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Аннотация
When Commander Shaw is called to the Defence Ministry in London the new and difficult assignment that is given to him is beyond even his expectations.

Several prominent people have disappeared, and corpses have been smuggled out of the country for anti-West purposes in Communist China. It is Shaw's job to investigate this "Dead Line," to find out who runs it and what its purpose is. The trail leads to a night spot in New York's Harlem, where Shaw gets on intimate terms with a striptease artist named Flame.
But when Shaw's identity is discovered, he and Flame find themselves embarked on the Dead Line to China, enclosed live in lead coffins with the dead. Can they escape, or are they destined to the same fate as their fellow passengers�?

First published in 1966 by George G. Harrap & Co. Ltd.


Philip McCutchan
The Dead Line


Chapter One

The body was naked and it was propped up on the open vehicle by a wooden structure that sagged sideways under the dead weight of flesh and bone as the lorry took the corner. Some distance beyond lay the saluting base, in a courtyard that had been swept clean in the early morning by children with brooms. The body smelt; the hot Asian sun had seen to that � had been seeing to it for the last couple of hours at least. When the corpse had been discharged from the freighter�s hold at Tsingtao it had still been in its lead container. That container had held it hermetically sealed all along the sea route from San Francisco to Hong Kong, and on again from there to Tsingtao on the mainland of Communist China, thence by air to Peking. But now that it had been taken from its container and had met the open air, time was catching up on it.
Four powerful Negroes � huge, muscular men dressed only in cotton trousers � guarded the corpse as it followed behind the marching soldiers and the armour and the enormous nuclear missiles. The Negroes sweated, their shining black skins resembling those of seals that had just emerged from the water. Below them, behind a cordon of police and troops and girls of the Young Militia, the crowds of over-stimulated Chinese comrades waved fists and banners at the corpse as it lurched and shook on its horrible journey towards the dais where the top brass waited.
Above the corpse was a vast placard, standing out like a square sail; this placard was inscribed front and rear with Chinese characters that read: this is the body of one of our notorious enemies, an american politician, a negro-hater and persecutor who was killed and brought from the west because of his many crimes against the negro people and for his speeches against their chinese comrades whom he accused of oppression and slavery in their own country.
As this prime piece of ballyhoo flaunted itself before the myriad eyes there was a groan from the crowd, a baying sound that rose to a crescendo as the vehicle neared the dais. As they passed it, the four Negroes received clenched-fist salutes from the assembled brass, the new War Lords of Red China. This in itself was significant, for the Chinese were accustomed to think of men with black skins as being, aesthetically, the most revolting of all peoples; but Communist dogma was overriding aestheticism. An order was snapped and a tall Chinese carrying an axe leaped up on the lorry�s platform. There was a hush as he lifted the axe and then, as the shining blade flashed down and in one stroke sliced the gruesome body into ragged halves, the baying sound was taken up again, hundreds of thousands of throats giving threatening voice to their constantly fed detestation of the West and all it stood for.
With the remains of the cloven body hanging over the sides, the lorry moved on in rear of the military parade of strength.
* * *
The rangy man with the hard, tanned body, sitting on the terrace of the Royal West Cornwall Yacht Club and drinking Scotch, lowered his newspaper as a white-jacketed steward approached him. The steward said deferentially, �Commander Shaw, sir.�
Shaw looked up. �Yep?�
�Telephone, sir. From London. A Mr Latymer.�
�Damn,� Shaw said briefly. He reached for his glass. �Just remind him I�m on leave, will you, Reckitt� but no, on second thoughts, don�t do anything so rash. I�ll be right along.�
�Very good, sir.� The man turned away. Shaw let out a long breath of irritation and looked seaward. Just an hour before he�d been a fairish way out there, off Newquay� right where the North Atlantic rollers boomed and roared as they swept in from fresh green deeps to enter the comparatively narrow seas between the Tuskar and the Wolf, then to roll in long, inexorable lines of foam-topped wave to wash the shores of the West Country. Now that he was fit again, he had been enjoying himself thoroughly, with no thought of work for another ten days at least� and now � Latymer was on the line from London. Latymer wouldn�t bother an agent on leave, especially sick leave, just to remind him to clean his gun, so it was good-bye to the jet-black tunic of sorbo-rubber that, the first time he had worn it, had so intrigued him with its plebeian air of playing at Mods and Rockers; good-bye to the Maribu boards, those aerodynamic shapes of polystrene foam and cloth that had carried him at exhilaratingly high speeds as he had hot-dogged it time and again across the wave crests, praying to Huey, the surfers� God, to produce the rare magic, tearing in zig-zag fashion for the beach where the Emmetts, as the surfers called those miserable people outside the sport, were lying in the sun. That hot-dogging had been daring for a Gremmie � strictly he was still classifiable as a Gremmie after a mere six or seven months� intermittent practice, never mind that in those months he�d easily outclassed the experts � and it had been just what was needed to restore his speed and judgement in emergency, get his reactions and reflexes fighting fit again. Almost unconsciously now he felt for the trade marks of the sport, marks which he carried already � a couple of welts a few inches below the knee, a couple of bumps on the foot behind the big toe, marks instantly recognizable to fellow surfers and their Wahinis � the girls who rode the Maribu boards with them � or to the bikini-clad beach bunnies who preferred to stay on the sands and wait for their more adventurous boy-friends to come back from the foam� the beach bunnies who had been eyeing Shaw every day he�d been in Newquay, watching him come in from the sea, watching him with something like hunger in their faces� watching him as he strode, tall and rangy and hard with the wind and sun drying his darkly tanned skin and the crisp brown hair, bleached now by many weeks of that sun to a burnished gold. Maybe they were intrigued by the line of bullet scars, the entry marks in his back and the exits in the side of his chest � testimony to his luck that they had all missed the vital organs, testimony to his hard endurance in pulling through a rough patch.
He stood up.
He was still in swimming briefs but in deference to the R.W.C.Y.C.�s staider members he had put on a loose blue beach shirt. It didn�t hide his muscle or the firm flesh of his thighs and calves, nor the brand-new fitness and health he had acquired. He strode off the terrace and made for the telephone kiosk in the hall of the clubhouse. He picked up the handpiece and said, �Good morning, sir. Shaw here� sorry to have kept you��
The voice broke in coldly � it was metallic, rattling against Shaw�s eardrums like steel filings. �Cut the trimmings, Shaw, there isn�t time. You�re wanted and you�re wanted now.�
�Can you tell me what for, sir?�
The voice snapped back irritably, �You�re not paid for asking damfool questions.� Almost as an afterthought it inquired, �Fit?�
�For anything, unfortunately��
�Good. Then climb into that Mercedes you�ve just splashed half a year�s salary on, and get here as fast as she�ll bring you. I�m having the route cleared for you right the way along the A30.�
The phone clicked in Shaw�s ear.
He shrugged and slammed the receiver down and went along to the changing-room. He lit a Perfectos Finos. Weeks of pain followed by weeks of leisure plus a growing disillusionment with abstention had put him back on the cigarettes again � but now it was nothing but the best. Five minutes later he was taking the Mercedes out of the car park and heading her east for the A30 into London. When Latymer said now, he meant just that.

