with the KGB, said, “Nothing whatever. If you doubt my word you can ask any of the other passengers.”
“Naturally this will be done. For now, I wish to hear the story of the crash, and of events leading up to it, in your own words. I wish a very full description with nothing left out, Mr Cane.”
Shaw obliged. Andreyev seemed satisfied with his statement. By now, the Russian would have had the story telephoned through from Minsk and so would be in a position to make his own running check of many of the details. When Shaw had finished, there was silence from behind the fight and then, suddenly and brusquely, Andreyev changed his approach, his manner becoming threatening and hostile. “Why did you leave the coach and run away?” he demanded.
“I left the coach for obvious reasons,” Shaw snapped back at him. “Would you, if you were capable of movement, hang around in a smashed up vehicle that for all you knew might go up in flames at any minute? Wouldn’t you want to get out of a possible death-trap?”
“It is not I who have to answer that,” Andreyev pointed out. “You are the one under interrogation. What I or anyone else would do is not evidence. Why then did you not give yourself up when our troops began the search?”
“I was muzzy from a crack on the head,” Shaw said patiently. “Miss MacKinlay was hurt too — you can see for yourself she’s got a pretty nasty bruise on her forehead. Once I was in the open I found myself stumbling about in the dark, off the road. It was sheer instinct that got me out of the coach, I think. Anyway, the next thing I remember much about was the arrival of a police car, and some lorries… and the shooting started. I’m still not quite clear as to the sequence of events. Anyway, I was scared and I suppose I panicked. I didn’t want to get in line with those bullets, Colonel Andreyev… and I had an idea, too, that I might be blamed in some way for the crash—”
“Why?”
“Well, certainly not because I had anything to do with it, as I’ve told you. Just because I was one of the party. For all I knew I could be the only one left alive — or rather, Miss Mac-Kinlay and I might be the last two. I thought we might be made to carry the can, if you follow my meaning. I told you — I panicked!” Shaw was sweating, acting up hard. “I can’t analyze my reasons, Colonel. I can see now that I should have perhaps called out, and given myself up, but that wasn’t the way I saw it then.”
“It would have been wiser, yes,” Andreyev agreed. He paused and there were sounds of a drawer being opened. “Now, Mr Cane. We have your passport… in order to establish that you are indeed who you say you are, you will now answer some personal questions. Your passport tells me you are a civil servant.” The disembodied voice seemed to batter now at Shaw’s tired brain. “What department of the Civil Service?”
“Ministry of Defence. Navy accounts Division.”
“Section?”
“Officers’ pensions.”
“The name of your section leader?”
“I’m in the executive grade. I have section leaders under me.” He was thankful for an exhaustive briefing on Cane.
“Their names?”
“Carter, Harrington, Nasmith, Clutterbuck, Walsh—”
“Your next superior?”
“Hawthorne, Mr John Hawthorne.”
“This will all be checked through our London agencies, Mr Cane. You are married, or single?”
“Married, as you can—”
“Your wife’s name?”
“Ethel… Ethel Mary.”
“Children?”
“One girl, May.”
“Address?”
“167, Derrickford Way, Twickenham, Middlesex.”
“Have you at any time been asked to carry out special duties for your Government?”
“By special duties,” Shaw asked, “Do you mean spying?”
“You may choose your own word, Mr Cane.”
“Then the answer’s no, never.”
“Not even,” came the insistent voice, “to report back on what you have seen dining holidays abroad… for instance, inside the Soviet Union?”
Shaw shook his head. “Certainly not. I’ve never been in Russia before anyhow, Colonel Andreyev. I told you — this is just a holiday. I assure you there are absolutely no strings attached.”
“What was your reason for coming to Russia?”
This, Shaw thought, is where I came in… He said with some heat, “If you mean why choose to come to Russia for a holiday I would agree there are more hospitable countries in the world! But it so happens I’m interested in Russia, as, in fact, many of us in the West are. Your country’s always in the news — in fact it makes a good deal of the news, doesn’t it?” He lifted his arms. “There’s a feeling of… history in the making. Besides, it appeals to me to see the Communist world in action, on its own ground.”
“Yes, I see.” There was a long pause after that; the only sounds to break the heavy silence were the slight shuffling of the MVD troopers’ feet in the background, the sound of their breathing, the creak of leather belts. Andreyev himself was still invisible and totally silent behind the concealing light, the light that was sending shafts of pain now through Shaw’s inflamed eyes. Then Andreyev said, “Very well, Mr Cane. Now we shall delve a little deeper into your personal history. First of all, tell me the names of your parents and grandparents…”
* * *
It went on for another four hours.
Question after question, each hard on the heels of the one before. Questions about family, home and friends, about relations, about Ethel Mary Cane’s relations and connections. The date, time, and place of their wedding, how long they had been engaged, where was the child bom. Questions, apparently at random in the middle of all this and in between chunks of Turkish delight, about his work and the people he worked with, about his contacts with higher permanent officials and with junior members of the Government. There were also other questions — ones about his interests and pastimes and what books he read — things that didn’t appear to Shaw, as an experienced agent, to have the remotest bearing on the actual matter in hand. But he was growing more and more apprehensive as the time dragged past, for somewhere in the top-security files of the Soviet Union, there must be a very full dossier on the activities of Commander Esmonde Shaw, formerly of the old Naval Intelligence Division, together with an ample physical description — and maybe even photographs. Agents could never be certain they hadn’t been photographed by men or women with miniature cameras concealed about their persons. If this probing went on much longer, then certain things might begin to emerge and certain similarities between Stephen Cane and Esmonde Shaw might be remarked upon…
He was therefore vastly surprised as well as relieved when, in the early hours of next morning, Colonel Andreyev suddenly smiled, reached once again into his drawer, and threw something across the desk towards him.
It was his passport.
“You have satisfied me, Mr Cane,” Andreyev said genially, “and you are free to go… at least, you will be free to go if you will agree to give us your assistance in… a certain matter.”
Shaw, his head spinning with pain and sick weariness now, stared. “I don’t understand…”
“Then allow me to explain.” Andreyev snapped something at the MVD guards and one of them crashed to attention, then moved across the room to switch on an overhead fight. At the same time, Andreyev reached out and switched off the devilish lamp shining in Shaw’s face, and then pressed a bell-push on his desk. He said, “One moment before I go into details. Now is the time for us to join one another in a drink.” He signaled to the troopers, who withdrew; as they left, a black-uniformed girl came in, carrying a silver tray on which were cups and a steaming pot of coffee, together with a bottle of vodka and some glasses.
Andreyev asked courteously, “Which will you have, Mr Cane?”
“I’d be glad of some coffee.” Shaw eased his stiff limbs, wondering what was to come next. He moved neck and shoulder muscles gratefully, rubbing at his eyes, thankful that the light was out at last. “And after that… I could do with a vodka as well.”
“And you shall have it! You have been through an ordeal, and I am sorry, but that is past, is it not?” Andreyev, his flat face beaming with good-fellowship now, poured two cups of coffee thoughtfully, as the girl left the room, her gaze lingering with interest on Shaw. Then the Russian officer stared into Shaw’s eyes and said quietly, “I am going to ask you to do a little job for us.”
“What kind of job?”
“A job, shall we say, of obtaining information.” The voice was soft, persuasive. “It is neither difficult nor dangerous, but it is important and you will be well paid, very well paid indeed, if you will agree to help.” The KGB Colonel paused, and then gave a slight upward lift of his shoulders. “On the other hand, if you do not agree… but perhaps I do not need to go into any details about what will happen to you and your family if you do not agree, Mr Cane?”

Sixteen

Shaw was too intent upon keeping his reactions natural to appreciate the irony of this unexpected situation; he had, in fact, been taken right off guard and he was more than interested in the implications of Andreyev’s offer. He had to find out more, yet he had to play it cool, tread the tightrope between acceptance and rejection, show all the proper indignation, mixed with fear, that would be the normal reaction of Stephen Cane to any suggestion that he should co-operate with the KGB in such a way.
Meanwhile, Andreyev was watching him closely over the rim of a coffee cup. After a while the Russian said, “Well, Cane?”
Shaw cleared his throat. “I’m certainly not going to spy for you,” he said. “I’m sure you don’t really expect me to do anything against the interests of my country, Colonel Andreyev.”
“I understand your reluctance, naturally, but you exaggerate,” Andreyev answered easily. He made an expressive gesture. “You are taken by surprise and this is natural. You must give the matter serious thought — but quickly, quickly. I can help, perhaps, to set your mind at rest on the spy aspect you have raised.” The Russian leaned forward, eyes fixed brightly on Shaw. “We do not seek information of a kind that can be used against the general security of your country or indeed of any Western power — that you will see. You are not being asked to spy in the sense that you yourself would probably use the word. I assure you absolutely of this. You would like me to explain more fully?”
“I think you’d better.”
“Very well.” Andreyev paused, tapping his fingers on his desk. “You have told us what we already know, that is that you were brought to Moscow by a man named Henderson, who is on intimate terms with Sir Hubert Worth-Butters of your Embassy. You yourself appear to have become friendly with the man Henderson. Now — would you not agree that this gives you an excellent introduction to the Embassy staff — in particular to very senior Embassy staff?”
“It might, I suppose,” Shaw replied cautiously. “Not necessarily though. And if you’re suggesting I make use of the contact to help you in your spying work, then the answer’s no, Colonel.”
Andreyev shrugged but didn’t appear particularly put out. He murmured pleasantly, “I am so sorry. In that case you will not be allowed your liberty. I wish to make that clear, Cane.”
“But you’ve already said you’re satisfied with all I’ve told you!”
“This is true, but—”
“What have you against me? What can you hold me on? Do you imagine the British Embassy’s not going to start asking questions if I’m not released at once?”
Andreyev laughed. “Undoubtedly they will do so, but it is never a serious difficulty to deal with Embassies. We shall hold you on a general charge of obtaining information in the Soviet Union — and, believe me, we shall not let you go again!” He shrugged. “On the other hand, if you do what we wish you will not only be well paid, as I have said, but also you will be perfectly free to pass beyond our frontiers again, once your work here is done.”
“How do I know that?”
Again, Andreyev laughed. “You do not of course — let me be perfectly honest with you! You can only trust me — and remember that a freedom which perhaps in your heart you do not believe in is at least better than the certainty of losing that freedom entirely from now on. You have never been in prison, Cane?” The last sentence was rapped out like a bullet.
“Of course not, I—”
“Then you must use your imagination! Think, Cane… think what it would be like, never again to be free. To go from this room to a cell in the Lubianka prison, never to see your family again, never to feel the fresh winds blowing, the sun on your back… never to see the green fields and the forests, to know that all this is forever in the past!” He raised an eyebrow, speaking softly again. “You would be able to bear that, do you think, for the sake of some fanciful ideal of patriotism?”
“I don’t—”
“Also,” Andreyev interrupted, “from your answers to my questions earlier, I formed the impression that you were interested in the Soviet Union. Indeed, you said as much. I have formed an opinion that, while you are certainly not a Communist, there is much in our system that you do not find distasteful, and much that you admire in our achievements. If this is so, then think, Cane — think carefully! Do not jettison your life carelessly, on a whim. Your country is not noted for its gratitude towards those citizens who suffer on its behalf, I’d say. So I ask you to consider — before it is too late.”
Shaw got to his feet and moved restlessly up and down the room, unhindered by Andreyev, though the Russian watched him closely. Shaw brought out his handkerchief and mopped at his face, then kneaded it between his palms nervily. After a while, he stopped in front of Andreyev. He asked in a low voice, “What’s the job, then? I can’t say more till I know that at least, can I?”
“That is reasonable.” The KGB officer smiled and filled two glasses with vodka. He pushed one across the desk towards Shaw’s chair. “Sit down again,” he said amicably, “and I will tell you.” As Shaw obeyed, the Russian took his own vodka in a gulp, wiped his lips, and refilled his glass. “Now, this is the situation. We have reports indicating certain Chinese elements have been infiltrating into our territory. They have come into the region of the Chalok River, that is not far from Lake Baikal, and they are believed to have come in via Mongolia, where the Chalok River rises. These Chinese have valid papers which our security services cannot fault, but we believe them to be false nevertheless. These persons are being watched, but no more than that for the moment.” Andreyev took another mouthful of vodka, then set his glass down hard on the desk, Folding his arms and lowering his head, he stared fixedly at Shaw. “Now — we also believe that your British Embassy, for reasons of its own that we do not know, is more concerned in this than they would care to admit.”
“Why should that be?”
Andreyev shrugged. “I have told you, we do not know.”
“Yes, but haven’t you any ideas at all. Why should they be interested in that area anyway?”
Andreyev said, “Because — and we make no secret of this now — in the general region of Lake Baikal there are very considerable deposits of uranium. We have been working there successfully for many years, but recently the area has become of more value to us than hitherto. Today, at Slyudyanka at the southern tip of the Chalok River, we have the centre of a very big atomic industry. There could be some connection, and this is all I can say, Cane. The point, so far as you are concerned, is this: we wish to know what your Embassy is up to — whether, indeed, they are backing the Chinese infiltration, and if so, for what purpose. Also what the Chinese intend to do.”
“Haven’t you other avenues?” Shaw asked blandly.
“Our normal methods of obtaining information,” Andreyev answered equally smoothly, “have proved useless, and so we need other help. What better than an Englishman — an Englishman who already is on friendly terms with this man Henderson?” He leaned forward heavily. “Now do you understand, Cane?”
“Perhaps,” Shaw answered, frowning. “What would you want me to do then… supposing I agree, that is?”
Andreyev said with assurance. “You will agree because really you have no choice, Cane. This is what you will do. Through Henderson you will contact Sir Hubert Worth-Butters—”
“I’m not experienced in that sort of thing,” Shaw broke in. “I’d be rumbled in the first five minutes.”
“Ah, but I shall cover that little point in one moment, Cane! I am confident that you can and will find out much of value.”
“I doubt it very much. If what you say is true — if the Embassy really is involved — no one’s going to talk to anyone about it, least of all me!”
“But that is where you are so wrong!” Andreyev said eagerly. “In all matters of obtaining classified information one could say much the same thing, yet many closely-guarded secrets are, in fact, found out, as you must know yourself — and not always from the purloining of documents, Cane.”
“Can’t you,” Shaw asked, “find out something directly from the Chinese? Infiltrate someone into their Embassy?”
Andreyev shook his head. “This would not be possible. This will be done my way, and you, Cane, will be my man. And in this particular case you yourself are going to tell Henderson precisely what I have said to you — but up to this point in our conversation only. Is this clear?”
Shaw felt as rocked as he looked. “At the moment it’s very muddy indeed. I’m not with you at all.”
“Then listen. You will tell Henderson, in great secrecy and with natural anxiety, that you are under threat. You will ask him for his help as a friend in putting you in touch with your Embassy. Whether or not he offers that help, it is certain he will repeat what you tell him to his friend Worth-Butters, who will naturally report at once to the Ambassador. The Embassy will then realize that something has gone wrong and they will send for you. Now, you can take it from me, from that moment onward you will be in their confidence, Cane.”
“I doubt it,” Shaw said again.
Andreyev thumped a fist heavily on the desk. “Do not underrate yourself, Cane! You are a trusted senior civil servant in the British Ministry of Defence, are you not?”
Shaw nodded. “Maybe I am…” he hesitated, biting his lip as if in indecision. “But suppose… suppose they order me to remain in the Embassy? How can I pass any information to you then?”
“They will not do that,” Andreyev said calmly and firmly. “They will treat you as expendable, and use you merely as a decoy. You will be turned loose so that they can watch you, and see what we do — do you understand? It is a game of chess — and that game we can win easily, with your help.”
“I still don’t see,” Shaw objected, “how it’s going to help you. The Embassy isn’t going to give me any secret information — and then turn me loose, as you put it, so that for all they know you’ll third-degree it out of me! There’s no logic in that, Colonel.”
“Ha — you think not, Cane?” Andreyev seemed highly amused. He started helping himself to Turkish delight again. “Diplomacy is a curious game, and most of the real moves are made obliquely. I wish you to go in rather as a stick in a nest of hornets… when the nest is well stirred up, then the buzzing starts, does it not? I am confident that much information will leak to us as a result of your intervention. And now there is just one further point, and to you it is a very important one. It is this:” Andreyev leaned across the desk, wagging a thick finger in Shaw’s face. “If you should attempt to double-cross us once I let you go, or if you do not return to me with a full report of results, then even if your Embassy should succeed in smuggling you out of Russia, which is in itself highly doubtful, to say the least, you are finished in your own country.” He indicated a telephone. “As soon as you leave this room I shall be in touch with certain persons in London who will make arrangements to ensure that you are incriminated and regarded as a double agent, as a man who went to his Embassy with tales merely because he was frightened of what we might do to him. I think you will understand? Oh, and one other point, Cane. Your wife and girl will vanish from their home before you leave this building. If you keep faith with us they will be released and restored to you, safe and sound. If you do not, then they will die. These things can be arranged from this room, and nothing is ever traced back to us afterwards.”
As he finished speaking, Andreyev pressed a bell for the troopers to return. As he was lead away, Shaw glanced back. Andreyev was already reaching out for the phone.
* * *
It was nine o’clock in the morning before Shaw got away from MVD headquarters, by which time, Andreyev had himself booked a room for him in the Moskva Hotel — and a mysterious call, which seemed to please the KGB officer, had come back from London. Virginia MacKinlay was released with Shaw. Andreyev had already informed Shaw that the girl would be allowed to go, that her story had checked with his and that she was of no special interest to the KGB or MVD. There would, said the Colonel be no objection to their continuing a natural friendship, and indeed it would be better if they did so, hence the use of the Moskva Hotel. As soon as they were released, they both went along to the Moskva. Virginia’s face was white and drawn with lack of sleep, and Shaw, his head aching abominably still, felt fit for nothing but bed. The girl could have his story later.
As they walked towards the lift, he said, “Don’t remind me that time’s short, but we’ll do more good by having a couple of hours’ sleep first.”
“I’m with you,” she said decidedly. “Any ideas in the meantime? About Conroy, for instance?”
He gave a short laugh. “Damn few! Conroy could still turn out to be almost any of the men or bodies left in hospital at Minsk, but I haven’t done with Wicks and Fawcett yet. They’re still our most likely customers.”

Seventeen

Shaw awoke to find a bright sun lightening the drawn curtains of his bedroom. He glanced at his watch. Time for a quick lunch… he’d only had around three hours sleep but physically he felt fine now; even the headache induced by that electric light had gone.
His anxieties, on the other hand, were greatly increased; Andreyev had complicated matters very considerably. From now on he, Shaw, would obviously be under the eyes of a plainclothes security man, a counter-espionage agent of the KGB, wherever he went. Somewhere in this hotel there would be a snooper; watching him at meals, in the lounge, in the bar… waiting to pass him on to an outside man the moment he left the building. Yet at the same time, there was undeniably another side to it; the fact that he had been told by Andreyev to make contact with the Embassy was in itself going to make it much easier for him to maintain contact with Jones. He must count his blessings. As to what Andreyev had told him about the Chinese in the Lake Baikal area, it sounded the grossest fiction to suggest that the British Embassy had anything whatever to do with that. The Chinese were still a vital part of world Communism, however uneasy might be the relationship with Russia from time to time, and they didn’t enter into deals with the West. By the sound of it, it was just another security bee agitating the KGB bonnet.
It wasn’t until he was dressing that Shaw suddenly ticked over to the fact that Lake Baikal wasn’t all that far from Kyakhta. According to Treece, Kosyenko was due to go on to Kyakhta after his return to Moscow from Leningrad… and Kyakhta was on the Mongolian border!
* * *
Shaw was finishing a hurried lunch when he saw Virginia about to sit at a table by herself. He called his waiter over. He said, “The young lady — over there. Will you ask her to join me, please?”
“Certainly, grazhdanin.”
The man moved away across the dining-room and spoke to the American girl. Shaw watched with appreciation as she made her way to his table with long-limbed grace. She was looking tired still, but less so than he had expected. He smiled and said, “Sit down, Virginia. You looked lonely over there!”
“I felt it,” she admitted as she took a chair. “Being on one’s own in Moscow isn’t too good for the nerves.”
“At a guess,” he murmured, “I’d say neither of us is exactly on his own. Or her own. From now on, we’ll have a tail — so watch it.”
Her eyes showed sudden anxiety. “Meaning?” He bent across the table, smiling into her eyes. As if murmuring intimate messages, he said, “Andreyev’s enrolled me among the spies. I’m kind of unofficial KGB… that may sound funny to you, but it’s no joke, believe me.” He gave her the details briefly. “You don’t release this to anyone, not even your Embassy. Just trust me. Meanwhile I want you to support our story in every particular, just by being the inquisitive tourist. I believe there’s quite a lot to see. See it! Lenin’s tomb, the Kremlin itself, the Agricultural Exhibition, the University, the wonders of the metro… that ought to keep you busy enough to begin with!”
She made a face at him across the table. “What about our friend?” she asked, nodding towards the door. “How do you get his cooperation?”
Looking up Shaw noticed that Hartley Henderson had come in. He said quietly. “That’ll be simple enough. I’ll have a word with him soon. After that I’ll be busy. If you’re around we’ll have a drink this evening, Virginia. Make it seven o’clock in the lounge if I don’t contact you before then.”
* * *
Shaw waited in the foyer, turning the pages of Pravda. In due course, Hartley Henderson came out of the lounge, where he had been drinking coffee with a couple of Russians. He made for the main entrance. Shaw got up, folded his paper, and waylaid Henderson.
Henderson beamed. “Cane! Well, well — so you decided to do yourself proud after all?”
“It’s only once in a lifetime. Er… are you going anywhere special?”
Henderson flicked his cuff back and glanced at his watch. “I’m meeting Worth-Butters, as a matter of fact. He’s asked me to look him up in the Embassy. Couldn’t manage lunch. I’m—”
“I see,” Shaw cut in. “Would you take me along?”
Henderson looked almost startled, the shaggy brows riding high. “To see Worth-Butters, d’you mean?”
“That’s right.”
“Well,” Henderson said in considerable doubt, “I don’t know… he’s a pretty big bug, you know. I — er — I don’t really—”
“I spent last night,” Shaw said quietly, “with a pretty big bug myself. A pretty big Russian bug… and I’ve got something to report that’ll pin Sir Hubert’s ears right back to his head — if you’ll excuse the expression. I really think you’d better take me to him. I assure you, he’ll be most upset if you don’t.”
“Well, I really don’t know.” Henderson had gone quite gray. “I could ring him, I suppose—”
“No telephoning, if you don’t mind. I’ll explain everything myself to Sir Hubert in the Embassy — and it’d be better if we don’t both go along together. I can’t go into details here, but I’ve been asked to obtain certain information. I’m sure to be followed, and I’ll have to shake off whoever’s on my tail as best I can.” He was realizing just how difficult his role was going to be from now on. Being a mere double agent would be child’s play compared with this.
* * *
Shaw was well accustomed to shaking off tails and he was expert at it, but in fact there was no point in doing so in this case, now Henderson had set off on his own. The Russians would naturally be expecting him to obey his orders. He had gone no more than a couple of hundred yards from the hotel by the time he had identified his tail. She was a square-shaped, plain young woman with dark hair drawn back into a bun at the nape of her neck and a well-scrubbed face, innocent of any make-up whatsoever. She had the appearance, the earnest air, of a student. She tailed him right to the Embassy and then walked on stolidly, swinging a leather handbag, as Shaw went through the gateway which was guarded as usual by two Russian police. Very soon now, Andreyev would get the report that Shaw was in action; and Andreyev would believe very firmly that Shaw wouldn’t double-cross him with his supposed wife and child already in the custody of Russian agents in England.
Sir Hubert Worth-Butters was quite different from the picture Shaw had formed of him as a result of Henderson’s conversation; though there was about him an underlying strength and self-sufficiency, he was a quiet and reserved man, impeccably dressed; tall and thin, with a high, domed forehead and an intelligent face. After a few minutes’ chat with Hartley Henderson, who introduced Shaw, Worth-Butters handed his friend over to a Second-Secretary.
When Henderson had gone Worth-Butters said in a precise, no-nonsense kind of voice, “Sit down, Shaw. Now — we know all about you, of course, though I must stress that we have, and will have, no part in you activities whatsoever. The orders were that you would not contact us except through Jones. I have agreed to see you only because I’m told you’re an experienced man. I have paid you the compliment of taking it for granted you wouldn’t act foolishly or on impulse, in short that you wouldn’t come here unless the matter were urgent and vital.” He paused, looking keenly into Shaw’s face. “I use the word vital in its literal sense. I hope I’m right?”
“You’re absolutely right, Sir Hubert—”
“Good!” The diplomat smiled suddenly. “Now you’d better tell me exactly what has caused the change of plan.”
Shaw said, “The KGB have sworn me in. I’m by way of being an unofficial agent for a certain Colonel Andreyev. It’s not from choice, I need hardly add, though to some extent it may help me in my job.” He told the First-Secretary what had taken place the night before; Worth-Butters heard him out in silence, merely nodding at intervals and showing little emotion; he was a cool customer and that was all to the good. Shaw added when he’d finished, “This is going to need extremely delicate handling, as you can see. If London’s seen to be taking any protective measures on behalf of the real Stephen Cane’s family, for instance, the Russians are going to smell a rat right away and I’ll be out on a limb this end — and so will my assignment. On the other hand…”
“We don’t want to risk the lives of the wife and daughter — of course we don’t.” Worth-Butters pushed his chair away from the desk, leaned back, and stared up at the ceiling for a few moments. “Tricky,” he murmured, “Very tricky, and also extremely interesting in its implications — what? As you say, Kosyenko’s movements undoubtedly do fit and there could be a link — though I need hardly tell you it’s a nonsensical thing to suggest we’re backing any Chinese who may or may not be around Lake Baikal.” Worth-Butters hesitated. “Tell me, d’you know anything about the region, Shaw?”
“Only what Andreyev told me, that there was a big atomic industry sited in that district.”
“Exactly. In the Chalok River valley — the old valley, that is — there’s the biggest thing the Soviet Union’s ever seen yet in the field of atomic industry… and it’d be more or less at the point where Andreyev’s Chinese, I gather, are said to be infiltrating from Mongolia. Hard by are very big uranium deposits. They’ve made a vast strike of uranium-bearing pitchblende there, so big that it’s put the other uranium-producing areas out of the picture altogether. It’s now more important by far than even Ust-Kamenogorsk in the Atlas Mountains — indeed it’s the principal centre of the atomic industry these days. It’s of fairly recent growth… there’s a colossal power-station now, too, and I can well imagine Andreyev’s bosses in the Kremlin chasing him hard if there is any truth in this Chinese business. They certainly won’t want too many of their more recent projects to be seen in detail and reported back to Pekin.”
“But can there be anything particularly secret about such a large-scale project?”
Worth-Butters shrugged. “There’s certainly no secret about Kosyenko’s visit or even about the location of the site — far from it. But the Russians never show their whole hand, as you know.” He cocked an eye at Shaw, smiling slightly. “No clues from Andreyev, of course, as to anything they might have up their sleeves?”
Shaw laughed. “He hasn’t been that forthcoming. By the way, d’you happen to know him?
“Andreyev? The Turkish delight connoisseur? I do indeed! He hasn’t been in Moscow all that long — he was promoted from Leningrad fairly recently — but Alexander Ilyich Andreyev has made his presence felt. He transferred from the MVD when the KGB took over as the State security organization in the fifties, because he preferred counter-espionage work to ordinary police duties. The feller hasn’t any finer feelings when it comes to his job — he’ll have you in Siberia in half a tick if he feels like it — but he’s not really such a bad chap as these people go. Just over-zealous … and also, or so I’ve heard through the grapevine, not above a little jiggery-pokery when it comes to Number One’s interests, though I wouldn’t make a point of telling him that if I were you…”
Shaw grinned. “Thanks, I won’t! But I’d like a little background information about him, all the same.”
“I’ll see to that for you,” the First Secretary promised. “You can have a look at our file on him before you leave the Embassy.”
“Thank you, Sir Hubert. Now, as to the Chinese… I think you’d better give me a little something to pass back to Andreyev. I don’t think he’ll be satisfied with a nil report, somehow!”
“I’m inclined to agree, but it’s damned inconvenient to have to fake something up just to keep Andreyev happy.” Worth-Butters sighed, got up, and walked over to a wide window, hands clasped behind his back. Shaw looked round the spacious room; superbly furnished, with a magnificent painting of London Bridge in winter dominating one wall, it carried echoes of Latymer’s opulent former office in the old Admiralty building overlooking the Horse Guards. The First Secretary stood there looking out across the river towards the towers of the Kremlin; after a couple of minutes he swung round abruptly and said, “Tell Andreyev this. You’ve carried out his instructions to the letter and his plan has been successful so far. We’ve taken you, you believe, partially into our confidence after a scramble-line check on you with the security people in London, and also with your own chief in the Defence Ministry — your supposed chief in Accounts, that is, of course!” He grinned. “As Andreyev himself prophesied, we’ve not detained you in the Embassy — but tell him he can certainly assume we’ll be putting a tail on you to see where you lead us so we can get a line on the opposition, as it were. You have a feeling you’re being used — that you’re expendable, as he suggested you would be, I gather, and we’ve confided in you only so as to get more out of you. You’re not entirely happy about your treatment by us. Say that from what we’ve told you, you gather his suspicions are in fact somewhat inaccurate… that we’re not involved and we know nothing about any Chinese infiltration — which, as I’ve said, is true enough — but that we have heard stories… say, via Hong Kong, the refugees from the mainland, you know… about curious goings-on along the Mongolian border. We’re investigating, and you expect to have more to report to him later. I think that’s as far as I can go. All right, Shaw?”
Shaw said, “I hope so.”
“You can embroider a little if necessary,” Worth-Butters told him. “I’ll leave that to you, but on no account involve the Embassy directly, Shaw, or me either — though as far as I’m concerned I can’t see that it can do any harm to keep the pot boiling between Pekin and Moscow! In the meantime I’ll be in touch with London and they’ll be taking every precaution behind the scenes for the safety of Cane’s family. It won’t be long before they have tabs on the wife and daughter and know where to go to get them away at short notice. In any case, the Russians aren’t likely to harm them as long as yaw play ball. I’d say all we need,” he added, “is time.”
“Time’s in short supply, Sir Hubert, and I’ve yet to find Conroy.”
Worth-Butters said crisply, “I know that.”
“Finding an unknown man in this country is worse than finding a needle in a haystack. Conroy could be anywhere, be anybody.” His eyes were hard now. “You’ll have heard about the two men, Wicks and Fawcett, of course. In my opinion, they’re the most likely ones… but I’ve been thinking along a certain other line as well.”
“Yes?”
Shaw frowned and ran a hand through his hair. “Look, Sir Hubert, you may find this impertinent, but… how well do you know Hartley Henderson?”
“I beg your pardon!” The diplomat’s eyes had widened and the voice held an element of shocked surprise. “Exactly what do you mean by that, Shaw?”
“I don’t know really. It’s just an idea. There have been certain features… the way Mr Henderson happened to be along the road out of Minsk, for instance—”
“He told you I’d arranged for a colleague’s car?”
“Yes, he—”
“That was the plain truth. Anything else?”
Shaw shrugged. “Not much, certainly. Just his manner occasionally, and the fact that he seemed to know the reason for Wicks’s and Fawcett’s arrest at a time when no one outside police circles could have known — except Miss MacKinlay and, through her, myself.” Shaw elaborated on this, telling Worth-Butters also of the curious conversation he had had with Henderson back in Warsaw. “It’s no more than an impression, that’s all, but I feel there’s more to Hartley Henderson than appears on the surface.”
“I see. Then let me tell you this. I have been an intimate friend of his for almost twenty years, and he has my full trust and confidence.” Worth-Butters’ lips were tight, but he added, “You were right to raise the point in view of your feelings, of course. You have to consider every angle as it comes up. But I assure you, you needn’t worry about Henderson.”
“In that case I apologize,” Shaw said at once, “and of course I accept what you tell me. Now, as to Conroy — if only I could get a decent line on what he means to do, what his real aims are, it’d help. But—”
“We know what he means to do, my dear fellow…”
Shaw nodded. “Knock off Kosyenko, yes. But I believe there’s a good deal more behind it than merely the killing of Kosyenko per se.” He hesitated, then on an impulse he asked, “Sir Hubert, is there by any chance a dam around the area we were discussing earlier?” Worth-Butters said, “Yes, and it’s number one on Kosyenko’s visiting list in two or three days’ time. Why d’you ask?”
“I’ll tell you in a moment,” Shaw answered tautly. “Just tell me about the dam and where it is, would you?”
“Certainly. It’s a colossal affair, only recently completed, on the Chalok River. It holds something like a billion gallons and the lake upstream goes on for around… oh, seventy miles odd. As a matter of fact the Chalok’s been diverted to free the valley for the new industry. The dam was top-secret, or supposed to be, until it was in operation. The construction teams and so on were kept in special camps and the whole area was sealed off.” He looked expectantly at Shaw. “Now — what’s on your mind?”
Shaw said, “There may be nothing in this, but both Conroy and Kosyenko were interested in dam construction. That was what they worked on together, in Northern Persia years ago.” He leaned forward. “Kosyenko’s said to be the magnet for Conroy — we know that. I’ve a feeling the magnet could be as much the dam as Kosyenko himself.”
He felt a rising excitement now; things were crystallizing in his mind. The Chalok dam, from what Worth-Butters had just said, was clearly vital to the whole atomic industry of the valley and the uranium workings as well. If Kosyenko was killed there what would be the result? Panic, for a start… and during the panic — what? Sabotage? Was that what Conroy had in mind? Sabotage on the grand scale, the wrecking of the dam and then, as the waters of the Chalok River thundered down the valley to take up their old course once again, the inundation and total smashing of the entire area and its sources of raw material?
It was a shaking thought. And if it was an accurate one — then again, why? Conroy was a Communist.
There was little real daylight yet.
He asked, “Have you any details of the actual construction of the Chalok dam, Sir Hubert?”
“All the details and copies of some of the plans!” Worth-Butters smiled enigmatically. “We still have our ways and means, you know! There’s a man called Forsyth I want you to see — he’ll tell you all you want to know about Andreyev, and he’ll also give you a sight of the Chalok plans.”
Shaw nodded. “Many thanks. I’d like a word with Jones too, if I may.”
Worth-Butters said, “I can’t do that for you, I’m afraid. He’s out of Moscow for the night-something of a pier-head jump. If you need to get in touch you’d better ask for me. Jones’ll be back first thing in the morning, I understand.” He looked quizzically at Shaw. “Can you elaborate a little further about the dam?”
“I can.” Shaw told the First Secretary what was in his mind, “if we let a British subject sabotage Russia’s atomic-power centre as well as assassinate Kosyenko, then we’re in for a full-scale war — and nothing’ll prevent it!”

Eighteen

Later at MVD headquarters, Andreyev said, “But of course you will have been followed. Your Embassy is not staffed entirely by fools.” He gave and eloquent shrug and put a massive chunk of Turkish delight into his mouth. “Nevertheless,” he went on a few moments later, “if you have told them the story correctly in every detail, and have not exceeded your instructions, then there is nothing for you or me to worry about, Cane.”
“I’m pretty sure I fooled them, if that’s what you mean.”
“Good!” the Russian smiled. “Then they will expect you to keep contact with us, you understand — and naturally so, for otherwise our suspicions would be aroused, would they not?” He gave a loud laugh, and slapped his thigh. “It tickles my sense of humor, Cane, that you should be known to both sides in this way, yet with the British believing you to be doublecrossing us!”
Shaw smiled thinly. “And you believing I’m wholly on your side, no doubt?”
Again, Andreyev laughed. “But certainly not, we believe no such thing! Even we cannot indoctrinate a man in a mere matter of hours, Cane. It is quite obvious that you would double-cross us — if you dared!” He leaned forward, waving a finger across the desk at Shaw. “Do not, please, make the great mistake of thinking that we trust you, I or my superiors… but we do realize that you are well enough aware of the consequences of your acting against us in any way. And I warn you that if you have exceeded your instructions inside your Embassy by so much as one word, much trouble will come to you and yours, Cane.”
“But,” Shaw asked with an air of innocence, “how would you know, Colonel?”
“We have our sources,” Andreyev answered enigmatically.
“I thought you said your normal avenues of information had seized up?”
Andreyev fingered a heavy inkstand on his desk and shrugged. “It is true, the avenues through which we would have obtained classified information have been suspended owing to an increasing awareness of the need for security in all the Embassies… and in particular you British have become much more aware of the need to screen local employees. However, we are not without our resources, and we shall know in good time if you have been indiscreet — we Shall judge, you see, from any action which may be taken by your people here or in your own country. We have men and women trained and highly skilled in the interpretation of little things.” He stared unblinkingly at Shaw, a long, cold look. “Be assured that any indiscretion on your part would be reported back to this room, and in that event, Cane, let me repeat what I have told you already — you will never see your family again. Not alive, that is to say.”
“Not alive?” There was a new tautness in Shaw’s voice. “Just what do you mean by that?”
“Exactly what I say. If you should act foolishly you will one day be brought to another part of this building where you will be shown their bodies, Cane, their dead and preserved bodies. They would be brought out of the United Kingdom alive if possible, but if it should become necessary to kill them in their own country, then there is in existence a route for the withdrawal to Soviet territory of dead bodies. Even I, Andreyev, do not know this route in detail, but I know it had been used, and successfully, in the past. Not frequently, but enough to have proved its efficiency and to keep the machinery well oiled.” He tapped the desk, sharply. “You understand this, Cane?”
“I understand all right.”
When he left MVD headquarters, he was at once aware of the man across the road moving casually along behind him, as indeed he had been aware of him on his way there earlier. Worth-Butters was leaving nothing to chance. The Russians would expect a tail and they mustn’t, if the Cane family was to live, be disappointed.
Shaw glanced back once more a little farther along the street. He grinned to himself. The girl student, or someone like her, was there again, strolling casually along behind the Embassy tail. Andreyev, too, was taking no chances… and like Andreyev, Shaw found that his sense of humor was nicely tickled.
* * *
There was nothing Shaw could do for the moment. He had simply to kick his heels and wait, as patiently as he knew how, for Kosyenko to return from Leningrad as per itinerary as notified by Treece. Since Conroy had booked on the Moscow coach he could be presumed to have intended operating in Moscow — or points east — in the first place. Therefore he would wait until Kosyenko returned to the capital rather than chase up to Leningrad, where, in fact, he could have gone direct by sea if he’d wanted to — with much less fuss and bother. Leningrad held no magnet for Conroy, evidently — even though Kosyenko was there. The more he thought about it the more convinced Shaw became that whatever Conroy had come to do had some connection with what was going on in the region of the Chalok River.
That evening at seven o’clock, Shaw strolled into the Moskva Hotel’s lounge. Virginia was there already, curled up in a big chair, and looking particularly attractive in a low-cut green frock. Shaw went over to her; she glanced up from the pages of a woman’s magazine she’d been riffling through and smiled at him. He asked, “What’ll you have, Virginia?”
“Thanks, I think I’ll try a champagne cocktail.”
Shaw found a waiter at his elbow. He gave his order. The man repeated, “Vodka, shempein koktel. Thank you, grazhdanin.” He gave a formal inclination of his head and turned away, his tray lifted high. Shaw sat beside the girl; they were in a small backwater, an offshoot, as it were, of the lounge proper — a retreat where they would not be overheard if they kept their voices low; and their backs were against a wall. Virginia had chosen well.
She asked, “Been busy?”
“Moderately. And you?”
She grimaced. “My job seems to have taken second place to yours, but anyway I’ve got nowhere at all. I’ve been circulating in hopes of picking up a lead on Wicks or Fawcett or both, but there’s nothing doing. Maybe they really did fall into the Pripet.”
“No luck with those contacts you talked of making, to get a line on the big boys behind the gold racket?”
“None at all. Let’s hear your news.”
Shaw gave her a summary of the day’s conversations. He added, “I discussed possible clients with Worth-Butters, and Henderson’s in the clear. Butters didn’t know anything about Wicks or Fawcett, of course, other than what was in Treece’s report. Anyway, we’re no nearer a solution.”
“What’s the next move, then?” she asked, looking at him in concern.
He hesitated, frowning. He was about to say something when he saw Hartley Henderson coming towards their table; the professor was clearly in a state of high excitement about something or other. Henderson called out, “My dear Cane… you don’t mind if I join you?”
“Of course not. Sit down and have a drink.”
“Oh — thank you very much.”
Shaw signaled the waiter and ordered more drinks. When the man had gone Henderson, who had been scarcely able to keep still, leaned forward eagerly and said, “I’ve just seen one of those men, Cane.”
Shaw’s head jerked up. “Men? Which one?”
“Wicks.” Henderson too was keeping his voice low. “At least, I’m pretty certain it was Wicks, though he seemed to have altered his appearance a little — not surprisingly, perhaps. What is surprising, isn’t it, is that he should show himself so openly?”
“It certainly is!” Shaw’s gaze swept over Henderson. “Where was he?”
“He was going into a restaurant, not far from the Kremlin.”
“Quite a risk, I’d have thought! I wonder… could you find the place again, d’you think?”
“Oh yes, most certainly.” The shaggy brows were going up and down in agitation. “It was a place called Gregor’s… a vulgar-looking place with a noisy orchestra, about half-way along a kind of alley, the third on the left going along Tavda Street from one of the squares… what was it… Boroskaya Square.” Henderson paused, biting his lip and staring at Shaw in concern. “You’re not proposing to look for him yourself, Cane?”
Shaw shrugged non-committally. “It’s not really my business, is it? I don’t want to get mixed up in things… but it did just cross my mind that we ought to tell the proper authorities.”
“Ye — es.” Henderson pulled at his lower lip. “You’re quite right, no doubt, only it does rather go against the grain to inform on a British national inside Russia, doesn’t it?”
Again, Shaw shrugged. “He’s a British national who’s caused quite a few deaths back in that smash. His own countrymen and Russians too. It’s also fairly obvious he’s deeply involved in something fishy, isn’t it? I don’t see we’ve any alternative but to report that he’s been seen, but just the same I go along with you up to a point. Look, Henderson. You’ll remember we had a talk this morning… with that in mind, I’m going to ask you to leave this with me for the time being. I’d be obliged if, in the meantime, you’d say nothing to anyone. I’m sure you understand?”
Henderson coughed and looked unhappy. He said, “Well, now. I wonder if I might have a word with you, Cane… if you’ll excuse us, Miss MacKinlay?”
Virginia said amicably, with a hint of a wink at Shaw, “Go right ahead. Leave me alone to finish my nice drink in peace.”
When Shaw came back alone, he said, “It wasn’t anything much. Henderson thought I might be trying to propitiate the people who’re threatening me, by tinning Wicks in. The idea of such a deal revolted his sheltered soul. However, he’s satisfied now — and meanwhile I think you’re earlier question is answered, don’t you?”
“Which one?” she asked.
“When you asked me what the next move was to be. It’s this: I go after Master Wicks.”
“You go after him?” she said. “What about me?”
“No, Virginia.”
“Look, you don’t give the orders—”
“Yes, I do, from now on. What I’m after is a damn sight more important than gold smuggling, and it has to be handled my way. I want you to stay right here, just in case things go wrong. If I don’t contact you within two hours I want you to ring Worth-Butters at the British Embassy — Jones is out of town — and tell him where I went, and why. Meanwhile I’m taking the Metro from Mir Avenue.” He bent and kissed her hair. “Be good — and don’t worry.”

Nineteen

Shaw turned out of the bustle of Boroskaya Square into the comparative quietness of Tavda Street, where the crowds were thinner. He was aware of the KGB tail behind him, threading her blunt and unattractive way in and out of the pedestrian traffic. She was dressed differently now and had shed her leather bag. He couldn’t identify anyone who might be the tail from the Embassy. He walked on unhurriedly. Some way along, at the third turning to the left he glanced casually down a narrow, sordid-looking street. Towards its end, there was a garish colored facade from which, as a door opened, there came the distant throb of loud music. That would be Gregor’s, though from where he was Shaw could see no name displayed.
He walked on past the turning, still moving slowly, as if on an evening’s saunter with no particular destination in mind. Behind him, the tail came, square, solid — like a cow. That tail had to be shaken off — no easy job for anyone without intimate knowledge of Moscow’s streets, but a job Shaw was going to do. He couldn’t risk the KGB catching up with Wicks before he’d got all he wanted out of him. He went on along Tavda Street and turned down the next opening to the left. He found himself in a similarly sordid street to the one in which Gregor’s was situated. He went down this street, still looking about him with apparent interest — and taking in the layout. Near the end was a narrow alley, leading off again to the left, an alley that would almost certainly lead into the street where Wicks had been seen. After one quick glance along it, Shaw walked on past, then hesitated as if uncertain of where he was going, turned, and strolled back up in the direction of Tavda Street. As he did so, he saw the tail walking down towards him on the opposite side. Shaw kept his gaze boldly on the girl as they approached one another; she would know now that she’d been rumbled and that would upset her. She avoided his eyes and moved on, passing Shaw. Just before he reached the entry to the side alley, Shaw stopped and looked back along the road. The tail, aware of his scrutiny, continued ahead, not looking round. Then Shaw moved suddenly into the shadows, into the alley. Out of sight from the road, he ran swiftly ahead along the narrow way and round a bend. It was an alley of tall old houses, houses that had come down in the world — many of them derelict, a seamy Moscow backwater close to the heart of the city.
Emerging into the slightly wider alley, he’d passed earlier he saw Gregor’s some way ahead — and then heard the running footsteps behind him. He failed to notice the shadow a little way behind Gregor’s, a shadow which glided backwards into deeper shadow behind him. He was thinking only of the tail, who would soon come round the corner. A little farther on he found a door — it was next to Gregor’s — standing ajar. It was a risk, but he took it. He pushed the door open, stepped into a pitch-dark passage, and shut the door gently behind him.
There was total silence.
Only seconds later, the silence was broken by those rapid footsteps running past the door, and on along the street. Then, as the tap-tap faded, Shaw heard the sound of a door opening along the passage and a moment after that, light streamed out from a room and illuminated the walls. In the lighted doorway, a girl was standing, a girl who was smiling at Shaw provocatively and moving her hips slowly. She was wearing only a pair of high-heeled, western-style shoes and scanty briefs that clung to her figure.
“Who is it?” she asked.
Shaw answered in her own language, “There’s nothing to worry about. I’m not going to harm you.”
“Oh — that!” she shrugged expressively. “I do not fear you, Comrade! But… you did not knock.” Her voice was faintly puzzled “I heard only the door close. Who sent you, Comrade? Who gave you this address?”
“No one,” he told her. “I’ve come to the wrong house — that’s all. I ask your pardon, Comrade. I shall go now and leave you in peace.”
Again, the girl shrugged. “As you like,” she said indifferently.
Shaw frowned; there was an off-beat quality about the girl, something that told him she wasn’t an ordinary tart… something, if fact, that spelled danger. He was about to speak again when there was a slight sound behind him. He turned on his heel as the street door opened.
A man came in… a man who seemed familiar in his outline. Shaw stiffened and drew his breath sharply through his teeth as the figure, carrying a revolver, moved into the yellow glare from the girl’s room. There were differences in the man’s appearance since they’d last met, facial differences which would fool anyone who had not previously known the man, but there was no doubt in Shaw’s mind: this was Gerald Fawcett!
Shaw’s fingers itched for the gun he no longer possessed. He said quietly, “Well met, Fawcett. Or perhaps this isn’t entirely a chance meeting?”
Fawcett laughed coarsely. “Not entirely, old man, no! You see… I was watching Gregor’s when I saw you dodge in here—”
“How did you know I would come to Gregor’s — and how did you get to Moscow anyway?”
Again, Fawcett laughed, a cynical sound. “How I got to Moscow is my business… as to the rest, well — our futile friend Henderson took quite a bit of tailing before we had him in just the right place to spot Charlie Wicks… quite by chance, naturally! It wasn’t easy — but we did it. Once he’d seen either of us, we knew it wouldn’t be long before you came nosing around. It so happens, you see, that we’d like to have you somewhere nice and safe for a while, Commander Esmonde Shaw — oh yes, I know your identity, you see!” He smiled unpleasantly. “And the fact you went into this doorway, my dear chap, made no difference whatever. This is all part of Gregor’s… the unclad comrade over there is a waitress in the restaurant, but she finds it necessary to supplement her wages from time to time — and Gregor doesn’t mind so long as he gets his cut.” There was a leer in Fawcett’s voice now. “She’s quite fond of me, believe it or not. I may be a good deal older than you, my dear fellow, but I’m still a fast worker, y’know…” He broke off. “Well — there’s no more time for pleasantries now.”
While he had been speaking Fawcett, who had transferred the revolver to his left hand, had been moving slowly along the passage. Now, very suddenly, he moved fast. Shaw was ready; he dodged aside and, though he scarcely even saw the blow coming, he was just able to jerk his head away in time. Fawcett’s fist crashed into the wall and blood spurted from his knuckles on to Shaw’s neck and face. He gave a grunt of pain. Shaw jabbed a fist hard into his guts and the man doubled up momentarily, then straightened and jumped backward. The almost naked girl screamed once and then backed away, fast. A moment later, Shaw was across the passage with his arms wrapped around Fawcett’s legs. Fawcett was a tough customer and was now maddened with pain and rage; he had the build of a wrestler and massive muscles. He squirmed round, striking at Shaw’s head with his gun-butt, and missing; but after a few moments he had got his hands around Shaw’s windpipe and was squeezing hard. Then, letting go suddenly and leaning his weight on Shaw’s chest, he smashed his right fist into the agent’s jaw, then crashed the back of his head on the floor again and again until Shaw lost consciousness.
* * *
When he came round, Shaw found he was stinking of liquor and his head was like a lump of lead. There were spots before his eyes; he retched violently. He was quite unable to lift his eyelids, and when he tried to move he found that his hands were roped behind his back and his ankles were drawn tightly together with cord that cut into his skin. Oddly, his one coherent thought was that Hartley Henderson was definitely in the clear now; Fawcett’s remark seemed to clinch that…
He could hear voices but couldn’t make out what was being said. He tried to lick his dry, swollen lips but his tongue was as puffed and dry and useless as they were, like a flour-sack in his mouth. Then he heard a girl’s voice — and recognized it, to his horrified surprise, as that of Virginia MacKinlay.
“He’s coming round,” she was saying. “Aren’t you going to do anything for him?” There was a catch in her voice.
The next voice was Fawcett’s, cool and assured. “He’ll live without my help, you needn’t worry about that. There’s just one query, that’s all…”
“Yes?”
“How long he’s going to go on living,” There was the same coarse laugh that Shaw had heard in the passage of the house behind Tavda Street. “You too — the same applies.”
“What are you going to do with us?”
There was a pause. “That depends. You’ll find out. You may come in very handy, both of you. No point in liquidating assets before you have to.”
Again, Shaw tried to push his swollen tongue through his lips, but again he failed. When he opened his eyes, he was forced to close them again at once as blinding shafts of light, painful light, shot into his pupils. And a moment later, unconsciousness came back.
He didn’t know how long, it was before he came round the second time. He was in darkness when he did so, as he found when he was at last able to open his eyes fully. He could see nothing for a while, and then he caught the faintest glimmer of light from behind a curtain drawn across a window. After a time, he believed he could hear breathing. That would be Virginia, perhaps. He waited until he felt stronger and then called out softly, “Virginia… are you there? Can you hear me?”
He heard the sigh of relief. “Yes, sure it’s me. How are you, Steve?”
“Still in one piece.” His head hurt abominably and he felt sick, but he did his best to keep his concentration. “Wish I could see something. Any idea where we are?”
“Yes,” she said bitterly. “I know exactly where we are! We’re firmly locked in a flat at the top of a skyscraper block of workers’ flats, in Neruyin Street. That’s in what I guess they’d call a suburb — anyway, it’s a long ride on the metro.”
“You’re remarkably well informed.” He winced as a wave of pain throbbed through his temples. “How come?”
“I came here under my own steam, that’s how I know.”
“But—”
“They rang me at the hotel,” she told him. “The British Embassy… at least that’s what they said… this guy Sir Hubert Worth-Butters. He said it was vital that I came along to this address. He said you wanted me…”
“And you came, and you found Fawcett.”
“Wicks, too. They’ve both gone now, but don’t ask me where.”
He said sourly, “I wouldn’t ever have thought an FBI agent would have fallen for that old gag!”
“But look,” she said, with a hint of tears in her voice, “the time you’d given me was almost up. I was about to call the Embassy anyway. I had no reason to think the message was phoney, I just simply didn’t think that way at all!” There was a pause. “If it’s of any interest, Steve, I was worred about you. The call came when I was getting most worried and it just had to be genuine — or so I thought, if you can follow me. Who else knew about your job, other than this Jones and Worth-Butters?”
“Who indeed?” Shaw asked in a hard voice. “That’s really a pretty interesting question, isn’t it?” He stopped, taking a deep breath as another wave of pain flooded him. “How did they get me up here?”
She said, “I gather they sprinkled you with hard liquor and forced enough down you to affect your breath… and passed you off as a drunk.”
“Nice of them. So that accounts for the aroma. Have you found out what Wicks and Fawcett are up to, Virginia?”
“No,” she answered from the darkness, “Not exactly what they’re up to, but I did overhear something one of them was whispering to the other, though I didn’t get it all…”
“Well?”
“It was something about Lake Baikal and the Soviet atomic plant around that way — and it could link with what you said Worth-Butters told you earlier, couldn’t it?”
Breath hissed through Shaw’s teeth. “Can you remember what it was all about?”
“That’s all I caught,” she said. “Just the mention of the area. Sorry I can’t be more help, Steve.”
“Well, never mind. As a matter of fact, that’s quite a lot of help. Anything else — anything at all?”
“Not a thing,” she said.
“Nothing’s emerged about Conroy’s cover identity? Was he mentioned at all?”
“No. They just weren’t talking,” she said a shade desperately. “Just in case we got away, maybe, though I doubt if they’re taking much of a chance on that!”
“That’s what they think. Virginia, we’re on our way out of here just as soon—”
“Oh, sure!” she broke in sarcastically. “That’ll be dead easy! We’re only tied up like you see in the Westerns. And even if we weren’t… didn’t I tell we’re locked in, and right bang at the top of a sixty-storey building?”
He murmured. “Sixty. That’s a long way up, all right, but we’ll find a way. Since we appear to be on our own here—”
“We’re not,” she said snappily. “There’s Lover-girl.”
“Lover-girl?” he repeated, somewhat shaken. “A doubtful-looking piece they said came along with you. She’s standing guard… to feed us and all that.”
“I see,” Shaw said thoughtfully. “Looks as if they mean to keep us some while, in that case. Maybe till after Kosyenko’s trip to Lake Baikal. Where is she now?”
“Around some place — in the flat, anyhow. She’ll be back. They locked her in with us.”
Shaw let out a long breath. “We’ve got to work on her when she shows up again. Once I’m out of this rope I’ll have us out of here whatever happens, don’t you worry!”
Ten minutes later, he was feeling much better, and he didn’t need to close his eyes for more than a few seconds when, after the door had been heard to open, a light was flicked on in the centre of the room. When he did open his eyes, he saw the girl from the alley behind Tavda Street, and she had a small but efficient-looking automatic in her hand.