Chapter Two

The Mercedes was a fast model and Shaw drove her hard. He had only recently taken delivery of the car; he wasn�t aware that Latymer knew a thing about it, but Latymer, it seemed, knew even the registration number � which all went to show that agents were never really on leave at all.
On his arrival at the Defence Ministry late that afternoon Shaw reported to the inner office of the Chief of Special Services, Defence Security Staff. Latymer � round, blunt, pugnacious, face disfigured into expressionlessness by skin grafts that were the legacy of a bomb attack on his person years before � looked at him hard but approvingly across the polished leather expanse of his desk and grunted, �Ha � didn�t waste much time � good! You said on the phone you were fit. Are you?� The green eyes, cold beside the high bridge of an autocratic nose, examined Shaw.
�Yes, sir.�
�From the reports I�ve had I believe you, but we�ll let the doctors give the final decision. I shouldn�t worry � I know you�ve spent most of your time surfing. Wise choice.� Latymer reached across to the intercom on his desk and pressed a switch. Peremptorily he said, �Send in Mr Fellowes.� The switch clicked back and he turned to Shaw. �Fellowes is a civil servant, works officially for the Home Office, but there�s a strong smell of the Special Branch about him, which is all I�m prepared to say even to you. He wants to talk to you about dead bodies.�
Shaw grimaced. �Dead bodies � where, sir?�
�Fellowes�ll tell you himself presently.�
Ten seconds later Latymer�s confidential secretary brought the Home Office man in. Fellowes was short, stout, fiftyish and completely bald, with thick-lensed glasses and a five-o�clock-shadowed jaw; the flesh hung in heavy folds, deeply lined from nose to mouth. He had a hanging-judge appearance about his eyes.
Those eyes, ice-cold, met Shaw�s as Latymer introduced him.
Fellowes sat, crossing his legs and resting his elbows on the arms of his chair; his extended fingers tapped together over his stomach, parson-wise. He looked expectantly at Latymer, who said, �I�m leaving this to you, Mr Fellowes.� Latymer shot his cuff back, glared at his wrist-watch, and went on, �I�ve an appointment with the Minister in thirty-six minutes precisely, so I�d be obliged if you�d go straight in at the deep end.�
�Most certainly.� Fellowes closed his eyes for a moment, cleared his throat, then slewed himself towards Shaw. �It�s a long story,� he said. His voice was flat, toneless. �I shall be as brief as possible, however, and I shall start by telling you why it is I have come to your people about this particular problem, which on the face of it isn�t specifically a Defence Ministry pigeon at all. However, it has to do with a certain report that you yourself submitted� after the completion of a mission in Moscow some time ago.� The cold eyes flickered over Shaw, �You will, no doubt, recall that you were� ah� pressed into Soviet service temporarily by a certain Colonel Andreyev of the K.G.B.?�
Shaw caught Latymer�s eye. �I remember well enough,� he said.
Fellowes inclined his head. �Of course. Now � this man Andreyev, according to your report, Commander, mentioned to you the existence of a route for the withdrawal to Soviet territory of dead bodies.� He was looking directly at Shaw now. �Am I correct?�
�Absolutely correct,� Shaw confirmed. �But I�m sorry to say that was all he told me � it was just a casual reference in passing and he never went into any detail.�
�Yes, indeed. You made that very point in your report. I have been studying it.� Fellowes removed his glasses and polished them. �You have nothing to add verbally, I take it?�
Before Shaw could answer Latymer said, �Reports from my agents are always fully comprehensive, Mr Fellowes.�
�Quite so � yes.� The glasses went on again; behind them, the eyes blinked. �But, you know, there�s often��
�Fully comprehensive, Mr Fellowes.�
Shaw grinned inwardly at the snap in Latymer�s voice. He said, �I�ve nothing whatever to add. It�s all in the report. Andreyev didn�t drop any hints, clues or what-have-you. Sorry, but there it is.�
�I see.� Fellowes gave several ponderous nods. �In that case, as indeed I must admit I suspected, I can tell you more than you can tell me.� He paused, closing his eyes again momentarily. �To begin with, I can confirm the factual existence of what you reported. It is known as the Dead Line.� He added, �It is only very recently that we have been in a position to give this confirmation, although we were alerted by your report when it was made available for circulation on the customary restricted distribution list. You, of course, know in a general sense what the Dead Line has been used for � that is, the withdrawal to Soviet territory of persons who have been killed for political reasons in this country. We believe � we don�t know for certain � that it may have been used in the past as a route for the withdrawal mainly of the bodies of Russian scientists and others who have defected to the West and have subsequently disappeared from this country.� He closed his eyes once more. �I quote Demiskov, Kozilpin, Volshinsky as examples of such men who have disappeared without trace in recent years � you�ll recall the cases, no doubt. They could have been killed over here by Russian agents and they may have travelled the Dead Line into Russia. If you were to ask me what my guess is as to why Russia should want dead bodies, I would say that they wished to teach a lesson to persons who might have copied these men�s examples. You can imagine for yourself what the impact would be on the dead man�s colleagues, as well as on his family, when they were confronted with the body, as I would suggest they may have been � indeed, your own report indicated that the family would be shown the body. And it could in certain circumstances be easier to withdraw a dead body than to attempt to kidnap a comparatively well-known scientist, say, and get him out of the country alive � we can of course take it for granted they would have got all they needed from him in the way of information before killing him.�
Shaw asked, �Do you know the details of the route?�
Regretfully, the Home Office man shook his head. �No. We work on the assumption that whatever the route may be, it�s changed after each single use is made of it � and I would imagine it is not in frequent use anyway. Hence it�s extremely difficult to find out anything concrete about it.� He gave Shaw a long, calculating stare. �It is, of course, a serious enough thing that defected Eastern scientists may have been killed with impunity in this country, but matters have, we believe, become even more serious. You see, certain other factors have emerged. We have reason now to think that British subjects are being put into the pipeline.�
�British subjects?�
Fellowes nodded. �We believe the Dead Line has been used, is being used, and could continue to be used, for the disappearance of certain categories of Britons � but with one difference in their cases, and that is � they�re not being taken to Russia. They�re going into Red China.� He paused, and a slight smile hovered over his lips. �Interested, Commander Shaw?�
Shaw said quietly, �I could be, if you�ll tell me more.�
�Indeed I shall.� Fellowes sat forward, staring into Shaw�s eyes and emphasizing his points by tapping his outstretched fingers together. �Here are the facts. Four fairly prominent men and one woman have, in the last few weeks, suffered a fate similar to those defected Russian scientists � similar, that is to say, in so far as they are known to have disappeared without trace. Just vanished. We haven�t had a lead, we haven�t had a smell of a lead � until now, and I shall come to that in a moment. Of these five people, two men and the woman were Members of Parliament. I dare say you�ll know to whom I�m referring?�
Shaw whistled. �Too right I do! There was a hell of a stink in the press.�
�Exactly,� Fellowes agreed with a somewhat rueful look. He went on, �Another man was a steelworker prominent in so far he was a leading light locally in the British Union of Fascists, and the fifth was quite a big noise, again locally, in the North of England. He was a manufacturer who had been a town councillor for a good many years. And all those men, Commander � here�s the interesting thing � had one very important binding link.�
�And that was?�
�They were Negro-haters � all of them. Real extremists, always stirring up trouble, trying to have a complete stop put on all Coloured immigration, trying to twist the law and keep Coloured families off all housing lists by any possible loop-holes � you�ll know the kind of thing. The steelworker was against the Coloureds on principles of racial purity, but was more outspoken than most of his fascist friends � we believe he was most probably behind the recent rioting in Cardiff, Liverpool, Birmingham and other places � rioting, as you know, on a scale that hasn�t been seen for years. Well, now those five people have all gone.� He paused. �I�m not being partisan in this, Commander. I know both sides have their legitimate grievances and anxieties and it�s not for me to judge them. But those people were extremists � bloody-minded lunatics who made everything far worse for both Black and White. So I�m not mourning them especially � but it does happen to be my job to find out what�s happened to them. And as it now turns out, I may be getting somewhere.�
�Well?�
Fellowes said quietly, �Reports have come in during the last twenty-four hours that the bodies of Britons have been seen in China. Americans too. These reports came in via Hong Kong. They indicate that the dead bodies have been degraded and publicly paraded before the Red mobs in Peking, and that inscribed banners or placards have told a story of Negro-baiting in every case. Now, this seems��
�Just a moment,� Shaw broke in, frowning. �I take it you�re assuming those bodies are the bodies of the missing persons, but they were British � and they weren�t scientists or anything like, so what you said earlier about defected Russians isn�t paralleled here. And anyway, why the degrading and parading?�
�Agreed they aren�t scientists,� Fellowes said. �All I can say is that they had that common link of Negro-baiting � that may have some bearing on why Peking wanted them. As to the parading of the bodies before the mobs� I can�t explain that either. I can only suggest they were being used as a symbol for something or other � or possibly it was just a gimmick to inflame the masses.�
�Do they need inflaming?� Shaw asked sceptically. �I thought the Chinese were already ragged enough at the edges about the West, Mr Fellowes.�
�Obviously � as regards their leaders! We don�t know if the masses are really so keen to make trouble. Possibly they have to be� pepped up now and again!�
�Maybe,� Shaw admitted in partial agreement. �But I�d have thought China was a shade too sophisticated for that sort of thing. The Peking boys aren�t an African tribe, living in the bush.�
�Quite.� The Home Office man�s lips thinned irritably. �But again I say, we can�t assume the masses are necessarily in line with their leaders, or as sophisticated. I consider it safe to say the peasants from the remoter provinces are still pretty primitive. However � to go back to what I was saying, Commander. The facts as I�ve outlined them indicate certain things to me: that the bodies were moved through the Dead Line, that as I�ve said already the Dead Line now operates into China as well as into Russia, and that the operators of the line in these particular cases are very probably communistic Negro elements in this country, almost certainly assisted by White Communist sympathizers � indeed if China is involved I would say that this whole thing has a basis of Communist intrigue rather than one of race hostility pure and simple on the part of the Negroes. You agree?�
Shaw glanced across at Latymer. �Q.E.D.,� he said. �Yes, I�d say it�s a fair thesis to work on. The Black v. White situation is one the Communists love to exploit! But how come the Chinese Reds are permitted to use a Russian network?�
Fellowes said, �I don�t suggest they do use the same network. I fancy they�ve cribbed a Russian idea and are operating their own route, with the help of British nationals. I make that last point because clearly it�s harder for the Chinese to establish agents of their own nationality in Western countries than it is for the Russians to do so. A Russian, trained for years at a Soviet spy school, can pass himself off as British comparatively easily � and many have done so, as you know, Commander. The same scarcely applies to the Chinese.�
�Quite.� Shaw ran a hand along his jaw, broodingly. �Well � where do we fit, Mr Fellowes?�
That was where Latymer came back in. He said, �Right, I�ll take it from here, Fellowes� He lifted a heavy ebony ruler and rolled it in massive hands �I don�t know exactly where we fit at the moment, Shaw. Agreed the people who�ve disappeared aren�t quite our line and on the face of it there�s no security leak or national issue � in our special sense � involved. Nevertheless, we seem to be on common ground when we say that Communism is behind this � and that comes pretty close to us for a start. And there�s one glaring aspect of all this that I don�t like at all.�
�The fact China�s involved?�
�Involved with British domiciled Coloureds � exactly! The Negroes and Indians and Pakistanis are becoming a very strong group in this country, Shaw � we now have around four million coloured immigrants� I want to make it perfectly plain that, like Fellowes, I�m strictly impartial � if with a decided bias against Whites who behave as irresponsibly as it seems our vanished friends have behaved. All the same, I�m worried by the recent outbreaks of rioting. As Fellowes said, for years there�s been nothing like that.�
�It hasn�t been all peace and goodwill, sir.�
Latymer waved the ruler irritably. �I know there�ve been rumblings below the surface, Shaw. Secretly-organized petitions have called for a ban on immigration, somewhat along the lines of our vanished friends� diatribes. People have paid into funds to buy up property coming on the market, so as to keep their streets white. Some estate agents have been �persuaded� to deal only with Whites. Pubs have refused service to Blacks on various pretexts. There�s the long-wait treatment in restaurants. Clubs blackball them � especially working men�s clubs. Schoolchildren are taught race hatred by their parents.� He shrugged heavily. �I�m not prepared to say who�s right. Are you?�
Shaw said, �No, sir, but since you�ve put one point of view it�s up to me to put the other. In areas where the Whites are being crowded out of hospitals, where they�ve become minorities living in what one might call immigrated streets, where different standards of behaviour, language and sanitation make the Whites feel strangers in their own country, where White children are held back at school because of large numbers of Coloured children in the classes, where diseases spread from immigrant sources, or where White workers fear for their jobs� well, I�m bound to see the White point of view, aren�t I?�
Latymer gave a mirthless grin. �You�d be pretty odd if you didn�t, of course, because the complaints are quite genuine grievances in what is, after all, a White country that�s going to take two or three generations at least to integrate fully. There�s still a hell of a lot of difference between the British worker and, say, a peasant from the Punjab. No-one�s fault � it�s just a fact, that�s all.�
Shaw nodded. �And the riots?�
�Well, as you know, hardly a day passes now without half a dozen more or less serious incidents being reported. There�s been widespread outbreaks of burning crosses � the same sort of pseudo-Ku Klux Klan activity that once hit Birmingham. There�s a new� call it a new anti-spirit at work, fomented more by Whites than Coloureds, I believe. I can�t quite place the origins � I wish I could. Let�s just say it�s the explosion of built-up pressures. The point is, it�s with us, it�s a fact� and if the Chinese Communists are in any sense co-operating with disaffected Negro elements over here, then by heaven we�re in for trouble. And I�m the more perturbed because of the fact that the Chinese have never been Negro-lovers � not basically, that is. The Chinese regard themselves as the master race to a very much deeper degree than the Nazis ever did and they despise anyone who doesn�t wear a yellow skin. As a matter of fact, they have a neat little fairy story on the subject. It�s this: all babies in this world are produced by a sort of master baker who bakes us Whites too little and the Blacks a damn sight too much � only the Chinese turn out just right.�
Shaw said, �I seem to have heard it. But that hasn�t stopped them wooing the emergent Black nations for what they can get out of them, has it?�
�Far from it, I agree!� Latymer gave a hard laugh. �Anyway � I don�t need to emphasize that a lot of water has flowed since the Chinese exploded their first nuclear device back in sixty-four. They�re powerful now � they�ve made enormous strides, strides no-one in the West ever thought they could make in under ten years at least. They gave America enough trouble in Viet-Nam, you�ll remember � and other places. But in spite of that we�ve badly and dangerously and consistently underestimated their potential � and God alone knows what they could be up to now.� He narrowed his eyes and aimed the ebony ruler at Shaw�s head. �I�ve already talked to the Minister, together with the P.M. You�re on the job from now, Shaw, subject to the medical gentry. That job is to investigate the British end of the Dead Line � get a lead on it, find out what makes it tick, where it runs, who operates it and what the purpose behind it is � keeping this China hook-up in mind and leaving aside Russia unless the wires cross. All right?�
�Yes, sir��
�Good! Get with it � and try not to get bent in the process.� Latymer glanced at his watch. �I�ll have to be off in a moment. Go into the interview-room with Fellowes and he�ll fill you in on detail. Then get yourself down to the medical section, and after that come and see me again. I won�t be long with the Minister.�

Chapter Three

Fellowes had in fact little to add to what he had already said and after a short session with him Shaw took the lift to the Special Services Division�s own medical section. He was due for a pretty rigorous run-around; lives, and not only the lives of agents, depended on quick thinking, fast moving, and the general alertness and perception given only to a trained mind and body acting in unison and enjoying a precision-pitch of perfect health. Jackson, the S.S.D.�s doctor, had never let anything slip past him.
After a careful examination of Shaw�s wound scars and a check on heart, lungs and blood pressure, Jackson put him through the course. Shaw stripped and was taken first to the gymnasium where, under Jackson�s eyes, he went through an exhaustive routine on the ropes, wall-bars, horizontal bars and vaulting horses. After this he was immersed in water that felt not far off boiling point and then, without pause between, in ice-cold water. From here he went to a mock but hard game of squash with a captive ball, still closely watched by Jackson, after which he was put into a compression chamber and watched for five minutes through glass panels and finally was made to run around the room for a full fifteen minutes.
After this, scars, heart, lungs and blood pressure were checked again and finally, still stripped, he was taken back to the gymnasium and told to stand with his arms outstretched, fingers extended to their fullest extent, palms down. When he had held this pose for three minutes Jackson brought a couple of wine glasses which he balanced on the backs of Shaw�s hands. Each was full to the brim with a dark-coloured fluid. A couple of minutes later, and entirely without warning, Jackson discharged a full slide from an automatic a yard away from the back of Shaw�s head.
Shaw didn�t spill a drop of the liquid. �Browning?� he asked casually.
�Luger.�
Shaw swore. �Must be slipping.�
Jackson grinned. �You�ll do,� he said. �Absolutely clean bill. I expected no less and neither did Latymer.�
�I know�� Shaw heard a click. He glanced across the gymnasium to a door at the other end. It opened and a girl came in. She stopped dead. Shaw dropped both the glasses. Jackson looked at him, followed his eyes, and cursed luridly.
�Don�t allow shock to inhibit your leg muscles, young lady!� he snapped. The girl vanished. Jackson swung round on Shaw. �My apologies, old man. That wasn�t part of the drill. I�ll find out who she is and have her told a thing or two. Women have no business around here anyway.�
�Come, come!� Shaw grinned and swept a hand through his thick hair. �You�re just getting old, Jacko, that�s all! Don�t upset the lady� she�s learned quite a lot already, I think. And come to that, she�s taught me something too.�
�Oh?� Jackson lifted an eyebrow, quizzically. �And what�s that, may I ask?�
Shaw smiled, thinking back to Newquay. He�d heard a couple of those luscious beach bunnies talking about him one dark night. �He�s so damn tantalizing,� a girl had said, her voice brittle with desire. �And he looks ruthless. And restless, too� there�s something in his eyes. I like a man with guts � and he takes the most ghastly risks for a Gremmie. But he just sort of � looks through you, as if he�s already had every girl in the world who�s got anything to offer. I tell you,� that beach bunny had said, �I�d snatch an hour of bliss with him any time he asked me. Any girl who lost her virginity to that man�d be his for life, whether he wanted her or not.� In the darkness Shaw had grinned to himself. He was being rated high; the beach bunnies didn�t feel they could match the standard, apparently � not with all their exposed brown skin and half-naked breasts swelling behind the merely symbolic strips of material. He had been interested, all right, as much as any man � more possibly, for the dangers and uncertainties of his job inclined him that way. But � he�d been in Newquay under orders to lead a life of moderation and virtue and to restore the strength and fitness temporarily shattered by the spreading burst of gunfire that had come at him from a Soho doorway. Orders were orders in the S.S.D., whoever and wherever you happened to be, on leave or otherwise � and besides, Shaw had acknowledged them to be the right orders. Some of the finest surgeons and physicians in the land had spent their time on him at the country�s expense. Oversexed women could be more dangerous than Maribu boards � or so he�d been warned.
Until now, perhaps?
Jackson repeated his question: �What has that inquisitive girl taught you?�
�That I�m still human � in spite of you and Latymer! Maybe I�ll find out for myself who she is.�
Jackson raised no objection, so that was another hurdle successfully taken. Shaw dressed, feeling a whole lot more cheerful.
* * *
On the way back to Latymer�s office Shaw had a stroke of luck: the girl of the gymnasium stepped into the lift at the second floor. They were alone, and she recognized him; she had the grace to blush a little but there was a glint of amusement in her eyes as Shaw smiled at her.
�Curiosity killed the cat,� he told her reprovingly. �Didn�t your mother ever warn you?�
Her eyes were really twinkling now, he noted. She said, �You bet.�
�But you don�t listen to warnings?�
�Do you?� she returned.
�That depends. But if you�re interested in finding out the answer, there�s a red Mercedes in Northumberland Avenue. I�ll be out anon and I�ll do my best not to keep you waiting long.�
The lift stopped and she got out without answering, but the look she gave Shaw as she disappeared wasn�t entirely without its suggestion of hope. Shaw went on up with a song in his heart; and ten minutes later was once again with Latymer.
Latymer gave him a searching look. �Seem pleased with yourself,� he grunted, �and knowing you, I�d say that�s not entirely due to a clean bill of health � which I�ve already heard from Jackson is what he�s given you.�
�Is that all Jackson told you, sir?�
�No, it�s not. He�s made a check� the girl�s name is Prunella, and the best of luck to you, though my information includes the fact that she doesn�t.�
�Thank you very much, sir,� Shaw said smugly.
�Don�t mention it. And now I�ve got some more important information for you that for various reasons I didn�t want to come out with in front of Fellowes.� Latymer paused, dramatizing the moment. �Siggings has turned up.�
Just for a moment Shaw failed to place the name. �Siggings?� Then it came back, all of it. �Siggings� the little bastard who tried to blow up the New South Wales!�
Latymer nodded, pushed at documents on his desk. �That�s him. Junior Engineer Officer Siggings, who most successfully vanished from the time he jumped ship in Melbourne � until now. You�ll remember the details, of course, and you�ll remember one very vital and currently topical point � namely, that it was Red China that was behind the REDCAP business, and it was Red China that was Siggings�s ultimate paymaster. Now, since Siggings has managed to lie low all the time between, we can assume he�s had help of some kind. It�s a pound to a penny that help originates in Red China, that in fact Siggings is still on the payroll. No doubt he�s under threat of exposure on counts of treason and attempted mass murder if he doesn�t play ball. And it occurs to me, Shaw, that it might be very interesting indeed to find out exactly what kind of ball game it is that he�s playing. Especially since I�ve gathered Siggings is well in with some of London�s more dangerous Coloured elements. Now, my crystal ball tells me there could be a link. Agree?�
�I certainly do� but why didn�t you want Fellowes to know, sir?�
Latymer said irritably, �Fellowes is basically a civil servant and the Home Office is� well, let�s just say it�s a hidebound institution and leave it at that. You, Shaw, are neither a civil servant nor hidebound, and I fancy you know how to apply pressure to Siggings better than Fellowes does � in the circumstances. Do you follow?�
Shaw grinned. �I think so, sir. We trade Siggings�s past for the Dead Line�s future?�
�Something like that � I�ll leave it entirely to you, Shaw. Now, Siggings lives in a hostel in the East End � he has a wife and child but he also has housing difficulties, so they�re split up. I�m aware that you never met Siggings in the flesh, and he may be hard to identify from the photographs you saw at the time � and anyway, I don�t want you going along to his hostel and asking for him. But��
�Where does he work, sir?�
�Exactly, and I was coming to that. He drives a crane in the King George V dock and tomorrow morning at 1000 hours a friend of mine, man by the name of Hargreave who happens to be a V.I.P. in the Port of London Authority, will be expecting you at the dock. He�ll let you have a sight of Siggings, who, by the way, calls himself Jack Seldon now. After that, it�s all yours.�
* * *
The girl was waiting in the Mercedes. Shaw slid in behind the wheel and murmured, �Hold tight and away we go��
�Where to?� Her accent was patrician; she was eminently O.K.
�I have a flat in Kensington, but we can always dine out if you�d rather.�
�Yes, I�d rather.�
�Thy will be done, Prunella.�
She stared at him as he eased the Mercedes out into the traffic. �How the hell�?�
�Grapevine,� he said, and left it at that. �I know a little place just off Kensington High Street.��
She had settled comfortably now. �Right,� she said, and added, �I let myself in for this all by myself, didn�t I?�
�Yes,� Shaw said brutally. He glanced sideways; she was hellish attractive� not exactly pretty; dark and vivacious and with a tiny dimple in her chin and a gurgly kind of voice. Concentrating on his driving, he took the Mercedes into Trafalgar Square and turned along Cockspur Street for Lower Regent Street, only to be stopped by a harassed policeman who had jumped out of a patrol car near the Athenaeum. The man demanded, �Where for?�
Shaw said, �Piccadilly for Knightsbridge. Why?�
�You can�t go up into Piccadilly, that�s why. All traffic is being directed into Pall Mall, then left at St James�s Palace.�
�Oh � really? What�s all this in aid of?�
The policeman jerked a hand in the direction of Eros. �There�s a mob going mad up there. Now if you�ll just take��
�One moment. I�m interested and I�d like to look.� Shaw produced his special Defence Ministry pass. �Can I go forward on foot?�
The policeman stiffened when he saw the card. �At your own risk entirely, sir. Leave the car at the head of the Duke of York�s steps and I�ll keep an eye on it. Best not take the lady.�
�I won�t, don�t worry.�
�Look here,� Prunella began. �I�m quite��
�You heard what the officer said.� Shaw�s tone was curt and she subsided, giving him an appraising look. Shaw parked the car. Then he fought his way up towards Piccadilly Circus, going against a stream of men and women, Black and White, getting away fast. He could hardly believe his eyes or his ears when he reached the circus. Never, except perhaps on Guy Fawkes or election nights, or on New Year�s Eve, had he seen Piccadilly so jam packed. Never � ever � had he seen fighting going on there � not on this scale. Bodies were everywhere, it seemed; the police, charging time and again with drawn truncheons, seemed to have lost all control of what was in fact a howling mob. Blacks filled the street, outnumbering Whites � here in the heart of London.� On the corner of Lower Regent Street and Piccadilly Shaw ducked as a chunk of something solid like a segment of paving stone flew past his head and smashed into the window of a tobacconist�s shop. Glass sprayed inwards and a big Negro came for Shaw, fists flailing, eyes rolling. Shaw sidestepped and stuck out a foot. The Negro went down, smacking his face hard into the pavement. Blood spurted, feet trampled the man; no attention was paid to his cries. Shaw was being carried by the crowd now, by more Whites trying to beat it to safety. Everyone was yelling, screaming, shouting. The mob carried Shaw helplessly backwards along Lower Regent Street, towards the corner of Jermyn Street, and out of Jermyn Street a moment later came the cause, or 50 per cent of the cause, of the riot: a detachment of blackshirted thugs � about a couple of hundred strong at a rough check, looking scared at what they had started � and the banners. keep britain white, they read, and stop coloured immigration, and niggers go home you stink. The banners wavered and some of them were dropped as the thugs got on the move, fast. Behind them came a stream of Negroes, mainly West Africans by the look of them, and all identically dressed in light blue jeans and white singlets� almost a uniform. Shaw didn�t like it at all; this wasn�t a spontaneous riot. It had been organized, it had the feel of a pitched battle fought on a pre-arranged site at a prearranged time.
Whose fault? The fascists, or the Negroes? Who was behind it?
No need to look far for an explanation of the fascists� actions, this was part of their basic creed� but the Negroes? The men in those semi-uniforms didn�t look like ordinary immigrants, somehow; they had a dedicated, fanatical look about them. Shaw was convinced they were not representative of the decent, normally law-abiding Negroes who lived quietly and reasonably with their families, willing and anxious to be assimilated into English life without giving offence to anybody if only they were given a fair chance. Nor were the fighting Whites representative of the huge mass of citizens who believed in give and take and according that fair chance to the newcomer � both sides were being inflamed into riot by their respective, quasi-military lunatic fringes.
When Shaw looked back he saw the columns of water in the distance as the fire brigades came in with their hoses, then heard the shouts of anger which turned to panic as the mob got on the move from the first of the tear-gas bombs. Tear-gas � in Piccadilly.
Shaw reached the Mercedes. Prunella said, �Glad to see you in one piece.� She was looking a little shaken now. Thoughtfully he drove along Pall Mall and turned left past St James�s into the Mall. He went on by Buckingham Palace and headed towards Victoria to come up into Knightsbridge by way of Sloane Street. Once into Knightsbridge he met the earlier refugees from Piccadilly � White and Black and Brown, still bloody, still fighting on the run. Someone, somewhere, was making a mockery of liberty in Britain.
Why? What was behind it?
* * *
Shaw�s little place off Kensington High Street was the Turtle Dove � English name, but French food. Along with a bottle of Nuits St George they had esperges fraiches au beurre, followed by ris de veau des gourmets with celeri au jus and salade Panach�es; then ananas delice au Kirsche and a bottle of Ch�teau d�Yquem. Prunella was good company and the meal had its due � and frankly calculated � effect. She said she would be delighted to have a nightcap in his flat and that she herself lived alone in a room with kitchen and bath off Sloane Street and no one was waiting up for her.
The nightcap drunk a little later on, Shaw looked lazily through his empty glass at the shaded light. �Funny thing,� he observed. �I�d guess my chief was wrong for once in his life.�
�About what?�
�He said you didn�t� er, stay out at night.�
�Did he now?� Her eyes roved his body. �In that case, I�d certainly say your chief wasn�t always right!�
He wasn�t; Prunella did. When dawn lightened the curtains of his bedroom, Shaw was feeling fine and ready for anything; his self-confidence was back with a bang. The cure had worked � all of it.