Twenty

The girl moved towards Shaw with the gun pointed, none too steadily, at his head.
He had thought earlier that she was a good-looker; he saw no reason to alter his opinion now. She was tall and straight, with long legs, a slim waist, and a well-developed bosom — and though she didn’t look particularly bright she looked determined. All the same, Shaw doubted if she’d ever had a gun in her hands before. She was handling it gingerly and she gave the distinct impression that she might fire it from sheer nervous strain and a general terrified desire to do exactly as she’d been told by Wicks and Fawcett.
In Russian, she said, “I heard talk.”
“You probably did,” Shaw agreed, “but you can put that gun away. Just in case you hadn’t noticed, we’re tied up and can’t move.”
The girl nodded and said seriously, “Yes, I know. I helped to tie you, Cane.” She turned away and walked with a loping stride across to a table in a corner of the room and laid down the automatic carefully, as if it might go off spontaneously and she was glad to be relieved of it.
Shaw said, “So you were one of Fawcett’s lot all along.”
She shook her head, making her long, dark hair fall across her face. “I do not know what you mean by that,” she said, looking at him boldly, “but I think the answer is no. I have become involved only because you came to the side-door. I do not know any of what has gone before.”
“You mean they brought you here because you know too much now?”
“I do not understand that, Cane. The men have explained that you are both criminals, wanted in your own countries—”
“Which is a load of lies,” Virginia put in icily, “and I guess you know it!”
The girl turned to her. “It is what the men have told me and I accept what they say, because I know them, and they are friends of Comrade Gregor’s—”
“You mean you’re scared to ask questions,” Shaw broke in. “What have they threatened you with if you don’t do what they want — which, I presume, is to hold us here till they come back for us?”
She nodded. “That is right, that is what they wish.” She walked across the room again towards a low cabinet and took a cigarette from a packet. Sticking it between red lips, she flicked a lighter. A stream of smoke drifted from her nostrils and spiralled into the central light. Then, resting her elbow in the palm of her hand, she said, “They have threatened me with nothing. They did not need to. I have told you, they are trusted by Comrade Gregor, who is my employer.”
“I see. You do not, of course, wish to act against the interests of the Soviet Union, even for friends of Comrade Gregor’s?”
She looked at him steadily. “Of course I do not.”
“But you see, you are acting against the Soviet by helping Wicks and Fawcett! You know, my dear girl, you’ve got yourself into something very dangerous, if you did but realize it.” He paused, then added, “What’s your name?”
“The name does not matter, and I shall not say.”
“Have it your own way.” He shrugged. “I’ve got to call you something, though.”
After a slight hesitation, the girl said, “Then call me Tanya.”
“Right. Well, Tanya, you’d better watch that pretty step of yours if you don’t want to be officially liquidated.”
She colored at that and snapped, “I pay no attention to what you say, Englishman! You may save your effort.”
“Very well,” Shaw answered briefly, “it’s your funeral, of course. Only the KGB will already be going through that street where you — er — operate. Sooner or later they’re going to establish that I was last seen in your company, and believe me, that’s when you’ll be in real trouble — right from then on! Because, you see, it so happens that I’m doing a job for the KGB myself.” He was watching her closely. “It’s unofficial, but it’s gospel truth. I don’t suppose you’ve been told that, Comrade Tanya?”
Her eyes narrowed and she looked a shade less sure of herself, he fancied, as she said, “No, I have not, but—”
“But you don’t really believe me because I’m British? Now tell me, Comrade Tanya, do you really believe our two friends — who’re also British?” He nodded across the room towards Virginia. “The lady’ll bear me out when I tell you that Wicks was responsible for smashing through a road check the other side of Minsk and causing the deaths of a couple of troopers of the MVD. Let me repeat, Comrade Tanya,” he said in a harsh voice, “you’re heading into far more dangerous waters than you realize.”
She pouted, and moved back to the table where she had put the gun. Picking it up, she pointed it at Shaw. “I do not believe you,” she announced firmly. “I take no notice of anything you say. The other men warned me that you would make up some apparently convincing story like that.”
“And you’re scared they may be telling the truth and that if we get away you’ll be in dead trouble. And it hasn’t occurred to you that if Wicks and Fawcett were genuine they’d have a security policeman here instead of you?” He laughed sardonically. “Oh, well — you’ll find out, Comrade! Meanwhile I assume you’re here to keep us alive as well as in custody — right?”
The Russian girl nodded. “Yes, that is right. I was told to prepare meals.”
“Fine, then you go right ahead and prepare one! I could do with a cup of coffee first — black and strong. Virginia?”
“Me too.”
“That I shall do,” Tanya said distantly. “More talk will be useless, so do not waste your breath.” She turned away and, carrying the automatic, went out of the room. Shaw watched the seductive movement of her buttocks beneath the tight skirt. She left the door ajar and they could hear the rattle of pans and crockery coming from the kitchen.
Shaw glanced at Virginia and said softly, “It’s no damn good. I might have known it wouldn’t be, of course. She’s not exactly a girl of very high IQ but even so those two wouldn’t have risked leaving her if they hadn’t spiked our guns in advance.”
“Check,” Virginia whispered back miserably. “So what do we do?”
Shaw gave a tight, hard grin. “Just wait and see, that’s all… till Tanya comes back with the food.”
* * *
The girl was back in fifteen minutes with a tray, which she put down on the table. She put the automatic beside it. There were cups of black coffee, as ordered, together with plates of sour-looking bread and some dark-colored tinned meat cut in thick rounds. It appeared unappetizing but substantial — and they had to eat.
Shaw asked, “How do we manage — with our hands tied?”
“I shall feed you.”
“If you insist. But wouldn’t it be easier all round if our hands were untied? You’d still have us by the ankles, wouldn’t you, and you’ve got a gun even if you don’t really know how to use it.”
There was a flash of anger in her eyes. “How do you know I cannot use it? Do not make childish requests, Cane. You will eat, and I shall feed you.”
He sighed, moved his body restlessly. “Well, let’s have the coffee first. I can do with it. After the lady, that is.”
Tanya took one of the cups over to Virginia, kneeling down beside her and putting the cup to her lips. Virginia drank gratefully, draining the cup as Tanya tilted it. Then Tanya went back to the table and approached Shaw with the second cup. She bent towards him, then knelt on one knee. Shaw took a mouthful of the coffee and swallowed it. At the second go, he allowed Tanya to fill his mouth to capacity — but he didn’t swallow any. He held the coffee there, judging his time to a split second and his aim to a millimeter. As the girl leant towards him her face was close to his own and he couldn’t miss. Suddenly, without a change in his expression to give any warning, he sent a stream of the hot, sticky liquid full into her eyes. She gave a startled cry, and then, as she staggered back clawing at her closed eyelids, Shaw moved.
He swung his bound legs up and sideways viciously, knocking the girl flat on the floor. Rolling over on top of her, he pinned her with his whole weight. Then he slewed his body round, worming upward until he had her head between his knees, with his full weight now on her neck and chest. Her face was white and terrified, the eyes dilated and bloodshot with the sting of coffee.
Shaw took a deep breath. “Comrade Tanya,” he said, “you’ve asked for it and you’re going to get it. So help me, I’ll break that pretty neck of yours if you don’t reach behind me and untie my hands.”
She gasped, “I–I cannot do this. In any case I could not reach…”
“You never know till you try, do you? You can do it all right.”
“I shall not!”
“I’m sorry to contradict a lady, but something tells me you will.” Shaw squeezed hard with his knees, forcing her head and neck over to the right. There was a throaty, desperate cry. Behind him, he heard Virginia’s sudden gasp. He said in a hard voice, “I won’t tell you again, Comrade. One flick and you’ll hear the crack as your neck goes… and that’ll be the last thing you ever hear in this life! Once you’re dead I’ll get out of this rope by myself if it takes all night — but I’m in a hurry, so I’d rather you did it. Take your choice.” He paused, then went on in a softer tone. “You don’t want to die, do you, Tanya. Especially as I swear I’m telling the truth when I say it’s the other men who are the criminals. Well?”
Breath rattled in her throat. He saw tears running from the corners of her eyes into her hair. Then her body, so tense till now, suddenly relaxed. She said no more; but he felt her chest muscles straining upwards against his thighs and her hands reaching for his wrists. She started tugging at the knots in the rope. As they loosened and fell away, he strained outward with his wrists, and within five minutes his hands were free. He moved away from the girl, pushed himself on to his bound feet, and hopped towards the table. Taking up the automatic, he pointed it at Tanya.
“Right, Comrade,” he said briskly. “Now get busy on the lady, then see to my feet. And hurry. I mean to be clear of here before your friends get moving. You’ll be coming with us incidentally.”
Ten minutes after that, both Shaw and Virginia were completely untied. Easing the cramps in his arms and legs, Shaw went across to the door. From his pocket, he took a bunch of ordinary-looking keys, twisted the top of each to the right, and from the shanks pulled out a set of delicately-made skeleton keys. The first one fitted; the lock of the door slid hackbut the door remained firmly shut. Shaw cursed, and went on fiddling vainly.
After a time, he said, “It’s no good. It’s got at least one more lock, something specially fitted, like a Chubb, that can only be worked from outside.”
He reassembled the keys and put the bunch back in his pocket, then moved over to the window and pulled the curtains aside. Opening the window, he leaned out. It was dark, with the lights of Moscow winking below him… a long, long way below him. Away in the distance he could see the glowing ruby stars on five of the Kremlin’s towers — Spasskaya, Nikolskaya, Borovitskaya, Troitskaya, and Vodovzvodnaya — sending their lit-up messages of Red Communism into the Moscow night. The wall of the flats seemed to reach down into nothing, disappearing into the blankness. As he turned around, he saw Virginia watching his face. He saw that she’d guessed what he had in mind.
She said quietly, “I told you. We’re sixty storeys up. It’s one hell of a long drop. I don’t have a very good head for heights and I’ve never done any mountainclimbing. You’d better forget it. It’s impossible anyway.”
He shook his head somberly. “Sorry, Virginia. It’s not impossible and it’s the only way. I could blow the door locks with the gun, perhaps, but that way we’d stir up a hornet’s nest. It’s got to be the window and it’s not so bad as it sounds. There’s a ledge running level with the sill along to a fire escape, about a dozen yards to the left. That’s no distance to worry about.”
There was a small sound from the Russian girl. He’d spoken in English but she had evidently guessed what he had in mind. Her face had gone green and her eyes were staring, and then, very suddenly and quietly, she folded right up on the floor.

Twenty-one

They picked Tanya up and laid her on a sofa and it was only a matter of minutes before she recovered. But little color came back into her cheeks and she started sobbing.
Shaw gave her two stinging slaps, one on either cheek. “Come on,” he said roughly, “cut it out!”
Virginia, looking startled, said, “Steve, she’s all in. Give her a chance!”
He turned to her, face set. “Leave this to me. I’ve got to find out what I can before we leave and it seems to me there’s one good way to do that. We have to play on her nerves — you follow?” He slid his hands under Tanya’s body and lifted her off the sofa. Propelling her over to the window, he pushed her head through the join of the curtains and held her there, looking straight down through the open window, over the sill into the blackness of the long drop. Forcing her body farther outward, he said, “Take a good look, Comrade Tanya, because that’s where you’re going if you don’t open up and answer one or two questions — truthfully. Understand?”
She was trembling uncontrollably and still sobbing her heart out. “I do not know anything… I can tell you nothing at all!”
“Take another look,” he said inexorably, not relaxing his hard grip. “If you don’t talk you’re going down with us and then you’ll do your talking to the KGB. If you slip it’ll be just too bad — even the KGB won’t be interested in the mess on the concrete.” He jerked her backward suddenly, away from the window, swinging her round till her face was close to his own. “Now — start before I get really impatient.”
“There is nothing!” In the electric light, her face was a ghastly color, dead like parchment. “The men… they did not talk to me of important matters, and when they talked among themselves it was in English, and I do not understand your tongue.”
Shaw tightened his grip on the girl’s shoulder until she cried out with the pain. “I don’t believe you,” he snapped. “It’ll have to be the wall.” He looked beyond her. “Give me a hand, Virginia.”
Suddenly, Tanya went limp in his arms, her face crumpling right up now. In a strangled voice, full of tears, she said, “I have told you the truth, I know nothing, Cane, nothing! I cannot face the climb down. I wish this to be over… if you must kill me, I plead with you, let it be quickly, with the gun, I cannot face the climb.”
Shaw met Virginia’s eyes; he held Tanya up and half carried her back to the sofa. He said, gently now, “All right, Tanya. I’m not going to kill you. I believe you — now.” Speaking in English again, he said to Virginia, “We’ll have to leave her, of course, but I don’t like it. She’s got caught up in something that’s way beyond her — none of her own making. And those hoodlums’ll do her in for certain when they find her.”
“Well, so what in hell else do we do?” Virginia demanded. She was looking almost as sick as Tanya now. “I don’t mind telling you, if you’re looking for suggestions, I’d just as soon stay here till Wicks and Fawcett turn up and then fight her battles for her!”
Shaw smiled, but bleakly. “I’ve thought along similar lines myself, and not for her sake or even yours, but it’s not on. I’ve already said they could be away a long while… whatever it is they’ve come to Moscow to do, they could be planning to do it while we’re locked in this flat. We’re probably supposed to be some kind of bargaining counter for use when the job’s over — and in the meantime we’re safely out of the way. No, we’ve got to get out and it’ll have to be just the two of us. I’ll ring the janitor of the block anonymously and tip him off to let the girl out and away. She doesn’t know my real name and I’m convinced she doesn’t know anything that’ll give our show away to the KGB or anyone else — and she doesn’t know our future movements. She’s no security risk, poor girl!” He gave Virginia a shrewd look. “Ready?”
“I–I guess so.” Her lips were tight and bloodless, but she seemed to have screwed herself up to what was ahead and Shaw beheved she’d do it.
He said, “Good girl,” and put an arm round her shoulder and held her close for a moment. He could feel the rapid heart-beats against his chest. He said, “We’re going to make it, I promise you. That ledge — it’s three to four inches wide and that’s enough. It’s a foot-hold, and we should be able to get a grip of sorts with our fingers around the edges of the concrete blocks. I’ll go first and you keep one hand round my waist. Remember not to look up or down… keep the front of your body as flat as you can against the wall and try to think of something pleasant. Like getting back to the States when all this is over. All right?”
“It’s got to be all right, hasn’t it?” she answered brittlely. “Let’s get moving before I pass out like your Russian girlfriend.”
He pressed her arm and stared down at Tanya. He told her what he proposed to do. He said, “Don’t worry, it’s going to work out. I’ll let the KGB know you got into this through no fault of your own.”
Her startled eyes followed him anxiously. She asked in a low voice, “The gun…?”
Shaw glanced at Virginia, and saw reflected in her eyes his own thoughts as to why Tanya wanted the automatic. He said quietly, “I’m taking that. You won’t be needing it.”
He slipped the small weapon into his pocket, nodded at Virginia, then crossed the room to the light switch and flicked it off. Then he pulled the curtains right back and threw the window wide open. He took a deep breath, braced himself, and scrambled up quickly on to the sill. There was a light but blustery cold wind that plucked at his clothing, and the sound of traffic passing some seven hundred feet below him came up spasmodically. He felt around for a foothold on the narrow ledge, spreading his arms out sideways at the same time and reaching for such grip as he could find on the concrete. He got the fingertips of his right hand round the edge of one of the big blocks and then very gingerly moved out from the sill and along the ledge itself.
As he let go of the window-frame with his left hand, he called out, “Right, Virginia. Up you come — and take it easy. Relax all you can.” He waited while she lifted herself on to the sill and stood up outside the window, holding on to the frame with a grip like death. Just for a moment she seemed to sway, and Shaw noticed her closed eyes.
“Keep your eyes open!” he ordered sharply. “Do as I told you — keep watching the wall, and make sure you keep your body straight.”
She nodded, not speaking. She was shaking badly as she reached out towards Shaw and slid her arm around his waist as she’d been told. He said reassuringly, “Fine — you’re doing all right, Virginia. Now just let go of the window… and move out along with me. Keep close. There’s not really so far to go, and we’re going to take it nice and slowly. Just don’t think about it, except to tell yourself what you know in your heart is true — that is, if this ledge was only six inches above ground-level you’d waltz along it!”
He slid his right foot along cautiously, feeling for any impediment or crumbling. The ledge took his weight and he followed with his left foot. Virginia moved in step with him, reaching with her free hand along the wall as he was doing, figure flattened hard against the concrete. The tremor in her body was transmitted to Shaw by her arm; he himself was alarmingly conscious of the wicked drop below, and for a fraction of time, he felt an almost overwhelming urge to give up, to let himself go, sway backwards away from the wall, and be done with a nightmare, be done with the cruel uncertainty of playing a game with a very present threat of death. He took a grip on himself and they inched along; the goal of the fire-escape never seemed any nearer, was always impossibly out of reach. Time meant nothing now, though after a few minutes, it seemed to Shaw that they had already spent half eternity on that ledge — distance was the only thing that mattered. An increasing wind was sighing around the tall block now. They could still hear the occasional traffic noises from the streets below. The building was mostly in darkness, and Shaw was not unduly worried about being spotted unless anyone still awake in the flats below should take it into his head to look out of a window and glance perpendicularly upward at the sky. Meanwhile the ledge itself was holding firm and there was no crumbling, for which fact, Shaw sent up a heartfelt prayer of thankfulness — and hoped he wasn’t being premature.
Inch by inch, they moved.
Their hands and clothes, and now and again their faces, rasped painfully along the rough wall. Virginia was panting, each breath dragging and difficult. Shaw felt his knees trembling now. Occasionally, his body swayed out, forcing him to stop and maneuver to regain a delicate balance. At these moments, he and Virginia stopped breathing, seeming to fear that the smallest movement might finish them. They were just about half-way now, he judged, with the forsaken haven of the open window some half-dozen yards to their left… they were right out on a limb, with no other refuge until they reached the fire escape.
They edged on.
Shaw, soaked with sweat in spite of the cold wind, was keeping his gaze fixed on the metal framework ahead, concentrating everything on the goal of the platform that was a couple of feet below the level of the concrete ledge and around the far side of the structure. He scarcely dared to think of anything else now but the platform, and how he was to get himself and the girl safely over and on to it.
Two yards to go…
Just two more yards!
Virginia was trembling badly now, her nerves right on the stretch, almost at their limit. Shaw knew she wasn’t going to hold on much longer. But he moved along just as carefully, not hurrying… and then a few moments later, his reaching fingers contacted the coldness of metal.
He called hoarsely, “Hang on tight… we’re there!”
He heard her sob of relief and then he slewed his body and had grasped the spider’s-web of the escape firmly with both hands.
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When they were both holding fast to the outer framework of the fire-escape Shaw asked, “How d’you feel?”
“Lousy, but I’ll manage,” she said. “Frankly, I’m surprised I made it at all!”
“You’ve done wonders,” he assured her. “Now, we’ll climb round to the platform. It’s not far to go.”
He led the way along the frames; three minutes later he had reached the square platform and was helping Virginia over the rail.
When she was standing safely beside him, he relaxed, leaning back against die rail and mopping the streaming sweat from his forehead. He said, “Well, that’s that. And thank God it’s over!”
“You did wonderfully,” he told Virginia again as they made their way down the steps, quickly and soundlessly, “and you’ll have to bear up a little longer. We aren’t entirely out of the wood yet. Where’s the nearest metro station?”
She said, “I came by Autozavodskaya, and that’s a longish walk.”
He nodded; they reached the foot of the escape and walked unhindered round to the front of the block and out across the forecourt into Neruyin Street. Like lovers, they drifted along towards Autozavodskaya station, his arm around her and their heads touching… the way they had before, back in Minsk. No one was going to look twice at them and, besides, Shaw found he liked it that way.
Virginia quickly regained her usual composure, though there was still a tremor in her body. After a while, she asked, “What do we do now, Steve?” He saw the flash of her teeth as she grinned. “I always seem to be asking you that!”
He didn’t answer right away; after a few moments he said, “One thing, we avoid the Moskva from now on. I’ve an idea this business, whatever it turns out to be, is moving right to its climax — and I can’t risk being nailed by the KGB for giving their tail the slip. What I’ve got to do, if possible, is to fix it with Jones that the KGB’s informed by a calculated leak that I’ve been rumbled by the Embassy and duly smuggled back to the UK for trial — or even maybe held incommunicado in the Embassy itself. That’s tough on the real Cane’s family, I know, but national security’s involved in this. In any case, our security people in London’ll be watching out that end — so we can only hope.”
“You know something?” she asked. “I was thinking we ought to have put a watch on that flat, then seen where a tail on Wicks and Fawcett might have led us.”
He shook his head. “Waste of time. We’re just a little too well known to those two, and it’s never hard to shake off a tail when you know the ropes, is it, let alone when you actually recognize the tail!”
“Your Embassy won’t help?”
He hesitated. “As a matter of fact, we’ve reached the stage when they’ve got to help whether they like it or not, but a tail’s still not the answer. Wicks and Fawcett may not show up there in time to be any use. We can only do one thing, Virginia, and that is, think a little faster than those two, try to anticipate their next move, and be there ahead of them. Not trailing behind — get me? And I’ve got to contact Jones before I plan my own next move — and Jones is out of Moscow till morning. Meanwhile there’s something he can do for us just the same.”
She looked up at him, lifting an eyebrow. “Such as?”
“Board and lodging for the night! As soon as I’ve rung that janitor about Tanya we’re bound for Jones’s flat. We can lie up there till I get things sorted out. Jones is going to have those kittens when he knows, but that’s just too bad.”
* * *
Rogoskaya Street was a quiet row of tall old houses north of Red Square. Shaw, with Virginia behind him, ran quickly up a flight of steps into a hall with a staircase rising from the back regions. They went on up to the first floor, where they found a solid oak door with a card in a brass holder carrying Jones’s name. On the remote off-chance that Jones might have turned his flat over to a colleague for the night, Shaw knocked and waited. Nothing happened. Then he tried the door; it was, naturally enough, firmly locked.
“Won’t take long,” he murmured. “Just keep a lookout on the stairs, will you?”
Virginia said, “Okay,” and moved back towards the staircase. Shaw fished in his pocket and brought out his special bunch of keys once again and began trying them in the lock. He was successful at the fourth attempt; the key slid in, clicked as he turned it, and the lock went smoothly back. No troubles this time; there was a mortice, but he was able to deal easily with that. He glanced round, hissed between his teeth at the girl, and pushed the door open. Virginia followed him into a small, dark hall. He closed the door behind her, locked it, and drew the bolts across at the top and bottom. Leaving the hall in darkness, he felt around and then opened a door leading off to the right; a glow from the street lamps showed up a big window and he went across and drew the curtains. Then he came back to the door and explored for a light switch, which he found immediately. As he depressed it, a gold-shaded table-lamp came on in a corner of the room.
Shaw looked around him with interest. So did Virginia. “Jones,” she observed, “lives in what one might well call a certain style…”
He squeezed her arm and whispered into her ear. “Private homes can be bugged in this country.”
She whispered back, “Sorry. So?”
“So I go on a bug hunt and you stay here.”
He went across the room, his feet sinking into the thick pile of a carpet of a fragile shade of green. His eye noted comfortable-looking, well cushioned sofas and chairs, an exquisite cabinet with priceless old china displayed, a big knee-hole desk of polished walnut with a red-leather top edged with gold tracery inlay. The curtains were thick and heavy and hanging in folds of warm, dark-red velvet. Carefully and minutely, he examined pictures and curtains for concealed wires or the tiny microphones that would pick up conversations and feed them back to tape recorders in adjacent flats, devices that could so easily be fixed by servants or caretakers. He went on hands and knees around the skirting-boards, pulled back the carpet all along its edge. He took up the hand-piece of the telephone and carefully unscrewed the mouthpiece and earpiece and then, using a small knife as a screwdriver, he opened up the body of the instrument.
He found nothing.
This room at all events was clean and bug-free; and if this room wasn’t bugged it was unlikely that any other room would be — with the possible exception of Jones’s bedroom, of course.
He grinned reassuringly at Virginia and said, “All right, come on in and talk all you want!”
She came over to him. “If all this isn’t Jones’s own furniture,” she said, “he must be paying a fortune to rent it. It’s superb!”
“It is,” Shaw agreed. “I dare say he’s well enough paid to carry it, though.” He went over to a tall cupboard, which he opened. He gave a sound of satisfaction. “Thought so,” he said.
She joined him. “What is it?”
“Whisky.”
“Scotch or rye?”
“Scotch. I’m sure Jones won’t mind if we help ourselves. I think we’ve earned it — don’t you? Just a night-cap… and then bed.”
“Sounds wonderful to me.” She gave a curious little laugh, a rather excited yet uncertain sound. “I… suppose your Mr Jones has a spare bedroom?”
Shaw was looking for glasses and she couldn’t see his face. He said lightly, “Probably. But if he hasn’t does it have to worry us all that much?”
She gave him a long look as he turned; her face had flushed. “Maybe not all that much,” she said quietly. Then she turned away suddenly and walked towards one of the sofas. She sat, tucking her ankles up beneath her skirt and letting her shoes slip to the thick carpet. A few moments later, Shaw came across with the glasses. The measures were stiff, with just a dash of soda.
“Do you good,” he said. He lifted his glass and smiled down at her, the gold-shaded light catching his profile and bringing into relief the long, hard line of his jaw, shadowing the deep-set eyes. He didn’t seem to notice the particular way Virginia was looking at him. He said, “Here’s luck!”
“And will we need it!..” Virginia gave a sudden shiver and then sipped her whisky appreciatively. “Say, this is really good. Pulls a girl together.” She added, “What time did you say Jones is due back here?”
“I don’t know what time he’ll be back in the flat, but he’s out of Moscow till morning. He’ll probably go straight to the Embassy.”
“Uh-huh.” She was silent for a few moments, studying him again with a curious look in her eyes; then she said, “Well, I reckon I’ll just go and take a look at the domestic arrangements, right?” She set her glass down rather hard on a small table. “I’ll be back.”
“You’d better be!” He smiled at her absently and she went out of the room, closing the door behind her. Shaw sat in a big chair and leaned back thoughtfully, jiggling his whisky-glass. He felt in his bones that things were coming to a head and he was damned certain he knew just where the boil would burst. Maybe, in Jones’s absence, he should contact Worth-Butters right away… but a moment’s reflection told him that wouldn’t do at all. Very unorthodox methods would have to be employed from now on, to get him into the atomic-industry area, and Worth-Butters himself would certainly not play along these particular lines. Jones still had to be his man…
Shaw was almost startled as, in the middle of his reverie, he heard his name called very softly.
He turned towards the door.
He saw Virginia standing there quite naked.
He got to his feet, the blood pumping through his veins like a sudden fire.
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Her lips had parted and he could see the tip of her tongue; it did things to him. She held her arms out towards him in an appealing gesture, a somehow pathetic movement that went straight to his heart. Yet he hesitated. Virginia MacKinlay, however short the time he had known her, attracted him strongly; but no matter how much he wanted her, he shrank from hurting her by sweeping her off her feet into a casual affair. There were women with whom one did that kind of thing and it didn’t hurt them; there were the others who meant too much for such a thing to be casual and meaningless. Further, and on another level, Shaw was reluctant to complicate the work-out of an assignment by getting too personally involved in the middle of it. On that score at any rate, afterwards was different.
Virginia moved a little. She said almost timidly, “Please! Steve, don’t have any doubts, not on my account. I’m not a child. I know what I’m asking.”
“You mean that?” he asked in a low voice.
“Truly. I know the kind of lives men in your job live. I know I can’t have you for always.” She added, as if seeing the thought in his eyes, “You’re not going to hurt me, Steve. I promise you that.”
He crossed the room slowly and took her in his arms. Her lips came up to meet his; she closed her eyes and when they had kissed — and it was a long one from which he didn’t pull his mouth away — she gave a deep, shuddering sigh of content. Putting his hands beneath her body, Shaw lifted her; he carried her across the room, his urgent fingers caressing her skin.
When he woke in the morning, she was still in his arms and her hair had fallen across his chest. She was sleeping like a child, one arm flung across him and her face rested and at peace. He ran his fingers lightly along her body, his own face relaxed too as his mind went back over the night. Then, glancing at his watch, he disengaged himself gently from her, and leaving her sleeping, got up and went over to the window. He drew the curtains back and looked out on the street, wakening now to a bright sun.
He turned away and glanced back at Virginia; he was thinking once again of the night. She’d asked him, after one embrace, if he was really married or not, or was it only a cover. He’d told her no, he wasn’t and never had been.
Her arms had tightened round his body then and she’d given a little sigh and whispered, “And never want to be, I guess. Not that I’m blaming you. A girl kind of… slows a man up, maybe.” He hadn’t pursued that because what she said was basically true in his case. Men in other jobs often needed a woman — the right woman, and for each man there was only the one right woman — to help and encourage them along. That had never applied to men in his particular game; and he knew she understood that…
He left the room. In the bathroom, he splashed cold water vigorously over his body, shaved with a spare razor of Jones’s, dressed, and then went into the kitchen and rooted about in the cupboards. He found cereal, and milk still fresh in a refrigerator, and eggs. There was freshly-ground coffee in an airtight tin. When the coffee was simmering gently and aromatically in an electric percolator and he was ready to fry the eggs, Shaw went in and woke Virginia.
She yawned and stretched, smiling up at him contentedly. “Do I smell coffee?” she asked.
He said, “You do indeed. Breakfast is almost ready, so show a leg.”
She chuckled. “I’ll show you more than that.” She sat up, let the sheet fall from her breasts, then pushed the covers right away from her body. “Satisfied?”
“It’ll have to do for now.” His eyes caressed her. “I don’t want my cooking efforts wrecked.”
She reached up. “Kiss me.” He did so. “You’re a darling,” she breathed into his ear.
Shaw had laid the meal in the kitchen and fifteen minutes later, while they were finishing, they heard the rattle of the outer door. There was a loud banging and an angry, startled voice snapped, “What the goddam hell!”
Shaw got up, grinning. “That’ll be Jones,” he said. “Stand by for fireworks.” He went out into the hall and pulled back the bolts on the door. Opening up, he came face to face with Jones, who was carrying a bulky leather briefcase. Jones’ mouth was open ready, but when he recognized Shaw, his eyebrows went up high over his heavy spectacles and then his mouth closed like a steel trap. Shaw noted signs of fear, as well as anger, in the man’s face, and he was clearly boiling over with questions and rebukes but being on the doorstep was restraining himself — with difficulty. It was, however, Shaw’s turn to be shaken rigid when Jones, with a show of deference, stepped aside, and another man pushed through the door into the tiny hall. A square, blunt man with a face that shrieked high blood-pressure, with a thick black moustache and dark jowls and bulging eyes, wearing a fawn raincoat with shoulder-capes and a belt and leather buttons, and a greasy brown trilby. Brigadier Treece. Or Mr Treece, if he preferred it that way.
* * *
Matters had not been improved when Virginia MacKinlay was discovered in the kitchen drinking a second cup of coffee.
Shaw said pleasantly, “Brigadier Treece… Miss MacKinlay of the Federal Bureau of Investigation.”
Treece seemed to be fighting some internal enemy who threatened to choke him. He snapped, “Have you gone crazy, man?”
“I don’t really think so,” Shaw replied. “I can see you’re surprised—”
“Surprised!”
“—and annoyed. And understandably so. You think I’ve been monumentally indiscreet — but may I just make the point that circumstances do alter cases and I had no alternative but to come along here—”
“And the girl?” Treece asked belligerently.
“And the girl too. I’ll explain everything, if you’ll give me a chance.”
“You’ve got your chance now,” Treece said, glaring. He was in a filthy mood. “Make the most of it.” He chucked his trilby on the table.
Shaw explained. His explanation did in fact appear to pacify Treece, though Jones seemed far from happy about the whole position and appeared to regard his cover as being blown to the skies, his whole elaborate set-up irretrievably wrecked. It was left to Treece, as they all adjourned to the drawing-room, to smooth him over, and when this had been, at any rate, partially achieved Shaw said, “I did manage to pick up one lead, or rather Miss MacKinlay did. I regarded it as being extremely important, I may say, and the best we’re likely to get before it’s too late.”
Treece rubbed briskly at his moustache. “Give.”
Shaw said, “One of the men was heard to mention the uranium workings in the general vicinity of Lake Baikal and the Chalok River.” He paused. “I’ve been hearing a thing or two, as Jones will gather shortly, from Sir Hubert Worth-Butters, about the Chalok River area — and the dam.”
Treece’s attitude seemed to have stiffened and his mouth was drawn very tight. “Go on,” he snapped.
“Well, as I dare say you know by now, Kosy-enko’s also going there — Jones’ll have told you that, of course, if you didn’t know already.” He looked from one to the other. “It begins to smell a trifle strong — don’t you think?”
Jones asked, “Just where is this smell?”
“I’ll tell you. I believe Conroy, whoever he turns out to be and that’s still to be established, means to sabotage the Chalok River dam, and wreck the entire industry of the valley.”
“What!” The explosive sound came from Treece.
Jones said, “Really, that sounds rather extreme, doesn’t it? What do you base your theories on?”
“This.” Shaw’s face was set into hard lines now. “The theory we’ve been working on so far is that all we’re trying to do is to prevent Kosyenko being knocked off by a British subject, but frankly I can’t see that Kosyenko himself is quite all that important. I’m convinced there’s more behind this. And I keep remembering that Conroy was a dam constructor, and so was Kosyenko. Now, to me that suggests a link — tenuous, I agree, but none the less a link. The Chalok dam is part of that link. And remember this, if you need to be reminded of it — all the new factories, all the uranium workings, the whole atomic output of the area… all that lot is at the mercy of the Chalok Dam!”
He caught the look that passed between Jones and Treece; what he had said was dynamite and he knew it — and so did the other two. Shaw could see in their eyes that already, as he had done earlier, they were contemplating the prospect of an all-out nuclear war.
Jones said, “It’s fantastic!”
Shaw shrugged. “Possibly it is, but then so is a lot of what goes on these days. Our job is to make sure fantasy doesn’t become fact, that no one ever knows any of it even looked like happening. And meanwhile I’m damn sure those two characters, Wicks and Fawcett, aren’t here strictly for the pickings of the goldsmuggling racket. They’re deeply committed in the Conroy affair and gold’s just cover. Just bear in mind what I said — in that flat they were talking about the uranium area.”
Treece flicked a glance at Jones before answering. Then he said, “There’s nothing in the files about either of them to support your views. They’re absolutely clean security-wise.” He bit at a fingernail, staring at Shaw. “I think you’ve been informed of that, haven’t you?”
“Yes, I have, and if you say there’s nothing on them, then I accept that,” Shaw agreed patiently, “but there’s always a first time, isn’t there?”
“True, true.” Treece marched up and down the room, hands clasped tightly behind the thick, square back. “All the same—” he broke off. “Anyhow, Shaw, just what do you suggest we do? What line should we go on now?”
“Surely, it’s obvious? We have to regard the Lake Baikal-Kyakhta area in general, and the Chalok Dam in particular, as the danger zone — and Kosyenko’s stay there as the danger period, right from the time he touches down at Kyakhta airfield. Now, for a start, that narrows the field down to manageable proportions, so—”
“What d’you think, Jones?” Treece asked, rounding abruptly to face the man.
Jones said worriedly, hitching at his pants, “I really don’t know. The first thing that occurs to me is that if we concentrate on the one area, and the one time, we’re going to leave the rest of Russia open for anything to happen.”
Shaw stared at him coldly. “Russia’s a biggish place. Around nine million square miles, if I’m not mistaken. We’ve got to narrow the field.”
“Ye — es, but—”
“And,” Shaw continued, “Miss MacKinlay and I have to be given fresh cover. That’s the second point. I can’t risk the KGB now — I’m sorry, but there it is.” He paused. “Meanwhile I’d be glad if you’d brief me as to what Kosyenko’s actual purpose is in visiting the area. That is, if you have any more information than I have.”
Jones frowned and ran a hand through his hair. He said, “The short answer is, publicity pure and simple. You might almost say bull, really.”
“That seems a little odd, doesn’t it, considering the Soviet authorities are concerned about Chinese being in the area?”
Jones looked put out for no apparent reason and said huffily, “The area isn’t secret any more. It was all highly secret until the nuclear power plants and so forth were in full operation. It was a closed area then — no one outside it knew anything much about what went on there — and certainly it’s fair to say nothing was known about it outside the Soviet Union. Now, however, the Government appears to have decided the time has come to show it off, to impress the world with Soviet industrial development and achievement. And that’s just what Kosyenko’s visit is… a show-off to both the West and China — but only a surface show-off, I need hardly say. They still guard their real secrets pretty carefully, of course. They’d naturally be concerned, vitally concerned about any unauthorized infiltration of Chinese, men who might be trying to pick up highly secret information. The Press won’t get all the dope.”
“Do I take it,” Shaw asked, “that it’s being given Press coverage — Kosyenko’s visit, I mean?”
“Yes, of course,” Jones said impatiently. “How else is it to get full publicity? There’s to be a large-scale turn-out. The world’s Press’ll be there.”
Shaw nodded. “I see! In that case,” he said briskly, “I have a request to make, and it’s this. Can you fix it for me to be flown out to Kyakhta — with the Press party?”
Jones looked startled. “Good heavens — I say, that’s really asking something!”
“I dare say it is, but I’m being asked to do something too, remember. I’m being asked to short-circuit someone unknown, who’s about to kill a top Russian for a purpose unknown-let me finish, if you don’t mind — in an area we can’t pinpoint any more accurately than I’ve already tried to do, though in point of fact I’m pretty certain I’m right about that. Now, that’s a sizeable job — agreed?”
Jones nodded half-heartedly.
“Right, then I’m entitled to expect some cooperation, whatever the Embassy thinks about assisting agents, and the co-operation I happen to need is — to be flown out with the Press. And it’d suit me down to the ground if I could be given cover as a Press reporter myself.”
Jones snorted at that. “Quite impossible, my dear chap! Why,” he added indignantly, “you’d need a brand new identity, forged papers and passes and Press authorizations—”
Shaw interrupted brusquely. “Get with it, for heaven’s sake! I’ve already made the point that we need fresh cover in any case, and, believe me, I wasn’t fooling! And there’s no time now for messing around. If I’m right, and Wicks and Fawcett are going to that part of the world, it’s vital I follow — fast! Now, that means the people who produce faked papers and new identities have got to get their fingers out and earn their keep!”
Treece had stopped perambulating now and was watching Shaw. Jones took off his thick glasses and blinked and said huffily, “You know as well as I do the Embassy doesn’t deal in that kind of thing.”
“Of course not,” Shaw agreed, “And I never suggested they did or should. This isn’t the kind of conversation I’d have with H.E, or even Sir Hubert. But I doubt if you came to Moscow without being prepared for certain eventualities… prepared, that is, in a way which the Embassy wouldn’t necessarily have to know a thing about. I don’t think,” he added, “I need to elaborate?”
Jones said, “No, you don’t have to do that.” He glanced at Treece, evidently for guidance, and Treece took over. In his abrupt way he said, “Look here, Shaw, Jones came in with his forgery section all right, don’t you worry. I gave the order myself. Needless to say, they’re not housed in the Embassy.” Biting again at a fingernail, he stared thoughtfully at Jones. “You know, my lad, I think Shaw’s right. Seems to be the only thing we can do. Dammit, we’ve no other leads!”
“The difficulties,” Jones began, “are really—”
Treece seemed to bristle. “The difficulties aren’t by any means insuperable. Difficulties, so I’ve always heard, exist only to be overcome. All the necessary papers and permissions and all that can be arranged for, also the hotel reservation will be seen to. We haven’t much time, but we’ll cope — or you will, Jones.”
“I don’t like it, sir.” Jones had become very formal.
“Well, neither do I, let’s face it, but needs must when the devil drives — hey? Now, I want you, Shaw, and Miss MacKinlay, to remain here for the time being. In the meantime Jones’ll fix the documentation and also your transport to the airfield. All necessary items of luggage will be waiting for you at the airport. Jones, when are these Press chaps leaving, exactly?”
Jones said with a mutinous air, “Six this evening, from Bykovo.”
Treece nodded. “Shaw will leave with them. See to it.” He swung round on Shaw, head down like a bull. “Your orders will be as before, with particular instructions to keep a watch on Wicks and Fawcett if they should be in the vicinity. I suppose it’s possible one of them could be Conroy if you’re right in what you’ve told us, or at least that they could have some close connection with him, so we won’t leave it to chance. Now — Miss MacKinlay.” He stood solidly in front of the American girl. “Your position is somewhat equivocal. I understand you have orders from your own people to work on the gold smuggling, and that alone — officially.”
She looked him in the eye. “That’s right.”
Treece grunted, then perambulated once again, thick brows drawn together in a heavy line. “You’ve been in this most of the way along, as it happens… and I’ve no doubt you can be useful to Shaw. He’ll need assistance, probably, and there’s no one else available. I want Jones here in Moscow. Care to go east with Shaw?”
Looking pleased and surprised, Virginia said, “I’d be glad to go, and thanks for suggesting it, but what about my Embassy?”
Treece smiled. “You may leave that to me with full confidence, young lady. I have certain contacts in the Chaikovsky Ulitsa.” He turned again to Jones. “That’ll be transport for two, two hotel reservations — and all the rest of it.” “There’s just one more thing,” Shaw put in. “The Cane family… you’ll remember I told you they’re under threat from the KGB—”
“I was aware of that before I left London.”
“Yes, but don’t you see — now the KGB have lost me, the wife and child are in dead trouble!”
Treece said briskly, “Leave that to me too. We know exactly where they are and as soon as I get to the Embassy I’ll talk to London on the closed line. I’ll also see to it that the KGB’s satisfied as to your own disappearance, so you needn’t worry about being arrested at Bykovo. Well — anything else?” He looked from one to the other, expectantly, like a sergeant-major addressing a squad.
Shaw looked back at him steadily. Treece, he thought, had suddenly become wonderfully co-operative, even to the extent of getting Virginia into the Press party unasked. “Yes,” he said. “I’d like to know, if I may ask, why you’ve suddenly turned up in Moscow, Brigadier?”
Treece looked suddenly angry, then smiled and rasped a hand along his moustache. “I’m here,” he said, “Not to check on you, Shaw, if that’s what’s bothering you, but because I wanted to be on the spot to deal with developments as they arise, and the reason for that is the generally serious view London takes of the whole situation. However, the fact I’m here makes not the least difference. It’s still up to you. I know you won’t fail us. Oh, and by the way… officially, I’m lent to the Embassy as an extra military attache — understand?”
“I understand,” Shaw replied. “There’s just one other thing before you both go. I’d like Kosyenko’s forthcoming itinerary… in detail.”
Treece glanced at Jones. “Jones’ll hand it to you at Bykovo,” he said. “Come along, Jones. Collect what you wanted and we’ll get along to the Embassy.” Jones went over and unlocked a drawer in his desk, brought out a file, and slipped it into his briefcase. Then he nodded curtly at Shaw and departed in Treece’s wake, slamming the door behind him.
* * *
Later that morning, Virginia said, with a wicked look in her eye, “Time’s running out a little, at least till this thing’s over… but we do have until around a half after five this evening and that’s something.”
He grinned down at her. “So?”
“So last night,” she said, pouting a little, “was nice. Wasn’t it?”
“An understatement!” He reached out a hand to her and drew her down to the sofa. His hand was ruffling her hair when the telephone bell shattered the peace of the flat like a call to arms.

Twenty-four

Shaw sat up, listening to the shrilling of the bell. Virginia said anxiously, “Better let it ring, Steve.”
“No.” He reached out for the telephone. “We could miss something that way.”
“Miss what?”
“How do I know till I’ve answered it? Could be the Embassy, though I’ll admit I’d expect them to keep off the line in the circumstances.” He lifted the handpiece and put the receiver to his ear; not answering, he waited. A man’s voice asked, “Is this 46-07-23?”
Shaw stiffened and glanced at Virginia. Disguising his voice he said, “Yes, it is.”
“Who’s that speaking?”
Shaw said, “Jones here. Who’s that?” There was silence, and then a click in Shaw’s ear. Slowly he replaced his own hand-piece and turned to Virginia, frowning. “Whoever it was,” he said, “he knew damn well I wasn’t Jones.”
She looked at him, eyes wide and frightened, a hand playing with a brooch. “Was it the Embassy?” she asked.
“I doubt it!” He gave a short, hard laugh. “I could so easily be wrong, of course… but I’ve a pretty good idea who it might have been.”
“Uh-huh?”
“Wicks,” he answered tersely. “He didn’t say much, but I believe I recognized the yoke.”
“Wicks!” Virginia whistled, a low sound of astonishment. “Now, how in hell does that fit, Steve?”
He shrugged, but his face was bleak. He said, “Don’t ask me! I’ve said I could be wrong. If I’m not…” He left the rest of it unsaid. The implications were endless. Jones might be working on a line of his own; he could be in possession of more information than he’d let on to Shaw — in which case he, Shaw, wasn’t being fully trusted by someone. Or Wicks could be in a spot and ready to talk — cold feet at the last moment? But how would he know about Jones’s flat — wouldn’t he contact the Embassy direct? He would — which led to the vastly more serious aspect: the possibility had to be faced that Jones himself was involved, that he could be a double agent, part of the Conroy network. That stood out a mile, but one thing alone was reasonably certain, for what it was worth: Jones couldn’t have been expecting that call or he’d have dreamed up some excuse for getting rid of Shaw and Virginia and Treece, and for staying on in the flat to take it.
Speaking his thoughts aloud, Shaw said, “He must be on the level… otherwise he wouldn’t have risked us with the MVD in the first place. For all he could tell, one of us might have cracked under the grill and spilt the beans about the threat to Kosyenko.” He frowned. “Or is that a valid hypothesis, I wonder? Maybe it could have been safer for him that way, rather than let us get picked up and really put through it. As it was, he helped us spike their guns, didn’t he?”
Virginia said, “Could be. You going to ring the British Embassy and report this, Steve?”
He shook his head. “No. I’ll still play this my way. I’m inclined to be suspicious of telephones in this country, anyhow.”
There were no more calls after that; and though Shaw kept a discreet watch through the windows on the street below he could see no sign of anyone waiting around to tail people leaving the building. But however confident Treece might be to the contrary, Shaw knew it was only too likely that, since his disappearance the night before, the KGB would in fact be watching the airports closely.
At five-fifteen, the front-door bell rang.
Shaw went straight away to answer it, his hand grasping the Russian girl’s automatic in his pocket. When he opened the door, he found a middle-aged English driver who asked for no names but gave him a searching look and then said smartly, “The car’s waiting, sir.”
“Thank you. I’ll be with you in a couple of minutes.”
“Very good, sir. Meanwhile I’m to hand you this.” The man reached into a pocket and drew out a bulky envelope sealed with wax. Shaw took this and the driver turned away. Shaw watched him as far as the stairs and then closed the door and went back to the drawing-room where Virginia was waiting. She looked at him quizzically and he said, “Marching orders.” He ripped the envelope open and brought out two passports, one British, the other American, and two fully authenticated Press passes, stamped by the respective Embassies and countersigned by the Russian authorities. He looked up, smiling tightly. “All set,” he said. “The plane leaves in—” he glanced at his wrist-watch. “—forty minutes. Ready?”
“When you are,” she replied quietly. “I’m glad the waiting period’s over, to tell you the truth, Steve.”
He pulled her to him and lightly kissed her hair. “So am I. We had to face it sometime. Remember, it’s touch and go, or it will be if the KGB are watching the internal flights. Treece is taking a hell of a risk for us, but the stakes are worth it. We’re the expendable ones if anything goes wrong,” he added with a touch of cynicism.
She nodded. “Don’t I know it!”
He held her close for a moment. “Let’s go,” he said.
He kissed her again and they went to the door. Shaw banged it behind him; the sound had a ring of finality about it. They went down the stairs and across the hall. The driver was waiting in the car. Seeing the two approaching, he got out and held the door open. A half-minute later, they were driving fast through the crowded streets for Bykovo.
On arrival at the airport, they found Jones and the Press Attache from the Embassy talking to a group of British and American pressmen. There was no sign of Colonel Andreyev, though a couple of MVD troopers, armed with Simonov semi-automatic carbines, were lounging about by the movement control section through which the men and women would move to the waiting aircraft. Reporters seemed to be everywhere, and from everywhere. Pravda, Izvestia, two men from Reuters… among the others, Poles, Czechs, Germans, Japanese, French, British, American… indeed only the Chinese seemed to be missing. And, as Jones conducted them to the left-luggage office where they picked up two heavy, much-used grips already labeled with their new identities, Shaw spotted someone he hadn’t expected to see at Bykovo: Treece, now once again a brigadier, wearing the uniform of a General Staff Officer. Treece, he was certain, had seen him too but was looking right through him, totally ignoring him.
He asked in surprise, “Is Treece on the flight, then?”
Jones nodded. “Yes, but you don’t know him, of course. It was a last-minute decision. A London newspaper-man developed an appendix, and Treece decided he’d fill the seat.”
“Any special reason,” Shaw asked casually, “that you know of?”
“Not really.” Jones shrugged, made a gesture with his hands. “Treece seems to be a man of whims.”
“Maybe, but a man of purpose too,” Shaw said thoughtfully and without pleasure. “I’d like to know what the purpose is this time — but I dare say I’ll find out! I’m not too keen on being followed around by the top brass, to be quite honest. It doesn’t help, and a man in Treece’s position can become a hell of a liability, though he’d hate to be told so.” Shaw looked keenly at Jones. “By the way… thanks for the use of your flat all day.”
“And night,” Jones said slyly. “I still think it was damned indiscreet, but there we are.” He waved a hand airily; he was in a better mood. “As to the hospitality, think nothing of it. Only too glad to be of service, and I accept there was little else you could have done in the circumstances,” he added as they started back towards the group of pressmen. “I’ve been convinced by our friend the brig.”
“To whom much thanks,” Shaw murmured. “Incidentally, I almost forgot. There was a phone call for you.”
“Oh — really?” Jones lifted his eyebrows. His expression was unperturbed, but Shaw fancied there was a new tautness in his voice. “Who was it? One of my girlfriends, by any chance?” he added with a laugh.
“No, it was a man’s voice. He didn’t say who he was, just asked for you.”
“No message?”
“No. I’m sorry, perhaps I should have asked, but he rang off too quickly for me…” Shaw was still watching the man but he didn’t find out anything from his scrutiny. It could so easily be that he was utterly mistaken about the identity of the caller. Meanwhile he preferred not to alert Jones; if the man was implicated Shaw felt certain that any developments would come to a head in the vicinity of the Chalok River and he wanted to leave it that way.
Jones, meanwhile, seemed to have lost interest in the conversation. He said, “Well, whoever it was, he’ll ring again, I suppose. Meanwhile here’s what you wanted — Kosyenko’s itinerary.” He slid an envelope into Shaw’s hand, and Shaw put it in his breast pocket. “Got all you want, old man?”
Shaw nodded. “Yes, thanks. Someone’s done a pretty good job of documentation,” he murmured in Jones’s ear. “I take it you’re still staying put in Moscow yourself?”
“Yes, worse luck.” Jones ran a hand through his over-abundant hair. “I’d like to have had a look around the Chalok Valley, but there we are.” After a pause he added, “I’ve an idea you could be right after all, and things may come to a head out there.”
Shaw looked up sharply. “Why — anything new cropped up?”
“Oh, no… if there was you’d have been put in the picture—” Just then Treece’s voice was heard and Jones broke off. “Excuse me, won’t you — that’s our boss shouting for me.” He stretched out his hand and beamed through his glasses. “Well, old man, all the best for a successful trip — and I hope you get a good story out of it. There should be plenty of interest for you to see.”
Jones pushed away through the crowd and Shaw heard him hailing Treece. Virginia was sticking close to Shaw, and within a few minutes the airport’s loudspeakers came alive, broadcasting a long harangue at the passengers waiting for the various flights. Shaw said briefly, “That’s us now. Come along.” The crowd of pressmen and women got on the move slowly, making for the movement control and the desks where grim-faced men sat waiting to check the passes and the movement authorizations. The armed troopers took up their stations by the entry to the section, and looking ahead to the exit on to the airfield itself Shaw could see more armed men waiting.
But there was still no sign of Colonel Andreyev.
Forty minutes later, they were airborne.
Shaw, still congratulating himself on getting clear through movement control without question, was sitting next to Virginia as the aircraft lifted above Moscow’s outskirts, heading east. Treece was up front, talking to one of the Reuters men and, across the gangway, to a girl from Associated Press of America and a bespectacled, earnest, young man from Intourist. An attractive stewardess came down the aisle once the passengers were able to dispense with their safety belts, offering a variety of drinks and snacks. The Press, it seemed, was being flown out in style.
Shaw looked down with interest as the aircraft flew eastward deep into the heart of the Soviet Union. A little later, he was about to close his eyes and try to store up a backlog of sleep for the next few days, which were likely to be full ones, when he remembered he hadn’t yet studied Kosyenko’s tour itinerary. He was reaching into his breast pocket for it when his eye was caught by some movement at the forward end of the cabin. The stewardess was coming down the gangway from the entry to the flight-deck, and behind her, looking keenly from left and right as he marched along, was the bulky, threatening figure of Colonel Andreyev.
The KGB had been right on the ball after all.