Chapter Four

After an early breakfast Prunella departed for the Ministry and Shaw read his papers.
He read them with considerable interest. All except The Times had last night�s Piccadilly riot splashed across their front pages; and The Times had a first leader on it. Nearly two hundred people had been taken to hospital, including seven policemen and a fireman, and a Negro had died from injuries received. And it hadn�t been only London. Cardiff had had it again; Tiger Bay had been a miniature battlefield. Much the same was reported from Liverpool, Manchester, Immingham, Glasgow. A minor outbreak had occurred in Southampton, where a bunch of Goanese, perfectly inoffensive crew members from a P & O liner, had been attacked by a group of long-haired Whites with flick-knives; the attackers had been stewards off another ship. The Times leader-writer was concerned about the way the riots were flaring up simultaneously, like outbreaks of bush fires hundreds of miles apart. The papers also carried Late News flashes of more trouble in the States: Harlem, Pittsburgh, Chicago � and, as ever, the Southern states. All on the same night as Britain�s troubles. It was as if a co-ordinating hand were at work.
Shaw glanced at his watch and then went across to his desk and unlocked a drawer from which he took a neat 9-mm. Browning automatic. He checked the slide and slid the gun into his shoulder-holster.
* * *
It was a filthy morning when Shaw reached the King George V dock. The wharves lay blank and ugly and depressing beneath a soaking, penetrating drizzle. Shaw had left the Mercedes parked some way back from the entrance. He walked in, showing a dock pass that had been delivered to him by hand just after breakfast. To the P.L.A. policeman he said, �I�m looking for Mr Hargreave. He said he�d be here.�
�Yes, sir,� the policeman said briskly. �He left word he expected you. He�ll be in the dockmaster�s office.� The officer gave him directions and he walked ahead, into the sodden desolation and the dripping cargo sheds and the weeds growing between the rusty railway lines. Rows of wagons stood, some empty, others tarpaulin-covered and bearing Britain�s vital exports; lines of lorries, forlorn, neglected, stood waiting also, waiting for the dockers to hoist their consignments into the freighters� holds for transport across the world. A great white-painted P & O. liner was alongside the quay, her decks deserted and as forlorn as the dock itself. Shaw made out her name through the skies� melancholy drip: Cathay. The age-old name for China� odd if her holds even now contained the dead and presumably preserved body of some British citizen bound for China� but then Cathay wouldn�t be touching any port on the Chinese mainland, and probably the Dead Line�s operators would prefer air freight anyway.
Nevertheless bodies could be shipped out in otherwise innocent cargoes and those responsible might find it handy to have a man planted in a loading dock � a man like Siggings, alias Seldon.
It was a gruesome thought.
* * *
Shaw stared out from the dockmaster�s office windows, at the ships, the cranes, the dreary cargo sheds. The drizzle had stopped now but the air was dank and unpleasant and heavy with still unshed rain. Shaw had talked to Hargreave while waiting for the dockmaster, a Captain Cassidy, to return from his routine rounds; Cassidy, Hargreave said, knew Seldon as a quiet, efficient man who gave no trouble and seemed to want only to efface himself � facts which didn�t surprise Shaw in the least.
Ten minutes later Cassidy came back to the office and told Hargreave that Seldon was working a vessel called the Kurdistan.
�She�s at Number Three shed,� the red-faced, sailorly-looking dockmaster added. �If you�re ready, gentlemen, we�ll go along right away.�
They left the office and walked along the wet, greasy dockside, past the great ships and the busy cranes, past the vast sheds where the cargoes awaited the slings. As they went along by the doors, slid open on their greased rails, Shaw looked in at stacked bags, heavy crates of machine parts bound for Australia and India, agricultural machinery, manufactured goods of all descriptions� the sheds seemed crammed to capacity. They went on, keeping out of the way of groups of dockers, standing clear of fork-lift trucks and travelling cranes, stepping over ropes and wires. Soon, away ahead, they saw the Kurdistan, taking aboard what looked like a pretty solid cargo.
�Cased machine parts,� Cassidy said briefly in answer to Shaw�s question. �For Calcutta. She�ll sail tomorrow, if we can finish loading in time.� He took Shaw�s arm as they came nearer. �That�s Seldon � up there� see him?� He pointed upwards at the cab of a tall travelling crane moving in their direction, coming back towards the Kurdistan�s Number One hold. The jib, high in the air, was swinging in for the ship, carrying a couple of the big crates in a steel-mesh net. As the jib steadied over the hold, the wire ran down and the crates disappeared from view. Shaw watched the crane-driver. He saw thin shoulders, the back of a dark head, a thin arm resting on the open window of the cab. He couldn�t yet see the face.
Cassidy said, �We�ll go aboard if you like. You�ll get a closer look.�
Shaw nodded. �Thank you, Captain.�
Cassidy went aft towards the gangway leading into the vessel�s after well-deck. Shaw and Hargreave followed him up a ladder to the boat-deck and then down into the fore well-deck where the cargo was being worked. Cassidy called �Good morning� to the ship�s Chief Officer and then he and the others, standing clear of the hatch, watched as the next sling was lifted from the dockside. As the jib, controlled by Seldon in the cab, was swung in towards the ship, Shaw realized he was being watched. He looked up at Seldon�s face. He met the man�s eyes, saw the anxious, puzzled look, then the sudden gleam of fear and hate that told him he had been recognized. Watching the face, fixing it in his mind, Shaw failed to notice that the speed of swing of the jib, and of the heavy load hanging from it, was increasing as it came in towards the hold. With the cased machine parts hanging at a ten-degree angle from the horizontal line and around twenty feet behind the jib, the crane centred over the hold and stopped dead, the flexible steel-wire rope coming out fast over the sheaves of the blocks as the load swung inwards.
Shaw just heard Cassidy�s roar: �Mind your heads, there!� then he felt himself being flung violently to the deck. As he hit the planking the big crates swung viciously across where he and Hargreave had been standing a fraction of a second earlier, taking with them a whole section of the guardrail, splintering themselves on the steel hatch-coaming which was now bent right out of shape, and coming to rest on the deck. Miraculously, no one had been hurt.
Looking up, Shaw caught the vicious animal twist of the crane-driver�s lips, saw the white face and in it, once again, the look of fear and hate. A moment later Siggings started to scramble out of his cab.
Shaw and Cassidy both yelled it out together: �Stop that man!�

Chapter Five

Back in the dockmaster�s office Shaw lit a cigarette and said, �I agree entirely it was deliberate, but I want it played down. Treated as an accident � which I take it in fact it could have been?�
�It could have been,� Cassidy snapped. �But only if the crane-driver was so god-damn inexperienced it�d have been a crime to let him loose on anything that moved!�
�You mean it�ll look suspicious if he�s allowed to get away with it � and I agree.� Shaw blew smoke. �I�ve no objection to his being put through the usual disciplinary routine for an act of gross carelessness. My point is, I don�t want the police brought in � that�s all.�
Cassidy looked at him quizzically. �Until now, I�ve been assuming you were a policeman yourself.�
�Not exactly. I can�t go into details, and all this is strictly confidential. I don�t want anything to go outside the dock, if you follow. I�m going to ask you to treat this as an act of carelessness and inefficiency � haul Seldon over the coals for that just as much as you like, but don�t let on you know it was a deliberate attempt to kill someone � undoubtedly me. Can you do that, Captain?�
Cassidy shrugged eloquently and glanced at Hargreave, who nodded. Hargreave said, �I don�t like it any more than you do, Captain. It�s no way to run a dock, but we�ll do it Shaw�s way for now. D�you want to see Seldon yourself?� he added, turning to Shaw.
�Not here. I�ll be making contact with him in my own way now I�ve identified him. Meanwhile, Captain, what�s your routine for dealing with him?�
�You know yourself he�s waiting for me to see him now,� Cassidy said shortly. �I�ll have him in and tell him a thing or two, and then suspend him from work pending consultation with the union.�
�And then?�
�After I�ve seen him, he can go home.�
Shaw said, �Fine.�
* * *
It wasn�t entirely surprising, perhaps, that Siggings had recognized him; quite possibly the man would have had Shaw pointed out to him aboard the New South Wales all that time ago, probably by the Swede, Sigurd Anderssen� and ever since, Shaw would have remained, quite naturally, in Siggings�s memory, would have remained as a man to be feared and avoided � and if he couldn�t be avoided, killed.
It all began to fit.
Shaw, hidden behind a newspaper although he was well back from the dock gates, waited in the driving seat of the Mercedes. He hadn�t long to wait before Siggings came out, on foot and looking dead scared, hands in pockets, head sunk between scraggy shoulder-blades and raincoat collar well up. He didn�t spot Shaw, though he took a good look all around while pretending to light a cigarette, before he turned north.
After that he moved fast.
Shaw started up the Mercedes and drove along behind Siggings, dropping to a crawl as he reached the man. Siggings looked round, white-faced, then stopped dead like a rabbit caught in the glare of headlights. Jerking the door open Shaw said, �Get in, Siggings. It�s really wonderful to meet you at last.�
Siggings licked his lips, glancing all around as he had when he�d come out from the dock. Shaw had the Browning in his hand now and Siggings must have known he would use it.
Nevertheless, Shaw made certain of the point. He said, �You know as well as I do that if I kill you, you�ll just be written off as a shut case � at last.�
Siggings�s lips quivered and slowly, his eyes on the muzzle of the automatic, he obeyed orders and got into the car. �Now,� Shaw told him, �we�re going for a drive. We�ll drive until we�re clear of what might be called your home ground, then we�ll stop and we�ll have a cosy little chat. Don�t try anything funny, because I assure you my reflexes are fast and I know how you�d hate to attract the attention of the authorities.�
Siggings hadn�t uttered a word so far but Shaw could almost feel him cringe. He had never been a particularly gutsy specimen. He hadn�t been one of the prime movers in the attempt to destroy the New South Wales by blowing up her nuclear reactor � catspaw was an adequately fitting description. Shaw pulled out smoothly into the stream of traffic coming away from the docks and drove fast for the Victoria Dock Road and the left turn into the East India Dock Road. Soon he was in the Commercial Road and coming into White-chapel. He didn�t say a word to Siggings until he had taken the Mercedes right through the City to the Strand and into a side turning, where he stopped.
�Right,� he said crisply. �Now we talk. I�m not going to bore you, Siggings, by recapping all the charges you�re still facing in connexion with past events, except just to remind you they include treason and conspiracy to murder on a very large scale indeed. What I�m more concerned about at the moment is that you tried to murder me today on board the Kurdistan.�
Siggings shook his head. �It was an accident. I swear it was. Cassidy�s accepted what I told him, and��
�Has he?� Shaw grinned in an unfriendly way. �For certain reasons which I�m not going into now, I asked Captain Cassidy to play it down, but it doesn�t have to stay that way, Siggings. Cassidy can play it up again � right up, the moment I say so. It was stupid of you, because you could never have got away with it � but then I don�t credit you with much intelligence anyway. So I wouldn�t press my luck if I were you, Siggings. I don�t like having my life threatened.�
�I dessay,� Siggings muttered, glancing sideways furtively at Shaw�s face. He was already close to breaking point, scared as a kitten on a tree-top. �But it was an accident. I told you.�
�So you did. Well, we�ll drop the point for now. There are other matters I�m also interested in, as it happens.� He paused, looking closely at Siggings, his gun pressing hard into the man�s side. �I would very much like to know if you�ve ever had any contacts with Red China since the old days?�
Siggings went a shade whiter. �Course I haven�t,� he muttered. He wiped a hand across his nostrils. �I dunno what you mean.�
�Like hell you don�t, but if you insist, I�ll be more explicit,� Shaw said in a hard voice, his face close to Siggings�s. �To me, you fit beautifully. Links with the Chinese Communists in the past. Links, as I�m told on good authority, with disaffected and dangerous Coloured elements to-day. There happens to be another link between those two camps besides yourself, Siggings, and they call it the Dead Line. Now � what do you know about that?�
He snapped it out suddenly. He had been watching Siggings�s face and he saw the instant reaction� the bloodless, yellow look of real terror � and he knew he had struck oil. �What do you know about that?� he asked again. �Let�s have it all, no holding back. Play along with me and the past can stay buried, Siggings� we smashed the organization behind the attempt to make use of REDCAP and that�s all that need matter to me. And I�m willing to overlook to-day�s little business � on certain conditions. Understand?�
Siggings muttered, �I don�t know a thing, honest.�
�Come off it,� Shaw said crisply. �If you don�t start talking inside sixty seconds, I�m taking you right to the Special Branch. That�s if I don�t feel an overwhelming urge to kill you myself first. That urge is coming on pretty strongly at the moment.�
* * *
Siggings broke after forty-five seconds.