Twenty-five

Andreyev stopped by Shaw’s seat and said, “So, Cane, we meet again, yes?” He tapped the fingers of his right hand on his palm gently. He smiled, but his eyes were cold and hard, giving nothing away.
“It appears so, Colonel,” Shaw agreed calmly.
“I would like a word in your ear, Cane. If you would be so good as to follow me? The young lady will be well looked after I assure you.”
Andreyev turned about and stalked forward. Shaw got up, bent to squeeze Virginia’s shoulder reassuringly, and then followed the KGB officer along the gangway. Andreyev went ahead through the door to the flight-deck. He walked on past the radio operator and navigator and into a small cubicle containing a metal table and two chairs. When he shut the door, all sound was muted to a distant hum and a low throbbing from the engines. He gestured Shaw to a seat, remaining standing himself for a minute or so and looking down through a port to the cloud that had formed below, a white puffy carpet laid across the Soviet Union. Then suddenly he swung away and sat down facing Shaw.
He said, “Cane, you have been clever to throw us off your trail… but not, I think, quite clever enough as it turns out. You would agree?”
Shaw nodded. “It’s self-evident, isn’t it?” He shrugged. “It was a gamble, and it didn’t come off. That’s all.”
“You are phlegmatic.” The Russian studied him closely. “What you speak of as a mere gamble may well have unfortunate and highly expensive results for you, Cane.”
“I know that too, but I wasn’t trying to double-cross you, Colonel Andreyev.”
Andreyev’s flat Mongoloid face was bleak, set now into hard lines from nose to mouth. “You expect me to believe that?”
Shaw grinned tightly. “No. But it’s the truth, nevertheless. I did shake off the tail, I agree, but I wasn’t trying to get away from you or what I’d agreed to do for you. If I’d been trying to avoid the KGB, Colonel Andreyev, I’d hardly be flying deeper into the Soviet Union, would I?”
Andreyev’s face still gave nothing away, and he didn’t answer the question directly. After a pause he said, “I wish you now to tell me for what purpose you are flying to Kyakhta, disguised as a newspaper-man.”
“In return for that,” Shaw countered, “may I ask how you knew I would be aboard this plane — for I assume you did know?”
Andreyev gave a half-nod and smiled thinly. “Let us say simply this, that it was not entirely chance that caused me also to travel on this flight — indeed I have a very good reason for my presence, insofar as I am in personal charge of security during Comrade General Kosyenko’s visit to the region. More than that I do not propose to tell you, Cane, And now, you will answer my question. You will serve no good purpose by refusing to do so.” The Russian leaned across the small table, tapping it with extended fingers. “You must know very well that this craft will be met at Kyakhta airport by security officers of the KGB and troopers of the MVD. If I should order your arrest you will at once be taken into custody and held incommunicado, and no questions will be asked, or if they are, then they will not be answered — and you, Cane, will be as good as dead.”
Shaw raised an eyebrow, quizzically. He said, “From the way you put that — if you should order my arrest — I assume there’s an alternative? You’d do well to bear in mind, Colonel, that for your part you wouldn’t best serve the true interests of the Soviet by ordering my arrest at this juncture — let me assure you very definitely of that.”
Andreyev looked at him thoughtfully, a hand stroking his chin. He said, “There is some curious change in you, Cane. I shall find out what that change is. Meanwhile what you have said is something you must prove to me, is it not?” He paused. “I shall go this far: I shall keep an open mind until you have answered my question. Take your time if you wish, and think well. I shall put my cards on the table.” He was looking directly into Shaw’s eyes now. “I believe you know something that I do not. This I must and will find out — and we have plenty of time before touch-down.”
“Quite so, Colonel.”
Shaw put his elbows on the table in front of him and sunk his head in his hands. He had to think hard, as Andreyev had suggested, and constructive thought just wasn’t possible with the KGB officer’s cold eyes boring into him. What Andreyev had said was, of course, so dead right that there was simply no argument about it; Shaw’s mission ended here and now if he couldn’t dream up some foolproof formula that would satisfy Andreyev and at the same time safeguard the interests of the British security and counterespionage services. But the whole thing was more mysterious now than ever. Why hadn’t Andreyev simply arrested him, had him seized back at Bykovo airport and taken to KGB headquarters for intensive questioning? It wouldn’t have been too hard to find an excuse — his fresh papers alone would have been more than enough! Could there be some other consideration that had made the man hold off? Sadism — the cat and mouse? Or — much more interesting — was Andreyev a frightened man who needed that further information he had spoken of, and wanted it, moreover, kept strictly to himself — a man who knew much but not quite enough, and whose career, and even his life, depended on the successful outcome of the job that in effect both he and Shaw were working on? For they were, after all, both on the same side. Though their angles were different, their aims were identical… or were they? Worth-Butters had made a point of saying that Andreyev wasn’t above a little funny business when it suited his own book…
And that was also an interesting thought.
It was a line to work along. Shaw felt that not everything was moving Andreyev’s way even now. If he, Shaw, couldn’t operate without Andreyev’s say-so, then almost certainly Andreyev couldn’t operate successfully without Shaw — or, which was just as good in the circumstances, the Russian appeared to believe he couldn’t. That was clear enough. So was something else: The problem was not a question of whether or not the time had come to reveal some of the truth to Andreyev, but rather one of how much to part with…
Shaw lifted his head and stared directly back into Andreyev’s face. He said, “Very well. I’ll tell you what I know. I suppose we’re both hoping it’ll be what you want.” He paused. “Colonel, after our conversation in your office, I acted entirely in accordance with your instructions. You know that. Well, you were correct, up to a point anyway, in your assessment of the Embassy’s probable reactions. That’s to say, they’ve now given me a little further information than I was able to pass on to you yesterday.”
A muscle twitched momentarily in Andreyev’s cheek. “Such as?”
Shaw hesitated, made a vague gesture with his hands. “It was background stuff, of course — nothing more.”
“Continue.”
“Very well, for what it’s worth, I will.” Shaw leaned across the table, prepared now to improvise all he could. “Yesterday I told you that the British Embassy had heard reports via refugees coming into Hong Kong, reports that there was activity along the frontier with Mongolia. Today I have been given rather more precise information, and it’s this.” He paused. “It’s confirmed that Chinese technicians are infiltrating into the region, and also that Chinese units are moving into the Chalok River area on the Mongolian side of the border. This news has worried our people as much as it has worried you, Colonel Andreyev.”
Andreyev jeered at that. “You are certain of this, Cane — or are they worried merely that we suspect — and will take steps to deal with it before they can exploit a situation brought about by themselves?”
Shaw shook his head. “No — definitely. They were genuinely concerned—”
“It is propaganda!” Andreyev snapped angrily. “Mere propaganda such as a child would not be taken in by!”
“You’re dead wrong, Colonel.” Shaw was still looking directly at the Russian officer. “If you ask me why they should be worried I can only say that none of us wants to stir anything up these days — you’ll agree on that. You know as well as I do, survival’s at stake. Literally. The test-ban agreement didn’t really lessen the actual basic chances of war, though it may have lessened the tension, the trigger-happiness, for a while… but now, things are different yet again. In the past small beginnings have always been liable to lead to all-out nuclear war, and today that still remains as true as ever — maybe even more so. We’re all in this together, your country and mine, and China too. If Moscow and Pekin go up in a mushroom cloud today, London and New York go the same way tomorrow. Or,” he added, “the other way round, of course.”
“It has not occurred to you,” Andreyev asked icily, “that your Government might welcome a complete split between China and the Soviet?”
“It’s occurred to me, of course it has,” Shaw answered. “It’s one of the things we talk about in the West, as you obviously know. I doubt if I alone could ever convince you that however much we talk about it, it isn’t what we want. That is, those of us who take the trouble to think deeply about world affairs don’t want that. Let me put it this way… we know well enough that the Soviet is far more powerful today than China can hope to be in the next ten or twenty years. If it came to a showdown between you and China you would win — and that would leave Moscow in full control of China and her millions. It would make a tremendous, a colossal Communist land-mass, a build-up of frightening power that we in the West couldn’t hope to stand against. We don’t aim to see that happen, Colonel Andreyev. Let me be frank. We’re quite happy to see you and Pekin bickering — and keeping to that extent separated — but you can take it from me, our interests don’t lie along the road of war or of stirring up trouble that could lead to war. We wish to be on a friendly relationship with both of you. That’s how I see it, and I believe it’s how the British Government must surely see it too.”
Andreyev stared back at him without expression, a hand rasping along his jaw. He said, “I do not believe that, Cane. You in the West wish to see Russia and China destroy one another.” He added abruptly, “however, what you have told me so far is not helpful, and neither is it new. You are quite certain that your Embassy people did not indicate to you that they were in fact assisting China, doing their best to bring to a head border troubles in an area that is very highly important to our industry and our defence system, and where any disturbance whatever could have the most serious effects on our national economy and security?”
“I’m quite certain—”
“And did they not tell you exactly what the Chinese designs are, Cane?”
“No, they didn’t, because they didn’t know,” Shaw answered emphatically. “Even if they had they would never have told me. Your calculations weren’t entirely accurate, Colonel. They’d have known you’d have third-degreed it out of me.”
Andreyev’s eyes slitted. He reached a hand inside his jacket and a moment later Shaw saw the muzzle of the automatic pointed at his chest. Andreyev said, “It is not too late for third-degree methods even now, Cane. I give you sixty seconds. If you have not told me what you know by that time I shall kill you.”
A smile played around the corners of Shaw’s mouth. “In a passenger aircraft loaded with pressmen from half the world — Afro-Asian bloc and all? I rather think not, Colonel Andreyev!”
“Then you would do well to think again. No shot will be heard outside the flight-deck and your body can be disposed of without the passengers knowing anything about it. There will be a story on arrival that you have been taken ill… an ambulance will be brought, but your body will be lying somewhere down there, smashed into fragments.” Andreyev gestured through the port. “Come on, Cane! I am starting to count now.”
Shaw gave a heavy shrug. “You needn’t bother,” he said in a tired voice. “I was going to tell you anyway… because of my family.”
“You are wise!” Andreyev relaxed a little. “Please do so quickly, Cane.”
Shaw studied the man obliquely. The signs of anxiety, of tension, were plain. Andreyev badly wanted to know something… he said, “All right. Hold on to your seat, Colonel. I found out in the Embassy that something else is in the air. I don’t know if it links with your Chinese infiltration or not, but in any case it’s very much more immediate — and right up your street, too.”
“Well?”
“There’s thought to be a plot to kill Comrade General Kosyenko… after he reaches Kyakhta.”
Andreyev’s face went deathly white and the muzzle of the automatic trembled slightly in his fist. He repeated stupidly, “Comrade General Kosyenko… but he is the First Vice-Chairman of the Council of Ministers!”
“And just as susceptible to assassination as anyone else.”
“But how could it be possible…” Andreyev’s voice trailed away and he licked his lips. “Your Embassy is behind this, of course.”
“No, it isn’t, Colonel!” A light sweat had broken out on Shaw’s forehead now. “They wish to prevent the killing as much as you would yourself, simply because they see the consequences as I have already outlined them—”
“But how can the British Embassy prevent anything of this nature… unless a British national is known to be involved and unless they know, and are in contact with the assassin?”
Shaw studied his fingernails and sighed forbearingly. “Come, Colonel! You may be basically a policeman and accustomed to think along straight lines, but you must have learned something of diplomatic processes… and undercover working isn’t exactly a closed book to the KGB, is it? I needn’t tell you it goes on in diplomatic circles as well! If the British or any other Embassy sees an undesirable thing about to happen they have their ways and means of dealing with it—”
“But if they really wish to prevent this the easy and certain road is open to them!” Andreyev leaned forward, jabbing a thick finger towards Shaw’s face. “Why have they not reported their information and their sources — reported them officially and openly to our security authorities, Cane? Can you tell me that?”
“Yes, as a matter of fact I can,” Shaw replied easily, “and part of the answer lies in the fact that you yourself are the security authority for Moscow. But perhaps before I go on I’d better just explain where I fit in — don’t you think?”
Andreyev’s face was more livid than ever. He nodded. “Do so, Cane. You, and the girl MacKinlay also.”
“Miss MacKinlay’s just tagging along because she happens to like my company. As for me… this is going to give you a bit of a shock, Andreyev… I’m a British agent.” A half-smile was once again lurking around Shaw’s mouth, though his eyes were hard and watchful. “Now, don’t get too excited. I may be sticking my neck out dangerously far, but I’m prepared to accept the risk. Fully prepared. Whatever you may feel about it, you’re not going to arrest me. Remember, I got lured into this — by you! You, Colonel Andreyev! Now, that wasn’t really very clever of you, was it — to try to use a British agent to spy for you? I’d have expected better of the Committee of State Security. Some might even try to insinuate that you had certain wicked links with the West — mightn’t they? Or at the very least, that you were monumentally stupid and careless, and not fit for your job. And here we are, chatting together once again, all nice and friendly except for that gun of yours… and you only pulled that because I wasn’t going right along with your plans — get me?” he added, with a sudden snap in his voice. “Are you with it, Andreyev?”
“You — you—”
Shaw lifted a hand. “Hold on, there’s more to come. Want to hear it?”
“Continue,” Andreyev said in a strangled voice. His face was mottled now and he was breathing heavily.
“Certainly. The British Embassy, acting largely on information pooled by the American Embassy, has reason to believe that certain ambitious elements in the KGB itself, and even in higher circles, are plotting against Kosyenko. They were therefore—”
“You ask me to believe all that?” Andreyev stormed.
“I do indeed. I assure you, I know exactly what I’m talking about.”
“Then if you wish me to believe… you must be precise as to names!” There was a trace almost of hysteria in the man’s voice now. “Who are these members of the KGB that you accuse of being potential assassins?”
Shaw said slowly, with a gleam in his eye, “There’s quite a number, but there was one in particular whose name cropped up, and I rather think he’ll be enough for you.”
“The name?”
“Yours,” Shaw replied calmly. “Colonel Alexander Ilyich Andreyev, ex-MVD, formerly of the Leningrad headquarters, and recently transferred on promotion to Moscow. Which puts you rather in a spot, to my way of thinking.” He shrugged. “Of course, you’re going to tell me that what I’ve said is a load of eyewash, that you’re as innocent of subversive activities as a new-born babe. All right, so maybe you are — but believe you me,” he said with relish, “it hasn’t been all that difficult to prepare a nice little frame for you within the last twenty-four hours, Colonel Andreyev!”
“I–I—”
“You see, I know a good deal about you. To quote just a few details: age 53, married, wife’s name Jezefina. Four children — three boys and a girl, the latter studying at Kiev University. You fought at Stalingrad in the war, and you were in the siege of Moscow — but you haven’t always been a hero! There’s quite a file on you in the Embassy, and we know this isn’t the first time you’ve indulged in a little activity on the side. Previously you’ve been lucky enough to get away with it — this time you’re in much trickier waters. Besides which, it appears you personally are in charge of Kosyenko’s security arrangements — which gives you all kinds of convenient opportunities, doesn’t it? We really mustn’t let Kosyenko die, must we, Colonel Andreyev? If he does, and if you report this conversation to anybody at all, that frame and that file are going to be passed to the Kremlin at once. So don’t you agree you’d better cooperate with me all along the line from now on — before it’s too late to save yourself?”

Twenty-six

Shaw walked back along the gangway of the passenger cabin, feeling as though a slow fuse was burning inexorably into a charge fixed to his spine and liable to blow at any given moment. He had left Colonel Andreyev in a raging temper but, at the same time, clearly an extremely worried man. Andreyev’s tame amateur spy had turned out to be a scorpion after all… a scorpion with its tail poised to sting, and sting hard — and the Russian couldn’t be certain how much Shaw knew or how much of what he said had been the truth.
After getting a much needed drink from the attentive stewardess, and then watching her safely away along the gangway, Shaw pointed all this out to Virginia, outlining in a low tone what had been said during his interview in the flight-deck cubicle. He added, “It was the biggest bluff I’ve ever tried to put across anyone, believe me, but it’s come off. So far, anyway.” He grinned. “It was all done by mirrors, Virginia… fast talking and putting the fear of God into friend Andreyev. Currently the poor devil has no idea whatever as to how he really stands, but he daren’t take any chances from now on, that’s for sure! His neck’s in the balance for all he knows, and right now he’s realizing that if you don’t keep your nose clean you don’t know where you stand when it comes to a frame-up. I’m pretty confident I’ve managed to convince him it’d pay him best to string along with me for a while — though I admit that’s partly because he knows he’s got me in the long run if things go wrong.”
“Through the real Cane’s family?”
He shook his head. “Their value’s depreciated now he knows I’m not Cane though he’ll assume, and rightly, that I’ll do all I can to have them safeguarded, of course. I was referring to the fact I’ve admitted to being a British agent.”
She nodded and asked, “You didn’t mention Ivan O’Shea Conroy, did you?”
“Of course not. By the way… Andreyev did ask after you, Virginia, but it’s me he’s worried about. That’s not to say he won’t have his eye on you — but I’d say your immunity’ll last just as long as mine.”
“Uh-huh.” She shifted in the seat, moving her body against him. “And the next move is?”
He shrugged. “Exactly as planned. We check into our hotel with the rest of the boys and keep our eyes open while we await developments. We also shadow Comrade General Kosyenko once he shows up and we find out who else is watching him at die same time. It won’t be long before someone starts sticking out like a candidate for the birth certificate of Mr Conroy.” He paused, then added, “I’m still just a little bothered by the fact my chief is on this flight…”
She cocked an amused eye at him. “Beginning to feel kind of stampeded?” she asked.
“Not exactly that,” he said thoughtfully. “It’s just that it’s a shade odd to find the Big White Chief out in the field as a common operator… that’s all, really.” But he added, half to himself, “There is the point that Treece was in the Sappers once…”
“So?” She gave him a quick sideways look, her eyebrows lifting.
“Nothing,” he said absently, and reached into his pocket for the itinerary of Kosyenko’s tour.
He ran his eye down the stenciled sheet — a copy, presumably, of what would have been given to the newspaper-men. The Russian Minister, it appeared, was due at Kyakhta at 3 pm the day after next. There would be an official reception at the airport, and immediately after that Kosyenko would be driven out to the dam on the Chalok River. After this, he would go back into Kyakhta to spend the night at the headquarters of the temporarily superseded Chief of Security for the area, where Andreyev would also be staying, and on the following two days he would tour the factories and the uranium mines, ending up once again at Kyakhta for a grand civic dinner before his return flight into Moscow. It was an extensive itinerary and an exhausting one, with close timings and many places to see en route, and Shaw could only hope Kosyenko would complete it, however tiring he might find it…
Putting the itinerary back in his pocket, Shaw sat in silence beside Virginia for much of the journey, looking down at the darkened, night-shrouded land-mass of the Soviet Union. At intervals the stewardess passed along the gangway, smiling at the passengers, bringing more drinks and snacks. Shaw smiled sweetly at her and got himself another Scotch; he felt badly in need of it after his session with Andreyev.
Up forward, Brigadier Treece seemed to have nodded off to sleep and his companion likewise; the latter’s head was lolling on the insignia of Treece’s military uniform. There was no further sign of Andreyev.
* * *
They touched down at Kyakhta airport in the very early hours of next morning. Kyakhta was some seventy miles south-east of Lake Baikal and was the nearest airfield for the Chalok River. They arrived in bitterly cold, torrential rain, and as they emerged from the warm cabin the cold of the airfield met them like a knife. Coming down the disembarkation steps that had been wheeled up to the doors, Shaw noticed the clusters of uniformed, rain-coated MVD men under big arc lamps across which the rain slashed, and the light glittering along the chromium barrels of the quick-firing Kalashnikovas that were slung from the shoulders of the troopers. The whole place had an alien feel, an almost tangible alien smell — some curious hostile emanation, Shaw thought fancifully, of an impending tragedy. For perhaps the first time since crossing into Russia on this current mission he felt in full the terrible grip of authority, the pervading fear of a police state. There had been tension in Moscow, but, compared with this place, Moscow seemed in retrospect to have had an almost friendly, cosmopolitan atmosphere.
Nevertheless, none of the police interfered with the disembarking pressmen though once again, and inevitably, all documents were closely examined as the passengers filed, cold and wet, through a small office in the airport building. Andreyev was in evidence again now; Shaw hadn’t noticed the man leave the plane, but now he was standing behind one of the desks, talking monosyllabically to the official who was checking the papers and authorizations. For a moment, no more, as Shaw went past behind Virginia their eyes met. Andreyev’s face was cold, stiff, but he gave no sign of recognition and made no attempt to hinder Shaw, who, together with the girl passed through without any difficulty. Andreyev was still playing for time; the big bluff still held, though for how much longer was anyone’s guess. Shaw passed through the checkpoint and on into a waiting coach. Once again, he saw Brigadier Treece; and once again was totally ignored. But he didn’t miss the speculative look that Colonel Andreyev, coming out from the building behind the last of the passengers gave the Britisher as Treece’s thin, ungainly body clambered aboard the coach.
What was that for?
Was Andreyev on to Treece?
There was a very nasty thought, if anyone ranking as high as Treece in the British Foreign Office security branch should be bowled out actually inside Russia, then the Ambassador in Moscow might just as well start packing his bags and burning the secret correspondence. Yet at the same time, there was still something bothering Shaw about Brigadier Treece. Maybe it was just the man’s folly in coming into the field at all.
* * *
The Komsomolsky Hotel, where the Press party were staying, was not so grand as it’s name might have implied, and indeed was no great shakes at all; the amenities of provincial Russia, despite the importance of this area, could scarcely be spoken of in the same breath as those of Moscow — indeed Shaw had found this out a long time ago, when he’d been on another job in the Kola Peninsula. Nevertheless, the hotel had a bar which was still open, and, while Virginia and some of the women of the party went to their rooms, most of the newspaper-men descended upon this bar in a body to have what threatened to become a series of nightcaps. Among them was Treece, who with apparent casualness, maneuvered himself close to Shaw and managed to knock against his arm in the crush and send his glass flying — an ancient trick, but effective.
Treece apologized profusely. “I’m awfully sorry, old man — awfully sorry. Clumsy of me… let me buy you another.”
“Thanks very much,” Shaw said promptly, enjoying the moment. Treece didn’t look like the sort who would ever buy his agents a drink in the ordinary way. “You were a little hamhanded, weren’t you, old man…” A fresh glass of vodka in his hand, Shaw smiled cheerfully and said, “Your very good health. What’s your paper, by the way?”
“My paper?” Treece looked surprised, then gave a slight belch and jerked his head sideways at his shoulder-straps. “That doesn’t say War Correspondent, does it, old man?” He laughed loudly; it was almost a guffaw and a few of the nearby drinkers glanced at him. “I’m not on any paper — no such thing! Embassy in Moscow.”
“Ah — my apologies! All very hush-hush, I’m sure.”
“By no means. I’m simply by way of being temporarily attached to the attache, if you follow me — extra military attache, to be precise. Nothing much in it except a rather super and unexpected holiday, really.” Treece waved a hand around. “Should be damned interesting, y’know, to have a look round before all the VIP flap starts when this feller Kos… Koschevo flies in the day after tomorrow.”
Shaw murmured, “Kosyenko.”
“Oh, really — that his name?” Treece looked utterly bored. “Hard to get the names right, I find, don’t you? Curious country…”
They chatted away for a few minutes, and then Treece announced he was ready for bed. Taking Shaw’s arm he went towards the staircase, talking loudly and self-importantly about a house he’d bought recently in Belgravia. He was pretty good at putting on the pompous-ass act, and by the time, they had parted, each to his own room, he and Shaw had established their joint images as firm, if very recent, buddies.
Ten minutes later, after Shaw, on a bug-hunt once again, had disconnected a minute microphone from inside a false bedpost, Treece was back. He asked if Shaw could lend him some shaving-soap for the morning. “Left mine in Moscow,” he said apologetically. “Don’t know if you use an electric shaver, of course?”
“I do, but I carry a steam one in case of accidents. Come along in — old man.” He held the door wide and Treece entered. Shaw shut the door behind him. “I was rather hoping you’d come back, Brigadier,” he said quietly. “I’ve a thing or two to tell you. It’s safe enough to talk — now.” He held up the tiny microphone.
“Good,” said Treece. “I thought you might have something to discuss, after I saw you with that KGB feller. Let’s have it.”
Shaw gave him a full report on his conversation with Andreyev. He said, “I’d advise warning the Embassy if possible, so they can back all the guff I gave Andreyev. No doubt I can leave that to you, Brigadier. And there’s something else. After you’d left Jones’s flat there was an anonymous phone call — for him.”
“Anonymous?” Treece’s moustache twitched, and there was a gleam in the bulbous eyes.
“Entirely so, but I fancy I recognized the voice.” Shaw pulled off his tie. “I believe it was Wicks.”
Treece was rocked. “Wicks? One of those two… now, what the devil would he be doing, contacting Jones — hey?”
“That’s just what I’d like to know myself, Brigadier.”
“I’ll find out, don’t worry!” Treece’s face was darkly flushed. “Jones never said anything to me about that — or haven’t you told him?”
“Yes,” Shaw answered. “I told him at Bykovo — just to see his reaction. I didn’t learn anything, though. I saw him talking to you afterwards, and he could have told you then. Of course, he may not have thought it important. You see, I… didn’t mention to him that I thought it was Wicks.”
Treece looked him in the eye. “What’s that supposed to mean?” he asked with a touch of truculence. “You’ve got suspicions of Jones?”
Shaw shrugged. “Nothing so definite as a suspicion, at least not until I know more about the phone call.”
“Well, you can leave that to me, Shaw! I’ll deal with it, and also pass back the tip about what you told what’s—‘is-name, Andreyev. Anything else of importance?”
“Not really of importance. I wanted to ask—”
Treece nodded brusquely, impatiently. “I dare say it’ll keep. I’ll get to bed. I’m dog tired…”
Shaw let him out. If Treece was tired, it was his own fault; maybe another time he’d stay in London where he belonged. Shaw closed the door, yawning himself. The hotel was at least clean and the bed looked comfortable and it was acting as a magnet to him now. After locking the door and checking the window, he turned in and slept soundly until he was awakened by a tap on the door. As a chambermaid came in, he rolled over and glanced at his wristwatch. 9 am. When the curtains were drawn back he saw that the sky was dark and heavy and the rain was still teeming down. There was a vivid flash of lightning in the sky, closely followed by a heavy clap of thunder that seemed to shake the very bed where he lay.
It was, he thought dourly, a fitting welcome to the Chalok River and its industry of human destruction.

Twenty-seven

The day was flat — an anti-climax, with the Press people hanging about in bunches in bar and lounge, glooming at the weather, at the wind and rain that beat at the windows and spluttered down the chimneys. They talked, argued, gesticulated; bursts of ribald laughter alternated with serious harangues from the knowledgeable fellows. All were waiting-waiting for Kosyenko; this was the lull before the storm of feverish activity that would characterize the three days to come, the tearing about in fast cars and the copious scribbling in notebooks, the constant flashes from the photographers, as they all accompanied the great man, the Russian father-figure, on his tour of inspection.
Just before lunch, it was announced that parties would be taken round the factory area for a preview, so that the journalists could gain their impressions of the district free from all the trappings, inseparable, even in Russia, apparently, from the visit of a VIP. There was a rush to put down names for the three coaches available, but Shaw decided to miss it. There was no point in moving about until Kosyenko arrived, and in the meantime, he preferred to remain where he could be in touch, if necessary, with Moscow. However, Treece (who had been away all morning on business of his own) decided to go and took Virginia along; and when they returned they were both clearly impressed with all they had seen.
Virginia said, “We don’t have anything to touch it, back in the States. It’s fantastic, for sheer size alone.” She glanced at Treece as she tucked a strand of hair into place. “They must employ more men and women than all the US Armed Forces put together, with the Pentagon chucked in as well!”
Shaw laughed. “That does it! It really must be colossal.”
“You’ll see for yourself tomorrow,” Treece put in gruffly, rubbing at his eyes. He blew noisily through his pipe-stem and fragments of tobacco were projected violently past Shaw. “Your intinerary will have told you, Kosyenko arrives at the airfield at 3 pm. After the official reception, he leaves right away for the Chalok Dam, with a fleet of cars carrying his entourage.”
“And the Press?”
“And the Press, yes.”
“And me — or should I say, us?” Shaw glanced at Virginia as he spoke and he caught the faintest suspicion of a nod. She wanted to come along.
Treece said shortly, “All three of us.” He paused, staring at Shaw. “There’s one more thing I’m sure you’re anxious to know, and that is why I decided to fly out to Kyakhta at the last moment.”
“I’m certainly curious,” Shaw agreed. “I tried to ask you last night… but you went to bed. I confess I somehow got the impression earlier that you intended staying on in Moscow till this thing was sorted out, and when—”
“I did, yes, that’s quite correct.” Treece passed a heavy hand across his jaw, raspingly. “I changed my mind at the last minute because I had word of something interesting that could become a definite lead.”
“But back at Bykovo Jones said there hadn’t been any fresh developments.”
“And so far as he knew there hadn’t! This was too vital to pass on to anyone, yourself and Jones included, until we were here on the spot.”
“You mean,” Shaw said pointedly, “I was right in saying this was the danger area?”
“I mean what I said and no more,” Treece answered a trifle mysteriously, leaning forward. His breath reeked of whisky; Shaw fancied he was a little drunk — maybe he’d taken a bottle with him on his tour. “Anyway, with that in mind, I’m taking you and Miss MacKinlay with me tomorrow for Kosyenko’s arrival. Then we’re going out to the dam.”
“I see.” Shaw studied him ironically. “You can’t be just a little more precise, I suppose?”
“Not at this moment.” Treece put a hammy arm on Shaw’s shoulder, an arm that the agent wished irritably he could shake off. “I propose to handle this myself for just a little longer.” There was something odd in the air; Shaw didn’t like the smell of it. He himself was not in this game for the personal kudos; Treece, it seemed, was. And that could be dangerous.
* * *
Shaw didn’t ask, next afternoon, where Treece had got hold of the car; but it carried a perfectly genuine Press sticker on the windscreen, so no doubt it had been organized from Moscow. It was a Russian car and it was fast. It took them in the first instance out to the airfield for the arrival of Kosyenko — still in the rain that had kept up almost throughout the night. Kosyenko’s plane was half an hour late, but at last a short, powerfully-built figure in astrakhan cap and fur-collared greatcoat appeared on the platform of the disembarkation ladder, waving and smiling chubbily, in Churchillian fashion. Indeed, Shaw fancied he could catch more than a passing resemblance to Churchill in that shrewd, beaming face and authoritarian, yet human, manner. Kosyenko waved again to the crowd, and there was a burst of clapping in which he himself, in the Russian style, joined good-humoredly before stepping heavily down the ladder. Shaw and Treece had managed to insinuate themselves into the front rank of the newspaper-men so as to be handy if there should be any incident; but there was nothing, nor could they spot Wicks or Fawcett. However, they got a near view of Comrade General Kosyenko in the midst of a concourse of officialdom and security men, Andreyev being very much in evidence now, and they listened to a brief speech from the leader in reply to three masterpieces of verbosity from the welcoming committee, before Kosyenko was escorted into the airport buildings and the Press dispersed to the fleet of cars waiting to join the motorcade for the run out to the Chalok River.
Treece remarked, as he settled behind the wheel of his car, “Don’t think I’ve ever seen a procession this size — let alone been part of one.”
Shaw was watching him. “If I might make a suggestion, Brigadier,” he said quietly, “I’d maneuver now to get in the front of the Press cars.”
Treece shook his head impatiently. “I’m aiming for the exact opposite — the tail of the line.”
“But that’s going to make it impossible for us to do a damn thing if anyone tries anything!”
“I don’t agree. It’ll give us much more maneuverability. Gives us freedom to move without danger of being hemmed in.”
“Freedom to move too late, you mean!” Treece said icily, “Would you mind very much leaving this to me?”
“It seems I have no alternative,” Shaw snapped back.
Treece gave a brisk nod and then, craning his neck out of the driving window, announced, “Here he comes… they haven’t wasted much time. Just getting in his car now.”
His hand dropped to the gear lever, and then they were moving slowly off, past the airport buildings and heading into open country. Soon the speed was put on and the motorcade began to straggle a little until they were all into their stride, heading a little south of west, under more heavy rain, for the old valley of the Chalok River. Soon they were driving past huge factories standing shoulder to shoulder along a broad highway and extending deep into the old valley on either hand. There were no cheer-parties here, along the way; the order, Treeee said, had gone out from Comrade General Kosyenko himself that not a shift, not an hour, not a minute of precious working time was to be lost to the Soviet Union. This was to be just another working day. Shaw was sitting in front with Treece while Virginia was in the back. He looked in amazement at the sheer extent of this new industrial site.
Noticing this, Treece started on a courier act. He said, “Pretty soon this valley’ll contain around three-quarters of Russia’s atomic potential. Some of the other uranium deposits are running out — either that, or there are various more or less insuperable technical difficulties involved in getting the stuff out. Underneath the valley farther along they say it almost asks to be mined.” He leaned over the wheel and wiped condensation from the windscreen with a gloved hand. “Then there’s the big atomic power station that serves all this area and a good deal of other territory besides… it has a capacity of something like a million kilowatts, so I’ve heard.”
“Pretty big.”
Treece nodded. “The old hydro-electric station that served the area’s already on its way out, though it went into operation only in 1957 — of course, I suppose that’s quite a way back as things go these days. We’ll see the atomic station soon.” He added a moment later, “The publicity angle apart, Jones tells me Kosyenko’s coming in to spread the bull as thickly as possible. More politely, he’s coming to boost the morale of the toilers for Soviet power. Thousands of them have been drafted in, I gather, from other places, from as far as Leningrad, even, and they’re feeling a little cut off… fed up, mucked up, and far from flaming home, as we used to say, more or less, in the war. Kosyenko’s going to assure them in what great esteem they’re held throughout the Soviets — that they’re looked upon as heroes to a man — you know the sort of thing. His visit’ll help to sweeten the forthcoming pill, I suppose.”
Shaw glanced at him. “What pill’s that?”
Treece gave a loud laugh. “He’s coming in with a lot of brand-new targets that have to be fulfilled. Production’s being stepped up very considerably, and the time element’s being cut down as regards the current programme, so they can start all the sooner on a fresh one, and another after that, world without end.”
“I see. Rather curious that Jones didn’t tell me all that, when I asked about Kosyenko’s visit.” Shaw frowned ahead through the streaming windscreen. “Any idea what’s behind it all?”
“Not really,” Treece admitted in a puzzled voice. “The politicians may have, but I doubt it, seeing we’ve had no reports about anything.” He cleaned his windscreen again; the weather was cutting down the speed of the motorcade now as they drove along a dead straight, rain-washed road that stretched ahead along the floor of the valley, with the high ground towering to left and right. There were signs that the heavy rain was already causing flooding; Kosyenko, late from the start, was going to be well adrift on his schedule. “Mind you,” Treece went on confidentially, “one can make a fair guess. It’s elementary, really. The Soviet’s getting just a shade worried about China, as we know. That’s the basis of the situation, in my opinion. We all know Russia’s a long way ahead technically, but, you see, they’ve got to maintain that lead at all costs — keep the differential well and truly in their favor. Another thing we all know is that China’s made very, very rapid strides since the late forties — and there’s absolutely nothing to say she won’t go ahead even faster in the future. In fact, my own view is that she would never have forced the split in the Communist camp if she hadn’t felt, shall we say, a certain confidence in herself and her future — in her own ability to shape that future very largely for herself.” He paused. “Damn this rain,” he muttered.
“It doesn’t seem to have let up since we first got to Kyakhta,” Virginia said from the back. “If the saturation round here’s anything to go by, Kosyenko’s in for wet feet.”
Treece said, “If that was all he appeared to be in for, none of us would be here, would we…”
They were past the great power-station now, and climbing along a road full of wicked hairpin bends; and away ahead, where high rock-faces formed a vast canyon, Shaw made out, as the rain temporarily eased, the enormous concrete structure of the Chalok Dam, silhouetted against a threatening sky-line that filled the already dreary day with a curious undefined menace. Shaw felt his skin creep. He was certain that the dam was the objective.
Suddenly, Treece said, “I wonder if Kosyenko’ll ever appreciate what we’re doing for him, sticking our necks out right inside his own country!” Then he added, “The dam is—” He broke off abruptly, swearing. Shaw sensed the stiffening of the thick, squat body. Treece gave an indistinct exclamation, followed by another oath.
“What is it?” Shaw asked.
Treece gave a backward jerk of the head and said tersely, “There’s a car, coming up fast behind… caught sight of it in the mirror. Looks like an MVD car.”
“But it could—”
“But it could, nothing! I — don’t — like it!” Shaw’s lips tightened and he swiveled, looking out past Virginia through the rear window. There was a car all right, a long way back still and far below them, rocketing dangerously along the climbing roadway, a good dozen bends behind.
Someone was in a hell of a hurry. “Andreyev?” Shaw asked. “I noticed he didn’t leave with Kosyenko. Maybe he felt the need of a roving commission today.”
Treece shook his head impatiently. “It won’t be Andreyev — unless he flew out to the police post in the factory area and got a car from there. Otherwise we’d have seen him a good way back, coming along the straight. Anyway, it doesn’t make much difference now who it is, does it?…”
Shaw said, “I think it does. They may not be after us at all—”
“I’m not waiting to find out—”
“—and if they are, anyone but Andreyev would have radioed Kosyenko’s escort to turn around and get us, if we’d been rumbled.”
“Why not Andreyev?” Treece snapped.
Shaw was alarmed now — Treece was panicking. He said, “I told you Brigadier, Andreyev has to have some answers from me before he sticks his neck out again. He won’t act till he’s made contact in person. I’m all for pressing on as part of the motorcade and chancing that car. I’ve a feeling it’s Andreyev right enough — and he’s relatively harmless now.”
“No,” Treece answered obstinately. “We’ll have to detour. Hide the car and scatter for a while—”
“And leave Kosyenko to it — fall down on the job?” Shaw’s eyes were scornful.
Treece snapped, “I told you, leave this to me! I know perfectly well what I’m doing. If I’m not mistaken there’s a left-hand fork a little farther on from here, it’s a poor road and never used these days, but it’s still a short cut to the vicinity of the dam. It was there in the pre-dam days, but I believe it’s been redundant for years. We can still reach the dam in good time once the heat’s off. If we—”
“Just how well d’you happen to know the country hereabouts, Brigadier Treece?”
Treece whitened. “As well as anyone of average intelligence who can follow a map. There — see for yourself.” He jerked a hand at the glove compartment.
He was peering ahead anxiously as he spoke, searching for the fork; and Shaw got the impression he did in fact know the terrain a damn sight better than he admitted. Only a matter of minutes later Treece seemed to find what he was looking for — a road off to the left which dipped fairly sharply into an extensive and thickly-wooded declivity before rising farther along. Treece gave a sound of relief as he pulled the car into the fork, and then crammed on speed while Kosyenko’s entourage and the Press cars went along the main highway for the dam.
Shaw was wondering what had got into Treece and what the man could possibly hope to achieve or avoid by uselessly detouring like this, when, some sixty seconds after leaving the highway, Treece slowed. A fraction of a second after he did so, they heard the sudden and totally unexpected stutter of an automatic weapon — it sounded like a sub-machine-gun — from ahead, and then they heard the zing of bullets plowing furrows along the bodywork of the car. Shaw shouted at Treece; to his utter amazement Treece was slowing even more, skidding the car to a grinding stop on the loose, sodden surface of the third-grade road. Shaw yelled, “For heaven’s sake, keep going!”
“Not on your life — we’re heading into concentrated fire!”
“But we can drive through and chance it — better than waiting to be mown down — and what about that police car you were so scared of, Treece?”
“We’ll talk our way out of that.”
“But—”
“Shut up!” Treece had stopped now and already had his door open. “We’ll have to scatter… get out, and into the trees.” By the time he had finished speaking he was out of the car himself and running for shelter. Another burst of fire raked along the wings as Shaw, his arm round Virginia, who had bundled out from the back, jumped for the other side of the road, and a third burst thudded into the trees close behind them. Shaw felt the wind of those bullets passing close to his head, and heard a sudden sharp cry from Virginia as they reached shelter and flattened themselves into the scrubby undergrowth, where he pulled out Tanya’s gun.
He asked urgently, “Are you all right?”
“Yes,” she said, though her voice trembled. “It just scraped my shoulder, that’s all. It’s nothing.”
Her sleeve was wet with blood, and her face was pale and frightened; there was nothing worse than that. Shaw said, “I’ll see to it as soon as I can, Virginia.”
His gun in his hand, he turned his attention to the roadway. There was no more firing, though he fancied he detected a faint movement to the left of the road ahead. He and Virginia lay there dead still, scarcely daring to breathe until Shaw could identify a target — and be certain of hitting it first time, before his own fire drew another spreading burst from the sub-machine-gun in ambush. The minutes passed; from the distance came the fast-fading roar of the Kosyenko motorcade, and another sound, the sound of the MVD patrol car racing in; the moment the security police saw Treece’s car standing there, in full view, they would stop. Shaw was trying to work out the next move when he saw Treece dash suddenly out from cover and race for the car. There was a grinding noise as the brigadier, jumping in, at once engaged his gears; then the slam of the door — and the car was on the move, accelerating fast along the road towards the dam.
“What the hell… the lousy, rotten bastard!” Shaw, taken completely by surprise, was almost on his feet when, just in time, he remembered the hidden gunman. He ducked back into cover… and it was then, as his mind registered that the unknown gunman hadn’t fired a shot at Treece, that things began to fall amazingly, unbelievably, into place. Shaw’s face became suffused… he’d been criminally careless not to have tumbled to a few things earlier, though heaven knew he had excuse in plenty — in the circumstances! It was clear as crystal now why Treece had turned up in Moscow and then at Kyakhta, why he had been so insistent about taking the rear of the line in the motorcade, and why he had taken, apparently so uselessly, that left-hand fork. That hadn’t had anything directly to do with the MVD car. The ambush had been rigged, and Treece would have taken that turning whatever had happened. By now, he and the girl should be dead — dead, so that Ivan O’Shea Conroy, alias Brigadier Treece of ‘I’ Branch, could have a clear run along the short cut to the dam on the Chalok River, get there before Kosyenko, and get on with whatever he had come to do.
And currently, Treece was on his way right there.
Moments later, the police car came in sight, traveling fast — with Colonel Andreyev at the wheel. Andreyev, looking neither to right nor left, went on fast in the wake of Treece’s car… and after that, everything seemed to happen at once.

Twenty-eight

A sustained burst of firing had come from some way ahead, and after that a brief pause, followed by a slightly shorter burst and then the long-drawn-out sound of a skid and a crash. Next, there came four single revolver shots in rapid succession, and a cry quickly bitten off, then silence; and in that silence, Shaw heard the snapping of branches behind him and he just had a moment in which to grab Virginia and send her rolling to one side when a burst from a sub-machine-gun hit the spot where they had just been. Leaves danced in the air, ripped by the lead from their anchorage; a branch snapped off, hung drunkenly by a green sliver, shivering under the impact. The stench of gun-smoke drifted down on to them.
Shaw kept still and silent, watching, straining his eyes through the scrub and the foliage that kept himself and the girl covered.
It was a full minute later before he saw the vague movement behind a bush, saw a man coming slowly into view, and a few seconds later he recognized the bloated face: Wicks — unmistakably Wicks. The man had the sub-machine-gun in his arms — it was a Kalashnikova, and heaven alone could say how Wicks had come by it — the muzzle pointed, by accident rather than design, precisely at the spot where the two of them were lying.
Shaw lined up his gun on the hand-grip of the Kalashnikova and fired.
There was a startled cry and an oath, and Wicks’s weapon fell into the undergrowth, and as Shaw got to his feet he saw the blood pouring from the man’s hand. He snapped, “Hold it, Wicks! Leave the gun where it is. Next time I fire it’ll be to kill you, Wicks — if that is your name. Just move backwards till I tell you to stop. Get moving!”
Wicks’ tongue flicked out to moisten his lips; his coarse features were working with fear and pain. For a moment, he stayed put, then took a couple of steps backwards. When he was something like four feet from the sub-machine-gun he suddenly dropped, throwing his body heavily forward. In the same split-second Shaw fired. The slug took Wicks in the left side of the chest; he gave a coughing grunt, there was a rush of blood from his mouth, and he lurched forward, face down, lying half across the gun.
Shaw, with Virginia close behind him, ran towards Wicks. He bent and turned the man on to his back, lifting the head between the palms of his hands. Looking up, he caught Virginia’s eye. He said, “He’s alive — just — but he won’t last more than a few minutes.”
She nodded. “I think,” she told him, “there’s something he wants to say.”
Shaw looked down again at the white, blood-streaked face. Wicks’ eyes were slightly open, and as Shaw bent towards him he noticed that the pupils were dull and listless; blood drooled from the mouth thickly, a slow surge which from time to time became a red gush. But the lips, pale like the face, were moving, and there was something, a kind of intensity and urgency, about the set of the mouth that lent weight to what Virginia had said.
Gently, Shaw lowered the head to the soft, wet ground and knelt beside Wicks, his ear close to the lips. Faintly, breath fanned his face and then there was a bubbling sound as the man inhaled painfully, and Shaw heard the labored noises as he tried to speak. Shaw could distinguish no words whatever. The gruesome process was dragged out for thirty seconds and at the end of that time, Wicks’ head fell sideways, the body twitched for a moment, and then lay still.
Shaw scrambled up from the muddy ground, then bent again and picked up the sub-machine-gun. “Well,” he said, “that’s that! It’s a pity he couldn’t have made us understand. I believe there was something he wanted to come clean about. Anyway, the fact he was here pretty well establishes that he and Fawcett were part of the Conroy network, and I think I can make a fair guess at what he was trying to say.”
She pushed hair from her face. “And that is?”
“He was going to tell me Conroy’s identity, but I believe I’ve got there anyway.”
She stared at him. “Well, give!”
“Treece,” he said flatly.
“Treece… Brigadier Treece!” Her voice was almost hysterical now. “Steve, have you gone out of your mind?”
He shook his head. “I’d like to think so this time, but I doubt it very much. Treece is the man I’ve come here to kill.”
“But… now look, Steve, Treece is a very big bug in your security set-up!”
“Very nearly the biggest,” he agreed grimly, “and don’t I know it! It isn’t nice, Virginia, and it’s going to cause the biggest stink this century if and when it all comes out—”
“And if you’re right.”
He said, “I’m right! We’ll put it to the test soon — meanwhile don’t press me for details. I’ve a lot of sorting out to do. I’ve just—”
He saw the cry forming on the girl’s lips and almost before her shout of warning came he was on the move, swinging round with Wicks’s sub-machine-gun leveled. To his surprise, he saw Andreyev standing there, a revolver in his left hand. Andreyev had emerged from the scrub, blood trickling down one side of his face and his right arm showing a wet stain through the sleeve of the jacket.
Shaw stared back at the Russian. “What,” he enquired politely, “are you doing out in the wilds, Colonel Andreyev?”
Andreyev’s heavy Mongoloid face scowled at him. “Following you, as well you know, since apart from anything else you must have seen the car that was behind the one you were in.”
Shaw smiled coldly. “True — I did! Which also surprises me, since I’d have fancied you’d have been well on your way to the Chalok River by now. Or were you involved in that spot of bother a few minutes back?”
“There was shooting, yes.” Andreyev’s voice was tight with rage. “My car was ambushed, and I—”
“Well, you can put that revolver away, anyhow, Colonel. I’m not aiming to shoot you up if I can avoid it, I promise you that. Moreover, I’ll prove it.” Shaw lowered the Kalashnikova. “I’m co-operating with the KGB, remember? I’m just as anxious to settle this thing as you are, and quickly — but on the other hand, if you’re going to be awkward, well, I’ll be awkward too.” He nodded down at Wicks’s body. “D’you happen to know who this man was, Colonel?”
Andreyev hesitated, then shrugged and put away his gun. He came forward and squatted by the body, examining the face critically. “I am not able to speak with any certainty,” he said after a while, “but I believe, and would undoubtedly assume in the circumstances, that he is the second of the pair who disappeared after causing the coach to crash, back in the Pripet marsh… by name, Wicks.”
Shaw nodded, his face grim. “It’s Wicks all right! But what are the circumstances you mentioned, and why do you say the second of the pair. Colonel Andreyev?”
The Russian gave a cold, self-satisfied smile. “Because the other I have already shot. He too is dead. I recognized him as the man Fawcett from his passport photograph — Wicks I did not recognize so readily, but…” He shrugged. “Fawcett was the one who ambushed me — you understand? He hit me, as you can see, but I was able to fire back, and I killed him — though not before he had put my car out of action.” His mouth twisted. “However, all is not lost, Cane. These men had their own car, which I have since discovered well hidden off the roadway. We shall now drive where you suggested I might have gone, my friend — to the Chalok Dam — and see what we shall find.”
“Ah — us, but not you! I very much regret to say,” Shaw murmured, with a gleam in his eye as he brought up the Kalashnikova again and caressed it meaningly, “That you won’t be going to the dam or anywhere else. Not just yet, anyway. Somehow I’d rather you didn’t see what I think we’re going to see. No offence meant, and you won’t come to any harm — and neither, if I can make it in time, will Comrade General Kosyenko. And since I’ll be coming back this way, I’ll pick you up and give you all the news. If I happen to find any where I’m going, I’ll even bring you some Turkish delight. Now — no arguments, Colonel, or I may have to use this thing.” He jerked the heavy weapon and said harshly, “Walk ahead of me, Comrade Colonel, and show me just where that car is — and let’s have that revolver of yours, if you don’t mind.”
* * *
Three minutes later, they were away, with Andreyev seething impotently behind them. Shaw had taken the precaution of completing the work of the gunmen-in-ambush by smashing up the Russian patrol car’s two-way radio.
Andreyev was now very efficiently isolated, and likely to remain so on that unused stretch of road.

Twenty-nine

Virginia implored, “Explanations, please! I can’t bear this.”
Shaw was driving at breakneck speed, taking appalling risks on the wet surface. It was obviously a foul road at the best of times, but today it was shockingly dangerous. Speed, however, was vital; they had to reach the dam before Treece could go into action, and Shaw believed they could do it — Treece had in fact little more than fifteen minutes start.
Peering ahead, his face set hard, he said, “I was a trifle worried about Treece earlier, but it didn’t click finally till he ran for his car and left us in ambush — and was allowed a clear passage himself. He meant Wicks and Fawcett to get us, Virginia, there’s no doubt about that. They were in with him all along.”
“But — Treece of all people!” She still sounded shattered and utterly bewildered. “It just doesn’t make any kind of sense.”
He said, “Almost everything makes some sort of sense once the chips are finally down, Virginia. This’ll be no exception — but we’ll have to wait a bit for the explanations.”
“Too bad, but I guess you’re dead right on that point.” She frowned. “Steve, what exactly do you expect to find, at the dam?”
“I don’t know, Virginia. We have to play this by ear. I can only make guesses, but I doubt if they’ll be all that far out just the same.”
“Tell me.” She was thrown against him as the car took a bend; she could feel the hard muscle, and the tenseness of his body.
He said, “All right, I will. In the first place I think we’ll find Conroy’s — Treece’s — boys in control at the dam. He’ll have organized that — that’s why he came on the flight, of course, to be in at the kill, and he wasn’t with us all the time at the hotel, remember.”
“But what’s his ultimate objective, Steve?”
Shaw shrugged. “I don’t know, we’ll find that out from Treece himself perhaps — if we get there in time.” He was still driving fast and taking risks, though the day was darkening already with the filthy weather. He leaned forward and cleared the condensation from the windscreen, using his handkerchief. He went on, “Treece hadn’t always been in Intelligence — I think I told you, he was a war-time subaltern in the Royal Engineers — hence my earlier remark about his having been a Sapper. It fits. After the war he signed on for a regular commission. After that he transferred to Intelligence — either by his own design with something like this in mind as a long-term project, and again don’t ask me why, or just plain lucky posting. Whichever way it was, it led to the FO and gave him his chance… his chance to kill Kosyenko when the time was right and at the same time mess up Russia’s atomic industry.”
“But why? “
He said impatiently, “Virginia, I’ve said I don’t know — yet. Conroy — we’ll call him that for now — is supposed to have been a Communist so at first sight it doesn’t make any kind of sense at all, I agree, unless his extremist views incline him to help China get on top — and that could be it. As for killing Kosyenko, I always did feel that was almost incidental, or again, the fact that Treece was basically an engineer could have meant he himself had been on dam construction before the war…” He paused. “Well, we do know Conroy was, so if Treece is Conroy, that’s it. So there could have been a personal-enmity angle to it as well. And,” he ended, “that’s about as far as theory takes me just at the moment.”
She said musingly, “There’s one flaw that leaps to mind. If what you say is right, how come Treece sent you on a mission to crack his own cover and hunt him down?”
“Don’t ask me!” He gave a tight grin. “Let’s leave it for now. I’ve got enough on my plate, trying to hold this blasted vehicle on the track!”
* * *
It was darkening fast now, but the dam was clearly visible below them in the middle distance, huge and black-looking, straddling the wide, rocky, canyon-like gap in the hills. From the high part of the track the imprisoned waters of the Chalok River could be seen beyond the dam… a sheet of silver gold visible as a string of floodlights along the parapet over the canyon were switched on. Already the reservoir was, Shaw judged, pretty nearly full to capacity, huge as it was — and no wonder, the way that torrential rain was keeping up, and had done for so long now.
The going was atrociously rough at this stage; the car lurched over what had become to all intents and purposes a mete cross-country track, though the foundations of the old road were there still. Virginia had already checked with Wicks’s map that this track split farther on, one fork leading direct to the dam, the other into the valley, down-river from the dam itself.
Shaw said suddenly, “I dare say it leads somewhere handy for the spillways.”
“Spillways?” Virginia looked blank.
“Yes. They’ve built spillways… to take away the water during periods of exceptional flood, you see — rather like now, I’d say.” He screwed up his eyes, frowning ahead through the water-doused glass. “They’re cut through the rock walls of the canyon itself — and they’re big. Big enough to drive a car along,” he added with meaning. “Forty to forty-five feet in diameter, if I remember rightly… I got some details of the dam, back in Moscow.”
“So? What’s on your mind, Steve?”
“Well, just that we could make our approach that way! Via one of the spillways. They’re specifically built to take traffic as well as flood-water — maintainance vehicles and so on.” He shrugged. “Put simply, they’re just outsize tunnels, cut through the rock, with roads running along. There’s access to the interior of the dam itself from them, by way of sealed passages leading off at intervals.”
“So we go in the back way?”
“That’s about it, yes. We’ll have much more chance that way, than by walking in through the front door with all the official hoo-ha going on. And if no one else is waiting for us there, Treece will be!” He added, “Granted he could take the back way too, but if that is the case, well… I’d prefer to meet him there anyhow.”
“Think he’ll be worrying about us after that little ambush?” she asked sardonically.
“Well, he’ll be dead surprised to see us, certainly, and that gives us our best chance. But we can’t bank on it. He won’t be taking any risks, Virginia, nor will the rest of his mob. And there,” he added, breaking off, “is Kosyenko — see? Late on his ETA, but getting there nevertheless.” He pointed half-right towards the dim outline of the main highway from Kyakhta; a string of headlights was moving along, one car after another — Kosyenko and his entourage, and the Press. Treece would be there before the motorcade; Shaw’s foot went down and the car rocketed dangerously ahead into the filthy, teeming downpour and the slithery, clinging mud of the track, into the murk of an exceptionally early dusk.
* * *
The track got worse and more tricky as Shaw descended into the valley by way of terrifying hairpin bends leading towards the area where he hoped to find the spillways. He was fighting the car along every inch of ground now. Deep drops yawned pit-like at their sides; the headlights beamed out eerily over the black, empty space below — Shaw had been forced to switch them on rather than bring his mission to a total end at the bottom of some ravine. At times, as the rain beat more heavily at them, thundering on the car’s roof, the visibility was down to a mere few yards, and on a track such as this just one yard — an inch, even — could mean the difference between life and a very messy death.
The lower they descended into the old valley of the Chalok, below the hills whose companions marched out of mysterious Mongolia, the more nerve-racking an experience it became; to be driving between those high rock-faces induced a claustrophobic feeling. The parapet floods were high above them now, like lanterns in the sky as they stretched along the walkway. They were driving s]pp through the old channel, the channel through which the spillways would discharge, the channel along which the imprisoned main waters would roll and thunder if Treece should blow the dam wall. The spillways were in fact already draining away a trickle, no more at the moment than a seepage, of excess water from beyond that great, towering concrete wall ahead. A few minutes later, driving carefully but without lights now, picking his way along the sludgy river-bed and bumping in bone-shaking fashion now and then over potholes and large stones and rubble, Shaw noticed the loom of a tunnel, showing as a blacker circle in the gloom.
“That’ll be the entrance to the northern spillway,” he said, pointing it out.
Virginia nodded. “There’s more water around now, in case you hadn’t noticed.”
“I’ve noticed, don’t worry!” He peered ahead, his face anxious. There was quite a flow of water issuing from the tunnel now. Over a certain level discharge was automatic, keeping the upstream-level constant. It wouldn’t, Shaw hoped fervently, have reached that stage yet… maybe somebody up in the main control-room had pressed a switch, was letting the dam discharge for safety’s sake, not wanting to take risks with Comrade General Kosyenko on the way…”
“Think they’ve spotted our unorthodox approach?” Virginia suddenly asked. “Could be why they’re discharging?”
Shaw’s flesh crept, but he said, “I’d doubt that. Unorthodox approach or not, if Treece’s lot are in control, they’re still bound to assume in the first instance that Wicks and Fawcett are in this car.”
“Unless they’re expendable,” she said tautly. “But I’m just hoping you’re right, Steve.”
He said, “If they wanted to drown us they wouldn’t play about with it. These spillways are capable of sending out a gush that’d fill the whole tunnel, a solid spout of water that’d smash everything in its way.” He knew the combined discharge rate of the spillways was around three million gallons a second.
Shaw edged the car into the mouth of the spillway.
He drove along a raised way beside the channel proper, his headlights glinting on the dark, eerie flow. He reckoned the water in the channel was already some six inches deep and moving fast, as though big pressure was piling up behind it as someone widened the outflow valve. On the current came small pieces of debris… mangled pieces of timber, twigs, small dead animals whose sightless, staring eyes were caught by the headlights as they flashed past on the moving river of floodwater.
Virginia was shivering. She asked, “How far to one of those passages you spoke of? I’d like to get right inside the dam, and fast, whatever we come up against. I don’t like this much, I guess…”
“Neither do I. And I don’t know just where the sealed doors are. Keep your eyes skinned, Virginia. It’s going to be difficult to turn if we miss them.”
“I’ll watch out, all right!” After a minute, she asked, “You thought out what we do when we get inside, Steve?”
Tautly he said, “Only one thing we can do. Take charge of the control-room with Kosyenko safe inside it — then get Treece before he gets us.” He grinned. “Easier said than done?”
“I’ll say…”
“It needn’t be. We’ve got the weapons to make it a fair chance, especially when you add the element of surprise — not to say shock!”
The car surged ahead against the flow, which was spilling over from the channel now. Shaw made what speed he could as the water began to lap over faster, deepening all the time.
After a while, when altogether they had covered something like a mile inside the spillway, he said, “I doubt if we’re going to get much farther…” As he spoke, there was a cough and a splutter from the engine, and the car jerked and stopped. Shaw cursed, tried to restart, and failed. “Couldn’t have been more right, could I?” he said savagely. “All right, Virginia — out! We’ll walk from here — or swim!”
She looked white and scared in the backer glow from the headlights. A moment later, those headlights died; Shaw took up the Kalashnikova, and grabbed a torch from the glove compartment. He made certain Virginia had Andreyev’s heavy revolver and then they climbed out, going in nearly up to their thighs. They started wading, struggling against the flow. Shaw, holding the Kalashnikova clear of the water, beamed his torch ahead, slicing through the pitch blackness of the tunnel. A little later, the beam picked up the outline of a sealed door set tightly in the wall.
Virginia grabbed his arm. “There it is!”
“And about time too.” Shaw felt the water creeping up, deepening still — almost to his hips now. The rate of increase was faster than he liked. By the time they were abreast of the door, it was all they could do to stay on their feet, bent against the rush of water whose speed and pressure were nearly sweeping them down to be washed willy-nilly out into the valley, tossed like those small dead animals. Reaching the door, they hooked their fingers over a big projecting steel bracket set in the wall of the spillway, and they hung there for a while, getting their breath back and resting weary leg-muscles.
Virginia gasped, “There’s something we didn’t think about, I guess. It’ll be locked for sure!”
“No, it won’t. They wouldn’t lock these doors, they’re here for emergency use. A man could easily be caught down here when the overspill valves operate. I believe there’s not even any means of locking them, just so mistakes can’t happen. It just shuts automatically after fifteen seconds if anyone forgets to operate the closing mechanism after entering in a panic.” He took a deep breath. “All set for going in, Virginia?”
She nodded.
“Right, I’ll open up. Take the gun for me.”
Shaw passed her the Kalashnikova and, holding fast to the steel bracket with one hand, he turned the handle, first to the right, then to the left. Nothing happened… he felt a moment of real fear. Maybe he’d got his details mixed. Then suddenly there was a click and a moment later the door swung inward, silently, powerfully. Water washed in, swilling to the foot of a steep flight of bare concrete steps… and that was when Shaw caught sight of the Red Army uniform just inside the door — and saw the snout of the Simonov semi-automatic sticking out through the widening gap. As yet, the soldier holding the Simonov was evidently uncertain as to who Shaw might be — and Shaw didn’t give him a chance to make up his mind. Quick as lightning he had grabbed the carbine’s muzzle and was heaving with all his strength. The startled trooper, caught by surprise, lurched over the step and as he did so Shaw’s fist took him smack in the guts. Doubling up, he fell headlong into the rushing water, still grasping the weapon which Shaw had let go of as he hit the man.
Shaw snapped, “Quick, now — before the door closes!”
As Virginia started to pull herself in, however, the closing mechanism began to operate. Shaw cursed. As they waited there was a stutter of automatic fire and bullets smacked into the spillway walls between himself and the girl. Shaw grabbed the Kalashnikova, gave Virginia a push which sent her staggering, dodged aside himself, and then, as a second burst came close to his head, fired back, a sustained and spreading burst which colandered the Russian soldier. The man threw up his arms and clasped at his throat, from which blood was gushing, and then collapsed finally into the torrent of water.
Shaw took a deep breath and grabbed hold of Virginia, who was doing her best to fight her way back against the stream towards the door. Together they went back to that door, and once again Shaw turned the handle. “Get in,” he ordered. “Fast as you can! We’ve got to get cracking before that guard’s missed.”
As the girl pulled herself in through the door, Shaw followed close behind. Seconds later the door swung to as silently as it had opened; there was another click and once again the jointures were sealed. There was no trickle of water whatsoever; even the water-sounds were utterly blocked out. The silence was complete, deadening in that electrically-lit, bare, and sterile concrete space. Shaw’s voice dropped instinctively to a whisper. He said, “I’ll lead the way, and try to find the control-room. There’s no knowing where Treece’ll have hidden himself, or whether the place has in fact been taken over by his lot, but I’d feel a shade safer in the control-room whatever the set-up! Leave the work-out to me. Quiet as you can, and have that revolver ready.”
She nodded. Shaw, the Kalashnikova cradled in his arms, led the way, wading through the wash of water that had swilled in, and then climbing the steps. At the top a narrow concrete passage led into the distance, lit at intervals by electric bulbs in the ceiling, which was also of concrete. They went along fast, under alternate bright light and deep shadow, not knowing yet what they might come across, nor where to look; their footsteps echoed, seeming to bang along the concrete like an army on the march. Shaw was certain they must be heard.
At the end of the passage, they found a lift-shaft, the wire surround reaching upward into the high distance, the well empty. There was a telephone on a wall-bracket alongside.
Shaw looked up the shaft.
The distance was really immense; he fancied, however, that he could make out the bottom of the lift itself. He murmured, “I wonder if it’s…” He hesitated, his body tensing. He could see now that there was a descending patch of light flickering on the shaft far above — the lift was in fact coming down. He grabbed Virginia and they ran back along the passage, deep into shadow between two sets of lights. “Back against the wall,” he hissed when they were far enough. “Flat as you can. It’s the best chance. They’ve got to come along this way, and that’s when we jump ’em, if we’re not spotted first.”
Only seconds later, the lift came in sight and stopped; the doors went back and two men came out. They seemed, somewhat oddly, to be technicians and not soldiers, but each carried a revolver. Very slowly, shoulder to shoulder, they came along the passage towards Shaw and the girl, who were flattened against the wall and scarcely daring to breathe now. That slow advance seemed to indicate intent — maybe there was some kind of alarm system, a light or a buzzer perhaps, which told the control-room personnel when the spillway doors were operated, but there had been nothing on the plans to indicate this. Possibly that Red Army man had been overdue on some report or other. The men were no more than a dozen yards away when Shaw knew he and the girl had been seen. As the Russians’ fingers tightened on the triggers of the revolvers, Shaw dropped to the concrete and fired, the quick-action Kalashnikova crashing out to shatter that tense silence… lead ricocheted off the walls, off the floor, off the lift-shaft, the racket sounding like thunder in that close space. The two technicians fell, one of them writhing and screaming, thrashing about on the concrete for several seconds before his movements dwindled to a spasmodic twitching, and then he lay still.
The sub-machine gun warm in his hands, Shaw got to his feet. Gunsmoke wreathed around his head. The sudden contrast of silence seemed quite uncanny.

Thirty

Treece had reached the vicinity of the dam some while earlier and had taken, not Shaw’s route towards the spillway outflow, but the extension of the track that had led him towards the dam’s main entrance. And thanks to the short cut he had, as planned, got there ahead of Kosyenko and the main party. One mile short of the entrance he had slowed up, driving ahead in bottom gear until he had seen what he had expected to see: three darker shadows silhouetted against the general gloom — men whom he had been able to contact initially through the network of agents and counter-agents known to him by virtue of his job, men who had had their detailed orders through from Kyakhta the day before.
One of these shadows, a uniformed officer of the MVD, approached the car as Treece pulled up, and put his head in through the driving window.
In Russian, he said, “All is well, Comrade General.”
Treece gave a brisk nod and said gruffly, “Thank you, Colonel Kopotkin. Tell your men to get in the back, and you get in the front with me.”
The Russian saluted and called an order, softly. Two MVD troopers, also uniformed, climbed into the back of the car. As Kopotkin got in the front, Treece engaged his gears and moved ahead again for the dam, still going along slowly. He glanced sideways at the Russian and said, “Now a little recapping, Colonel. All this is to be conducted with the utmost discretion — I can’t emphasize that too strongly. Nothing of what is happening is to be known outside the control-room until I’ve done what I have to do, and even after that I must not come into this — at least, not as an actual prime mover, if you follow. Remember, it’s the essence of the whole plan that both the wrecking of the industrial site and the death of Kosyenko must be clearly and unequivocally attributed in the public mind to the moderate faction in the Government. They must be the guilty men. You do understand this, Colonel?”
“This I understand fully,” Kopotkin answered in a stiff tone.
Treece said, “Good.” Then he narrowed his eyes as a long line of headlights came into view ahead. “And there, if I’m not mistaken, Colonel, is Comrade General Kosyenko and his retinue.”
“Yes,” Kopotkin agreed, “it is they.”
Treece stopped the car.
He waited until the whole motorcade, the vehicles’ headlights dying as they came into the brilliantly-lit and well guarded approach to the dam, had pulled in to the massive concrete area fronting the main entrance. Then he drove in astern of them. As he and the MVD men got out of the car, Kosyenko was already being greeted deferentially by the Controller of the dam — an engineer ranking as a major-general of the Red Army — together with a military band and a guard of honor. Flash-bulbs starred the scene as photographers went into action; the pressmen got busy with their notebooks. Kosyenko, though still good-humored and Churchilfian, was clearly anxious to cut the ceremonial side and begin his tour of inspection, and in fact it was not long before he was moving off, in company with the Controller, at the head of the procession.
Treece and the MVD men remained at the tail as the procession headed first of all for the dam’s main control-room. Passing under the impassive scrutiny of the Red Army troops on guard on the door, the officials and the pressmen filed into the compartment. In there they all felt a curious pressure on their eardrums, and a sense of constriction, brought about, perhaps, by the continuous low throbbing of machinery and the hum of dynamos. Here Kosyenko was taken over by the Chief Engineer, who explained the working of the complicated equipment and the significance of the bank on bank of dials and levers and buttons and warning fights.
In due course, Kosyenko, nodding and smiling, departed, together with the Chief Engineer and some of the latter’s staff. The Chief Engineer would now show Kosyenko the remainder of the Chalok Dam’s technicalities.
All the party followed — except Treece and the three MVD men. Treece caught the eye of the duty engineer and the man gave a barely perceptible nod. The moment all the pressmen were clear of the control-room Treece came away from the piece of equipment he was ostensibly examining and snapped, “Right, Colonel Kopotkin. This is it.”
As he spoke, he brought out a revolver and backed towards the door of the control-room. The duty engineer and two of the technicians did the same. There was an outbreak of excited chatter from the rest of the technicians, chatter which was quickly silenced by Kopotkin, who, with his two troopers, ordered the men at gun-point into a corner of the compartment.
Kopotkin said, “You will all do exactly as you are told, or I shall be forced to order my men to shoot.” He paused, making a theatrically dramatic gesture. “There is suspicion that someone intends to sabotage the dam, and you are being held for questioning.”
Raising his voice above the ensuing hubbub, Treece said, “Don’t forget the troops guarding the door, Colonel.”
“I do not forget. I shall see that they are disarmed and removed. You need not fear, Comrade General.” He snapped an order to the troopers and their prisoners. The control-room staff, stunned and terrified now were marched away; and Treece listened with satisfaction to the commands as the Red Army soldiers outside were relieved of their arms and also marched away.
Ten minutes later, Colonel Kopotkin and one of the MVD troopers returned to the compartment. Kopotkin reported, “All is carried out as ordered. The men are all locked in a storeroom, Comrade General, and I have left one of my troopers on guard.”
Treece nodded briskly. “Good! I shall start opening up shortly, but we’ll wait until Kosyenko’s clear of the power-rooms — just in case someone tumbles on to what’s going on and cuts off the juice. Once Kosyenko’s gone on his way, our man’ll have a clear field. After that, Colonel Kopotkin, we take advantage of the panic and place the charges.” He looked sharply at the Russian. “There won’t be any slips there?”
Kopotkin shook his head. “But certainly not, Comrade General! Our man is very dependable, a devoted extremist like ourselves… I have told you that. He has the charges ready in the main dynamo room. They will be set for thirty minutes, which will give us ample time to get clear.” He lit a cigarette and leaned back against one of the banks of dials. His voice was nonchalant, almost flat, as he went on, “After that thirty minutes the Chalok Dam will to all intents and purposes cease to exist — and the prisoners, the men who might otherwise talk, will cease to exist with it. They will be buried under millions of tons of debris and water. All this you know, Comrade General — and you need have no fear of mistakes.”
Treece grunted and walked over to a set of levers.
* * *
It was just as Treece had reached out to those levers that an orange light had come up to indicate that one of the spillway doors had opened. While the duty engineer was explaining to Treece the significance of that light, it went out and then flicked on once again. That was when Treece had ordered the two technicians to go down in the lift and investigate.

Thirty-one

Shaw ran forward.
Kneeling by the two technicians, he examined them quickly. One was stone cold dead, the other seemed to have taken only a glancing blow on the side of the head — there was a good deal of blood but already he appeared to be recovering. Shaw waited while the man struggled to the surface of consciousness and then spoke to him in Russian.
He asked, “Who did you expect to find here?”
The man looked up at him from the concrete floor, his face twisted with pain. He seemed reluctant to answer until Shaw jerked the Kalashnikova, and then said in a surly voice, “I have nothing to say to you. I do not know who you are.”
“But you were after someone, weren’t you? I’d like to know what your orders were.”
“I had no special orders, other than to see why the door had opened.”
“Very well. Now, suppose I told you I was an agent of the KGB?”
The man’s body jerked and the eyes looked suddenly scared at the mention of the security police; then as suddenly he relaxed. “I would not believe you,” he said simply. “I would not believe you without proof.”
“All right, we’ll leave the point for now.” Shaw spoke over his shoulder to Virginia, in English. “This doesn’t make much difference now anyway,” he said. “The crowd up top won’t know what’s happened to their strong-arm boys.” He tinned back to the Russian, gesturing ahead to the telephone on the wall by the lift. “Get up and use that phone. Call the control-room and tell ’em it’s all clear down here… The door from the spillway was opened by one of the comrades who’d got caught out in the valley. And don’t add any words of wisdom of your own, because the moment you do you’re a dead duck. You understand, Grazhdanin?”
“I shall not—”
“Oh, yes, you will.” Shaw reached down with the sub-machine-gun and prodded the man in the belly with the chromium barrel. “And you’ll hurry, too! Time’s getting short.”
The Russian glared back at him in silence, then dragged himself to his feet and went along the passage to the telephone. Shaw, following close behind, jabbed the weapon into his spine while he spoke to someone above. As the Russian put down the phone Shaw snapped, “Well? What did they say?”
The man hesitated, then said gruffly, “They said nothing, they merely acknowledged.”
“They’ve accepted the message?” Shaw stared into the man’s eyes.
“Yes.”
Shaw nodded. “Good. Now, I want a few words of explanation as to what’s happening here at the dam, if you please.”
“I do not please.” The eyes were glittering, the Lips drawn back. “It is not my concern, anyway — all that.”
Shaw rapped, “All what?”
The Russian’s face took on a look of obstinacy; Shaw said in a tight, hard voice, “Now look. I told you I was an agent of the Committee of State Security, right? I know you don’t believe me and I agree it appears unlikely on the face of it, but it happens to be the truth.” He paused. “At the present moment I’m the personal agent of Comrade Colonel Andreyev — of the Moscow KGB headquarters. I don’t know if that makes you think or not, but I’ve a feeling it damn well ought to, Grazhdanin! I doubt if I really need to tell you that Siberia or the death cell is waiting for the enemies of the Soviet Union — or do I?”
The man’s eyes narrowed. “I am no enemy of the State, Englishman! You, by your very nationality, must be so yourself.”
“Must I?” Shaw shook his head. “I wouldn’t bank on it. What about the other Englishman?” That went home. The man looked up sharply, his expression cautious. “There is no other Englishman.”
Shaw glanced at Virginia, then back at the Russian again. “I don’t believe you. I happen to know for certain that a particular Englishman, one indeed of several in the Press party, has come to the dam. He came ahead of the others, and ahead of General Kosyenko. I have reason to believe that he intends to take control for his own purposes. And I’ll tell you something else. KGB headquarters in Moscow have full knowledge of a plot to assassinate Comrade General Kosyenko, and of a plot to sabotage the uranium workings and the atomic industry of the Chalok valley. This plot must and will be smashed… and Soviet citizens who have taken pay from, let us say, the Chinese People’s Republic will all be executed. Of this, I can assure you, Grazhdanin.”
“I have taken no pay from the Chinese, or from anyone else. I know nothing of this.”
“That’s something you’re going to have to prove, isn’t it — and to Colonel Andreyev, not to me. The colonel will be here shortly, with a strong turn-out of MVD troopers. In the meantime, of course, if you decide to assist the State, I feel quite sure the State, in its turn, will act leniently towards you. It isn’t too late — not quite yet.”
“I have nothing whatever to say,” the man replied harshly. “I have done nothing — nothing — against the interests of Russia or of Communism.”
“Very well, it’s your funeral. I’ve no more time to waste on you, friend. At the same time I’m not leaving you down here on the loose — and I don’t want you with me where I’m going either so you’ll have to accept my apologies for what I’m going to do.”
Shaw took a half-pace backward, then slammed his fist hard into the Russian’s face, cracking the back of his skull against the wall. The man remained standing, an expression of stupidity crossing his face, and once again Shaw crashed a fist into him. Slowly, heavily, the man slid down the wall to the concrete floor and lay in a heap, blood trickling from his mouth and nose.
Shaw murmured, “That’s better than killing you, I suppose, though somehow I don’t really believe Andreyev’s going to be very matey with you when all this is over.” He gestured Virginia into the lift, following her in himself. He pressed a button and the gates closed. The lift went upward fast, up and up… after a full minute, it slowed suddenly and then stopped with a stomach-sinking jerk. The gates opened without any further action on Shaw’s part and he and Virginia, both with their guns ready, stepped into a square lobby built of bare concrete like the lower passage.
Shaw looked around.
There was a door let into the wall opposite the lift and to the right of it. On a panel by this door were batteries of colored lights, some of them glowing red. As Shaw watched, two purple fights came on. There was a notice on the door itself, reading in Russian:
MAIN CONTROL-ROOM
STRICTLY NO ADMITTANCE
EXCEPT ON DUTY

Shaw nodded towards this. “Journey’s end,” he said quietly. “This is it, Virginia.” He frowned. “You know — what worries me is the fact that there aren’t any troops around, except that chap we left in the spillway. Even in the West, a place like this would be patrolled by troops or police — given the same set of circumstances!”
“You mean it looks as if Treece has got control?”
Shaw nodded. “Complete control! He must have managed to deal with the guards… which in turn means he’s got all the assistance he needs, right on the spot.”
Virginia shivered involuntarily. There was a curious look in her eyes now and her face was pale and scared in that brilliant electric light. Gesturing towards the control-room she asked, “You’re going in?”
He said, “Too right, I am! Keep close behind me, Virginia. I don’t want you to get bent, you know!”
He saw the sparkle of tears in her eyes as she said softly, “That’s just exactly how I feel too — about you, Steve darling…”
He bent, and skimmed his lips very briefly over the top of her head. For a moment the hard glint in his eyes softened. “This is neither the time nor the place,” he said lightly, “for a love scene! There’s going to be plenty of opportunity for that later. Now — ready?”
She nodded, not speaking.
Very quietly, they approached the control-room. They could hear the low note, the humming of electric motors and dynamos coming faintly from beyond the door.

Thirty-two

Shaw jerked the door open and sent it swinging inward with a jab of his foot. He went in with the Kalashnikova weaving from side to side and ready to spray lead. There were four men in the control-room. One, a nondescript little sandy man, looked as if he might be the engineer on duty, two were uniformed men of the MVD — and the fourth was Brigadier Treece.
They all swiveled towards the door.
Treece, his face livid, called out something, and at once one of the MVD men fired from the hip and bullets stuttered past Shaw and the girl as they flung themselves aside. As Shaw moved, he fired back himself. The trooper gave a sharp cry and clutched at a shattered wrist.
Shaw snapped, “Right, this is it! I don’t understand all that’s going on, but if there’s any trouble… well, just remember my aim isn’t bad, that’s all. Now — Brigadier Treece. I rather think some explanations are called for, don’t you? If that trooper fired as a result of what you said to him, then I wouldn’t call it a very friendly action — right?”
Treece seemed to be having difficulty with his speech. His heavy face was livid still, pasty and blotchy with emotion. His hands shook. After a while, however, he made an effort and seemed to regain some of his old, truculent approach. He said, “I don’t see why you had to interfere, confound you. I had everything under control — all tied up, and now you’ve probably gone and mucked it! I consider you’ve grossly exceeded your orders, and the moment I reach London I shall report as much in the proper quarter—”
“The moment you reach London,” Shaw cut in pleasantly, “you’ll be handed over to the Special Branch under close escort. Meanwhile are you trying to tell me that all you’ve been doing is to gain some kudos for yourself… by side-tracking me while you took matters into your own hands?”
Treece snapped, “That’s not a very nice way of putting it.”
“It isn’t, is it? Neither was what you were doing very nice. You damn nearly left Miss MacKinlay and me to die in that ambush — but then, of course, you intended we should be killed, didn’t you?”
“I think you must be mad!”
Shaw grinned, but his eyes were like ice. “Not a bit of it, Treece! And I regret to say I don’t believe a single word of what you’ve just said. I’ve been doing just a little hard, hard thinking since you drove away from that ambush — with neither Wicks nor Fawcett trying to stop you. By the way, both those thugs are dead, but they didn’t die,” Shaw said with his tongue in his cheek, “without leaving something behind them. In brief, they talked.”
Treece’s lips were almost bloodless now, except for a spot of red where his teeth had bitten hard. But he was still putting on the big bluff, and now he demanded, “And what’s the result of this thinking of yours?”
“I’ll tell you in a minute. Where’s Kosyenko?”
Treece said, “With all the rest of the party.”
“Kindly be a little more precise, Treece. Exactly where are they now?”
“I’m not clairvoyant. I took a short cut and got here before the motorcade.” He added surlily, “As soon as they got here they went with the Chief Engineer to inspect the power-rooms. I expect they’re still there.”
“And you? Why didn’t you go, Treece?” There was no answer, but Treece suddenly began to look hunted. Shaw went on, “No doubt you had things to do up here. I’d like to know — what things?”
“Find out!” Treece snarled.
“Well, well — admissions at last! And that’s just what I intend to do.” Shaw spoke over his shoulder to Virginia. “Go in and collect all their guns, there’s a good girl. I’ll keep you covered and you don’t have to worry at all.”
Virginia nodded, walked forward calmly past Shaw and picked up the gun that the injured man had dropped, then went on and took the weapons from the others. She brought them back to Shaw, who said, “Fine. Leave them on the floor, just there — that’s it. Now you take over — keep them covered and don’t hesitate to shoot if they try anything. All right?”
“That last part apply to the Brig.?” she asked.
“You bet! But I’ve a feeling you can leave him safely to me,” Shaw answered evenly. He came away from the door, eyes watchful, body tense, the humming note dinning into his ears. He approached Treece; the heavy face was white still, the pig-like eyes watching him narrowly. Shaw jabbed the Kalashnikova into his guts. “Well,” he said genially, “and how does it feel to have a Russian gun in your belly… Mr Ivan O’Shea Conroy?”
Treece must have been expecting it by this time, but it was still clearly a shock. Shaw could see the stark terror in the man’s face now, the pinched look around his mouth. Shaw hadn’t in fact been one hundred per cent certain until now; Treece’s expression clinched it finally.
Shaw went on, “It was you who loathed Kosyenko’s guts, wasn’t it, Treece? You’d been concerned in dam construction in the days before you changed your identity, hadn’t you? You worked with Kosyenko out in Northern Persia years ago — and you fell out with him then.” He paused. “You meant to kill Kosyenko here at the dam, and then destroy the dam itself. As a Sapper you’d have the know-how for that. And that would put an end to all the Soviet plans for the area, wouldn’t it? Care to tell me what you hoped to gain by all that, Treece?”
Treece didn’t answer.
“I’ll say this for you,” Shaw went on, “I admire your organization and staff-work. Pretty good for long-range planning, even if you did have help inside Russia.” He indicated the uniformed men — and reflected that he’d hit a nail fairly closely when he’d bluffed Andreyev about the KGB being involved in the anti-Kosyenko plans. “There’s one thing that’s puzzling me badly, Treece. Why did you send me on this job — with express orders, in effect, to ferret out your own identity and then kill you?”
Still Treece didn’t answer; it could have been shock, or it could have been one last, vain attempt to carry the bluff through. Shaw’s face hardened suddenly and he pushed the barrel of the Kalashnikova deeper into Treece’s flabby stomach. He said coldly, “Come on, Treece. Let’s have it all — all you ordered me to find out! If you don’t talk and tell me the whole thing I’ll obey orders and spray your backbone over the wall behind you. You’re getting no more chances now. I told you, Wicks and Fawcett talked before they died. They shopped you good and proper, and you’ve had it anyway.”
* * *
Treece kept it up for thirty seconds more and then he broke. He said, “I’m not Conroy. You’re quite wrong there. Conroy’s dead. He died back in 1960, in South America. Brazil. And I was never in Persia.”
Shaw stared. He said, “Come off it. I don’t believe a word of it.”
Treece said, “If you don’t I can’t make you. I don’t care now, anyway. But it’s true. I put out the story about Conroy going to Moscow — put it out myself — as a red herring, you see. There wasn’t any Conroy aboard that coach. I’d had a feeling… a feeling the real story was going to break, so I had to have a false lead established first—”
“And you, no doubt, removed Conroy’s physical description from his file yourself. But why the—”
“Please let me finish. I found it… well, more convenient to have the pursuit pinpointed in a wrong direction, also to have the opposition in my sights, if you understand me, rather than not be able to control events myself—”
“As you thought you would through me?” Treece nodded. “Exactly, yes. You see, once a report was made, I would obviously have to act on it — so, at a time suitable to myself, I saw that the report was made. I was to be in charge throughout, and would know all the moves ahead—”
“Which explains, I suppose why you came out here?”
“Yes.”
“And while you were here you meant to deal with me, of course.”
Again, Treece nodded. “That is so. I meant to kill you, and the girl as well since she got herself mixed up in this… as in fact I arranged for the killing of your original London contact, the man in the cafe.” His eyes flickered towards Virginia, cold-bloodedly, almost crazily. “Wicks and Fawcett were to have seen to you two.”
“Where exactly did they fit, Treece?”
“Simply as strong-arm men. They knew little of what I meant to do, though no doubt they gleaned something along the way. Basically Wicks and Fawcett were big-time smugglers, men I found useful enough for the dirty work, men who knew the ropes—”
Virginia interrupted, “They weren’t engaged on gold smuggling this time?”
“No.”
“And the Chinese,” Shaw asked. “The infiltration from Mongolia?”
Treece smiled. “Ah, yes, I heard your friend Andreyev had picked up rumors about that. I can’t say if they were true or not, but if they were, they were nothing to do with me. Of course, the Chinese fitted into my plans — but not as insignificant infiltrators.”
“Where did they fit, then?”
Treece’s eyes suddenly took on an inward look and he hesitated. Then, after a moment, he went on quietly, “I had a vision… a vision of a world at peace, genuine and lasting peace, under one unified control—”
“Communism?”
“Certainly.”
“Conroy’s vision?”
“Yes, Ivan Conroy’s vision, how did you guess?” Treece gave a curious, high laugh. “He and I were friends, great friends over very many years. We studied together, we worked together later. We had precisely the same ideas and outlook — we were like hand and glove. When Ivan Conroy died I knew I had to carry on his work — I was in a unique position to do so, and I considered it was up to me. I decided to kill two birds — the Chalok River project which means so much to Russia, and Kosyenko himself.”
“But I don’t understand! Why in heaven’s name should a Communist wish to harm Russia? Why kill a man of your own ideas, like Kosyenko, however much you dislike him? I thought the party always came first!”
Treece grimaced, then smiled wearily. “You asked me that question in London. You quoted that Cabinet Office memo — why should dog kill dog? Well, it’s very simple really. Let us take Kosyenko first. I told you in London that he and Conroy were enemies — that was true — they detested each other — this dislike wasn’t mine at that stage; I never knew Kosyenko — and finally it was Kosyenko who won out. Information came to me that Kosyenko’s agents had got Ivan Conroy in Brazil. The evidence was detailed, and it was indisputable. Conroy had been thrown alive into a river — to the crocodiles. For that I made up my mind I would kill Kosyenko — but not for that alone, I admit. The Cabinet memo summed it up very well, I thought. Kosyenko’s a father-figure and the people love him, even those who aren’t in his political following — and it’s a damn big following! Well, his death would automatically be put down to a plot of the moderates, backed by the West, and this alone would cause a catastrophic swing against moderate ideas inside Russia and might even force a change of government. That was my idea, as a matter of fact.” He made a tired gesture. “As to Russia… the Kosyenko angle, as you see, links with Russia herself. I didn’t, of course, wish to harm Communism. I wished to help it. In my views China is the rightful heir of the old Marxist ideals of world revolution — after the success of which would come that lasting peace I spoke of a few moments ago.” He paused. “D’you know, I remember Sir Alec Douglas-Home talking about the end of the cold war being in sight — rubbish, I say! Admittedly, there’s been a good deal of relaxation, but basically the world’s too small now for two ideologies to live together — war’s bound to come one day. As for Russia… Russia has grown soft since the days of Stalin, Russia believes in peaceful co-existence, which I believe to be a contradiction in terms. One can’t ever hope for peace in a world where there are those two massive and opposed philosophies. One or the other must always strive to prevail, even if only as a defensive measure, and there will be no rest until one has prevailed. The Chinese leaders believe as I do — therefore I determined, with a promise of their ultimate assistance — I had been in touch with Pekin over many years — to alter the balance of Communist power in their favor — weaken Russia so that China might have more power and more say in Communist counsels.”
“How did you mean to alter the balance of power — by destroying the industry of the Chalok Valley, Treece? That was it, wasn’t it?”
Treece smiled. “Was, my dear chap — and is! And when Kosyenko’s seen it destroyed, that’s when I kill him!” His eyes swiveled towards the uniformed men across the compartment.
Shaw caught the flicker of purpose in them and just as he did so he heard the sudden cry of pain from Virginia, followed by a revolver shot; and then, out of the corner of his eye, he saw the dark blur of a man leaping out towards him from one side of the room. He twisted away from Treece but a heavy, staggering blow caught him on the shoulder and he lurched, gasping with pain. He heard the hiss of breath from Treece, saw the man’s lips drawn back in a snarl of hate and sudden triumph, saw the flash of steel in his hand as a knife glinted in the electric light. Shaw squirmed violently, felt the blade’s slash along his arm, and saw the bright surge of blood. Then he heard the second sharp explosion as someone fired again and one of the uniformed men, the MVD colonel who had moved out towards him, crashed down almost on top of him. As Treece, his eyes crazed again, backed away, Shaw pushed the MVD man clear and scrambled up, his arm dripping blood. He saw Virginia holding a smoking revolver, and he smiled briefly at her. “Thanks a lot!” he said.
She tried to smile back, but her lips were like jelly. She said unsteadily, “I had to do it, but I’ve never killed a man till now, and he kind of looks dead.”
Shaw bent down beside the man and felt for the heartbeat. There was nothing; he was dead all right. He wouldn’t talk; but Treece would talk plenty, if ever he could be got back to London before the storm burst about the world’s capitals. And what Treece had already said would rock Whitehall to its foundations, and the whole Western Alliance too if this thing couldn’t be hushed right up… so maybe the man ought to die after all. Maybe, Shaw thought grimly, he ought to obey that killing order!
* * *
Treece wasn’t finished yet.
He had moved very fast indeed and very suddenly while Shaw had been examining the dead man. Using his bulk, he barged full into Shaw and sent the Kalashnikova flying, Shaw himself being hurled into the steel side of a big bank of dials and switches and levers. While Shaw lay temporarily stunned, the Russian engineer knocked the revolver from Virginia’s hand, and Treece himself ran for a set of big, two-handed levers. His grip closed over them, one after the other, wrenching them swiftly downward; after that he pressed a series of buttons. At once, there was a slight change in the tempo of the electric motors, and the humming noise increased. The air in the control-room seemed to close in, as though the pressure was going up rapidly for some reason. Then the humming became a fast, high whine and lights dimmed momentarily on the instrument panels, then came up again, this time to a full and scintillating brilliancy. As Treece and the two remaining men raced towards the door out of the control-room a green streak of light began dancing in an opaque globe and then there was a roar from below, far below, a roar that increased alarmingly, deafeningly. And a moment after that, the whole great structure of the Chalok Dam seemed to shake and tremble.
The sluices were open.
Shaw got dazedly to his feet, and flung himself across the compartment. He grabbed the Kalashnikova, which Treece hadn’t waited to pick up. He fired blind in the split-second that Treece reached the doorway; lead spattered against the steel frame as the door swung open, ricocheted back over Virginia’s head. Shaw fired again, but Treece and the others had gone. Shaw and the girl ran for the door. As they came out, they caught the movement down a passage to the right, a form going fast up some steps.
Shaw yelled, “That must lead to the walkway above the sluices — he’ll try to cross it to the head of the canyon! If he does that he could get clear away, maybe into Mongolia.” They were already running up the steps. “He can still find a way of knocking off Kosyenko if someone hasn’t already done it…”
They went through a wide-open weather door at the top, into a tearing wind and the bitter, slashing rainstorm that was still raging, more so now than ever. Along the whole structure above the parapet, ran the string of floodlights that they had seen on their way in from the ambush; beneath those lights they could see a figure running wildly ahead of them, going at breakneck speed. A moment later, Treece seemed to check, and then he stopped. He ducked as Shaw fired, and something, some chunk of rock or loose concrete, crashed by Shaw’s feet. Taking this in his stride, Shaw ran on. Then something else came through the air and took him on the hip. He staggered and almost fell, lurched for a moment against the parapet. He heard far below him the tremendous roar of the released floodwater, surging and crashing through the open sluices, millions upon millions of tons pouring down into the Chalok Valley, ready to take up their old watercourse again. Recovering, he raced on again, feeling the wind tearing at his body. He saw Treece, who was on the move again now, glance momentarily back over his shoulder as though gauging the distance.
It was that backward glance when going at full speed that did it.
Treece stumbled; he went flying sideways, half carried by the wind. He fell across the low parapet itself. Somehow in his struggles to get back to safety his body rolled to the far side — and he slid right over, on to the slope running down above the sluice gates. A cry rang out into the slashing rain, a cry of desperation, of sheer horror. Shaw, checking his speed, looked over. He felt suddenly sick. The lip of the steep downward slope was right over the roaring torrent and the rocky projections of the narrow gorge. Spray was flying high, right up and over the lip, spray and foam and spume driven by the wind which caught it as it was tossed upward by the rebound of the crashing drop through the sluices. Treece was sliding down, slowly but quite inexorably, scrabbling in torment with clawed hands, tearing at the cruel, jagged, concrete surface, his mouth wide open, sobbing, shrieking… helpless and knowing it and terrified to die on the Chalok Dam.
It took him fifteen seconds to slide down, to disappear.
At the end of those fifteen seconds, he gave a wild cry that rang against the wind; his body arched backwards as the wind took it, and he hurtled over, falling, falling out of sight… crashing into the surge and thunder of the fuming waters that boiled and roared in an ecstasy of freedom so far below.
Shaw found Virginia beside him. She was looking all in and very sick, and he put an arm round her and held her close. “It’s horrible, but it’s the best way out,” he said. “There wasn’t any future for Treece. Besides, it’s going to be easier from the security standpoint now. I doubt if in fact he could have ever have been got back to Britain, and there wouldn’t have been any secrets left after the Russian’s had had a go at him. But now I may — just may — be able to hush up the truth. The full truth, that is, as it could affect East-West relations. Meanwhile someone’s got to close those sluices — and look for any explosive charges. As an engineer Treece’ll almost certainly have been thinking along those lines. Come on, Virginia.”
“What about the other two?” she asked. “Those two men?”
He shrugged. “My guess is they’ll cross into Mongolia and never be heard of again. Nothing we can do about them, anyway. Andreyev’ll be going through this place like a dose of salts once he’s back in circulation, but I think I can persuade him that it’d be best if he used his imagination in his report to headquarters — if you get me! That’s assuming Kosyenko hasn’t ticked over too quickly for us, of course.” She nodded, and they turned away along the flat top of the dam. They ran back towards the doorway while the floodwaters of the Chalok surged and crashed and leapt, carrying Treece’s broken body downstream rapidly towards the abounding wealth of the valley below.
* * *
A couple of days later, Shaw and Virginia were back in Moscow. The Embassy had put on the VIP treatment; and Sir Hubert Worth-Butters was an appalled but extremely interested listener. He said drily, “It’s a very curious state of affairs at home that allows a man like that to get where he did in the security services, Shaw. I wonder how many more there are like him at large!” He smiled. “Strange, isn’t it, you should have had those suspicions of dear old Henderson… and now it turns out like this! However, please don’t let me interrupt. You were saying?”
“I was asking, as a matter of fact—”
“Ah yes, yes — about Kosyenko.” Sir Hubert tapped on his desk, briskly, with a cigarette. Flicking a lighter he went on, “He must know the full score, or most of it, but he’s acting green. I dare say he sees the dangers of an international explosion as well as anyone — he’s no fool, I need hardly say! I think we can take it he won’t initiate any action leading to awkward questions — for one thing, if anything came out it would make the Russians look extremely silly, Kosyenko himself included, and they never like that. They won’t want the world to know we pulled their own chestnuts out of the fire for them, nor that there’s sabotage in the chummy little nest. It cancels out the kudos attaching to our man’s — er — curious loyalties, don’t you think? Of course,” he added, “the very fact that Treece handled everything with such professional discretion has played into our hands. Even the Press hasn’t got the truth — and I’d venture a guess that those of Treece’s persuasion who’re left alive will keep their mouths shut very, very tight indeed — including the man who was ditching the charges!” Sir Hubert chuckled. “Was that a simple case of wind up — or what?”
Shaw shrugged. “I think so, yes. He’d rung the control-room and got no answer — and panicked.”
“Most fortunate!” Sir Hubert chuckled again, then frowned. “Y’know… it’s that feller Andreyev I’m concerned about quite frankly. I gather he was somewhat annoyed when you picked him up back at that ambush scene?”
Shaw grinned. “Very! And brim-full of threats as to what was going to happen to us. To start with he told Virginia and me we were to consider ourselves under arrest — and it made no difference at all when I told him Kosyenko was safe as houses and he had nothing more to worry about. Anyway, I advised him not to press impossibilities too far, seeing we were armed and he wasn’t. I also told him that a highly-respected British officer, one Brigadier Treece temporarily attached to our Moscow Embassy, was at the moment lying dead somewhere in the Chalok valley… killed while trying to prevent subversive elements sabotaging the dam. I told him it had already discharged a modicum of water but not too much — thanks entirely to the efforts of Brigadier Treece. He was satisfied thereafter that there wouldn’t be much damage done in the valley, but he did undoubtedly hoist in the fact that he wasn’t going to look too clever in the circumstances… and also that the British Ambassador would certainly ask very awkward questions about poor Treece’s death, which really should never have been allowed to happen with Andreyev himself practically on the spot and in personal charge of security in the area during Kosyenko’s visit.” Shaw paused. “I put it to him straight, Sir Hubert, that I was offering him the chance of a deal. I might, I told him, be a fascist hyena, but he’d soon see that I was on the level — and also that he would do well to remember what I’d told him during the flight out from Bykovo. Well, I think — as you yourself just said about Kosyenko — Colonel Andreyev will find it much more convenient to forgive and forget…”
“Excellent!” Sir Hubert smiled. “You should have been a diplomat, my dear fellow. In view of what you say I shall advise H.E to remain silent about — er — poor Treece. Forgiveness and forgetfulness should be reciprocal. Oh, and by the way, I’ve got some other news. A little item that came through early this morning.” Sir Hubert looked abstracted for a moment. “Oddly enough, Jones decided to disappear while you were still in Kyakhta — after news had come through about Treece. Curious — don’t you think?”
“Very,” Shaw agreed.
“Well, we’re very anxious to know precisely why. Naturally, we kept quiet about it, so there was nothing for the Russians to hold him on when he skipped. However, we had a man waiting just outside the Curtain and Jones was arrested on suspicion of complicity in treasonable activities… on touch-down at a certain airfield not precisely under our jurisdiction — so enough said about that! Anyhow, I gather he went quietly. Currently he’s on his way to Brixton.” The First Secretary sighed heavily. “It’s really very distressing,” he murmured, “to think how well organized that bunch were… however, don’t let’s brood too much. There are things worth celebrating when all’s said and done — and I’d be delighted if you and Miss MacKinlay would do me the honor of lunching with me?” His eyes twinkled for a moment. “I think I can promise you caviar and champagne.” Shaw caught Virginia’s eye; they’d had plans of a rather different nature, but this was akin to a command performance, so those plans would have to wait. He said, “Thank you very much, Sir Hubert. We’d be delighted.”
“Good!” Worth-Butters said heartily. “By the way, I’m arranging for you to fly back to London tomorrow afternoon. After lunch the rest of the next twenty-four hours is entirely your own, my dear fellow.”
Shaw could have sworn the First Secretary fractionally closed one eye, but that might have been no more than an illusion. What was reality, a few hours later, was the warm feeling as Virginia’s arms went round him…
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