His cheeks had gone grey and there was the shine of sweat on them, and his voice was a terrified whine. Shaw knew for a certainty that the man was telling the simple truth when he insisted he hadn�t taken part in any Dead Line operations; he was far too scared to chance his luck on a lie now. He admitted he�d been in the pay of Red China since jumping ship in Melbourne and that he had been forced to carry out commissions for the Communists whenever orders had come through; he had, he told Shaw, no idea as to who his immediate bosses were nor whence his orders or his remuneration came. The whole thing was very highly organized, he said unnecessarily, and his orders, made up of words and letters cut from printed pages and stuck on the paper, reached him through the post with his name and address printed on gummed labels. Each time there was a different postmark and no sender�s address was ever given. Money in pound notes reached him the same way and, though clearly they must have some way of checking on him, he had never once set eyes on his paymasters. And then, a few months ago, he had received orders to be outside a public house called The Chestnut Tree in Notting Hill half an hour after closing time. He had obeyed this order just as he had obeyed all others and precisely at the appointed time a Rover had driven up and a man with a hat pulled well down had got out and stuck a flick-knife in his ribs and told him to get in the car. As soon as he was in a black bag had been pulled over his head. After a drive that had lasted an estimated hour and a half, the car had stopped and he had been bundled out, still with the bag over his his head, and taken to a building where he was told that, on account of his work in the docks, he would be in a good position to assist in the operation of getting dead bodies out of the country for reasons unspecified; he would be required to assist only by passing back information concerned with the species and times of arrival of outward cargoes in the docks by road transporter, details of dock security, police routines, nightwatchmen�s habits and so on, and would also be required to give information about any of his work-mates who might themselves be useful to his bosses. That, at any rate for the time being, was all. He was told nothing about the actual operational procedure of the Dead Line and he never saw who was speaking; the black bag was in place the whole time and there was a knife in his back throughout. When the man had finished talking, Siggings had been taken back to the car and driven close to home. Since then he had passed odd pieces of information back, each time to a different man at a different rendezvous, but had never been called upon for physical help.
�You didn�t think,� Shaw asked when Siggings had done, �of taking any car numbers?�
�No. Wouldn�t have done me much good to do that, would it?�
Shaw�s hand tapped the driving wheel and his gun nudged Siggings harder. He said, �D�you know something? I don�t believe you told me quite all the man said to you that first night. It�s just a funny little feeling I have, Siggings, and it�s bothering me a lot. Until that funny little feeling�s satisfied I�m not letting you off the hook, so go on wriggling.�
Siggings licked his lips.
Shaw could feel the shake in the man�s puny body; he was like a blancmange. There was undoubtedly more to come. Siggings was whining again. �I can�t tell you any more. If I do they�ll get me. They�ll get me for sure. The man who talked to me� he said that. He said a West Indian got stinko one night in a pub and started boasting about what he was working on� he needn�t have worried about a hangover because next morning he was dead. He�d been taken down a narrow sort of alley near this pub, see, and a knife had been used on him and he was slit almost all the way up the guts so he had his last meal hanging out. If I say anything that gives a lead, they�re going to see that something like that happens to me.��
�Let me tell you,� Shaw said briefly, �that they, whoever they are, will never, never know� at least, not till they�re in the bag themselves. With you laughing like crazy because you�re free of them for good.�
Siggings shook his head vehemently. �They�ll know! They�ve got spies everywhere, I reckon. I tell you� they�ll know!�
�Risk it!� Shaw snapped. �If I have to take you in, you�re definitely going to cough up the lot, I assure you. If you tell me now, of your own free will, it�ll count in your favour. You really haven�t any choice, Siggings.�
Siggings�s face crumpled and he began to cry like a woman. �All right,� he said after a while. �That bloke told me the Dead Line was controlled from the States� Harlem, he said. He couldn�t give me any detailed orders till they came through from there, from higher up. He mentioned some bloke he called the President.�
�Of the United States, I presume?�
�Funny, aren�t you?� Siggings muttered.
�What I�m after,� Shaw pointed out, �is a name, rather than a title.�
�I never heard any names, honest! I�ve told you all I know.�
�Ha, ha.�
Siggings said despairingly, �All right,�� you! There was something else I heard this bloke say when I was being taken out of the place again. I didn�t catch it all, and you can believe that or not just as you like. I don�t s�pose it�s got anything to do with what you want anyway, and��
�What did he say, Siggings?�
Siggings answered surlily, �I was just going to tell you. He said something about a kitten��
�A kitten?�
�Yes, a kitten. It was a something kitten, I think� I told you, I didn�t catch it properly. It was to do with New York, that�s all I know.�
�A kitten in New York?�
�As far as I know, yes.�
�It sounds crazy to me.�
�I dessay, but I�ve told you all I know.�
Shaw studied the man�s face critically, keeping the gun pressed into his side. After a while he said softly, �Yes, Siggings, I believe you have � now. That funny little feeling�s quite gone.�
Siggings�s eyes were wild. �What you going to do with me?�
�I�m going to chuck you out of my car and you can find your own way home. I make a habit of keeping my promises, Siggings, even to people like you. You won�t be arrested on my say-so � for one thing, I don�t want you charged, because if you were somebody would realize we�re on his tail. From now on out, you�ll keep your trap shut like a clam about all you�ve told me, and you�ll report to me immediately when you get any fresh instructions from your bosses. You�re working for both sides now, Siggings, and you�ll do well to remember not to double-cross my side. Because if you do, you�re a dead man. I give you fair warning, I won�t hesitate to leak some information about you to your Chinese friends that�ll ensure you do end up like the man with his supper hanging out. I�ll set that leak going the very moment I get any suspicion that the Dead Line people know through you that I�m on to them. But somehow I don�t believe I�ll need to do that, Siggings. I fancy you know which side your bread�s buttered!�
Dumbly, Siggings nodded. He was still looking dead scared and he said in a whining tone, �I�d feel a sight safer inside till this blows over, the way things are.��
Shaw looked at him carefully. �Would you indeed? Bear in mind what I�ve just said � that to arrest you and charge you would tip off your bosses that you�d either talked already or were likely to do so, and that wouldn�t help you in the long run, when you come to think about it.�
�How�s that, then?�
�Think, man! For one thing, I understand you have a family?�
Siggings nodded, mouth hanging open. �Wife and kid.�
�There you are, then. �They� wouldn�t leave them in peace long once you�d gone inside and were liable to talk. Your family would be held so as to put pressure on you � if you want me to spell it out for you. You don�t want them to go the same way as that West Indian, do you?�
�No, of course I don�t, but��
�But you�d rather not risk it yourself, is that it? If you have to choose, you choose Number One?�
Siggings didn�t answer, but he looked away from Shaw�s eyes. Shaw reached across him and jerked the door open. �You�re a filthy little worm, Siggings,� he said, �and you�re fouling my car. Get out.�
Siggings was shaken with sobs again now. He said in a muffled voice, �I�ve had it whatever happens.��
�Then you�ll just have to face it!� Shaw snapped. �God knows, you were prepared to kill upwards of two and a half thousand people aboard the New South Wales. Get out or I�ll put a bullet in you.�
Siggings got out, still reluctant. Shaw slammed the door and turned in his seat to watch him scuttle back towards the Strand, all semblance of manhood gone. When Siggings had turned the corner into the Strand, Shaw got out of the Mercedes. From now on, Siggings was going to be well worth a tail. Shaw followed him at a discreet distance and after that it all happened very, very suddenly. Siggings looked round almost unseeingly and lurched to the side of the pavement, then stepped into the road � right in the track of a London Transport Routemaster. That Routemaster was travelling fast � too fast. The driver had no time to take avoiding action. Siggings went down and one wheel passed right over his head and the bus never even lurched, it just skidded to a stop under full brake pressure. The driver scrambled out, white as a sheet. Shaw felt sorry for him, wished he could have assured him he�d only crushed a worm.
He went back to the Mercedes and drove ahead for his flat. When he reached home he rang Latymer on the scrambler. He said, �I�m flying out for New York tomorrow, sir.�

Chapter Six

The girl was sitting on a high stool at the bar and she was White; she looked as hard as nails but she had a beautiful figure � and she revealed it. She held Shaw riveted even though he�d seen much more during the floor show; but there was another and a much more important reason for his presence: it was rare to find a White girl working in cabaret in a Negro night spot and, especially considering what this place was called, Shaw was intrigued enough to stay around and try to find out more.
This, as it happened, wasn�t too difficult; they were the only people in the bar with White skins and next to the girl was a vacant stool.
Shaw made for this stool.
He said, �That was a pretty hot act I saw you in.� He looked at her glass; it was near enough empty. �What are you drinking?� he asked, letting his gaze wander appreciatively.
She looked him up and down, then let some warmth into her eyes. �Old Fashioned,� she told him, �and thanks a lot. Glad you liked the act.� Her tone was cool and somehow brittle but the voice held a touch of the huskiness that had characterized her singing. �But don�t you get a little scared, being in a minority of one around this way?�
He grinned. �It�s a minority of two, I�d say. Don�t you? Get scared, I mean?�
The girl gave a hard laugh and said, �You get used to it when the inducement�s big enough. The jigs pay good money to watch a White girl strip, and anyway I�ve worked here long enough to make any White joint list me as unemployable.�
�You mean you�re black-listed, and no pun intended� just because you�ve worked in Harlem?�
She shrugged a creamy shoulder. Shaw watched her breasts in fascination. �It�s the way of the world. Some Whites don�t like flesh that�s been eyed by jigs. Others, again, find it gives them a thrill.� She looked him over again, her eyes narrowing. �You�ve not been long in New York, I guess?�
�No,� he said, �but I�m learning fast.� He caught the Negro barman�s eye and the man wandered down the long bar, not hurrying, keeping him waiting and letting him see it.
�Yuh?� the Negro asked, using the tone that would have been used on him in any bar the other end of town. �What�s it to be, then?�
�Old Fashioned and a Scotch-on-the-rocks, please.� The barman turned away and took his time over producing the drinks.
* * *
Shaw had got into Kennedy from London Airport the day before and had checked in at the Vanderbilt. From then on he had spent his time in Harlem, which, though overcrowded, was not all that big an area; given time, the right approach was bound to bring him into contact, not to say collision, with at least the fringes of subversive activity. As a White hanging around Harlem he would soon become as obvious as a bishop in a brothel, and his intention was to establish his image as a Britisher who wanted to get into any profitable racket that might be on offer � but at first he had taken care not to appear too inquisitive. He�d cruised around as many dives as he could find and had borne the lack of welcome stoically, wondering at the flat dreariness of his surroundings, a dreariness reflected in the set, joyless faces. He�d dropped by a bowling alley and rolled a few lines; he�d sat in parks and drug stores and a public library. He had listened all he could but had overheard nothing worth while; no one spoke to him, the Negroes clammed right up when they saw him coming. And it hadn�t been only the ordinary citizens who had been displeased to see him. On that second night one of a pair of patrolmen had gripped his arm as he had been walking along a dingy, ugly block and had swung him round for a short but unnecessary pep talk on the facts of Harlem life.
�Bud,� the policeman had said, not too politely, �you want to commit suicide?�
�Not particularly,� Shaw answered, freeing his arm.
The patrolman looked at him in mock disgust. �Limey,� he said. �Might have known. Well, Whites don�t come down this way, specially after nightfall, not if they want to go home in one piece. Not if they don�t want a yoking. For your information� this is a tough precinct.�
�Thanks for the tip, officer. I�ll bear it in mind.�
�If I was you,� the patrolman said heavily, �I�d do more�n bear it in mind. I�d goddam act on it.�
�Thanks again, but I�ll chance it a while longer. I�m not committing any crime, am I?�
The man shook his head slowly, his jaws moving on a piece of gum. �No crime, mister, no crime� not unless you count it a crime to incite other folks to violence. Which I guess is what you�re doing, just by bein� here. Don�t expect no sympathy from us if you get mugged.�
�I won�t,� Shaw promised. The policemen strolled on, swinging their nightsticks, revolvers bumping their right buttocks. The one who had spoken glanced back and sadly shook his head.
* * *
It had been soon after that when Shaw found himself in the night spot � a dive like all the others except for one thing: its name.
It was called the Sex Kitten.
The something kitten� the Sex Kitten? Maybe Siggings�s ears hadn�t been off pitch after all. A visit might pay off.
Distant, muted music thumped out a very insistent and highly sexy beat. The place was just a tarted-up restaurant with a floor show and prices to match and, as in other such places he had been in, a twenty-dollar bill did away with any necessity to produce a membership card. It was time to eat, so Shaw dined; the menu was comprehensive, the floor show even more so. As he sat at a discreet table and waited, interminably it seemed, for his order to be taken, six girls stepped around the dimly lit room, before an audience which was mostly male but included a handful of drably-dressed women among whom one or two more colourfully clad and with Farah Diba hair-do�s stood out like oases in the Sahara. Six brown-skinned girls, tallest in front and shortest in rear, wearing cat�s masks for faces and cat�s tails hanging from their buttocks, and nothing else at all. But nothing� They snaked in and out of the tables, to the beat of that erotic music, each girl holding the rump of the girl ahead, sinuous hips twisting, breasts trembling to their movements. Followed by a spotlight that caught their middle regions, they passed close to Shaw�s table. He watched, fascinated, saw their rolling eyes on him provocatively as they went past, smelled the tang of sweat and dusky bodies. The cat�s-tailed bottoms passed on, flesh glistening in the spotlight�s beam. Shaw felt hot, felt his blood pounding riotously. After that the White girl came on; she seemed to be the star of the show even though she was White� she was white all over, or more strictly lightly sun-tanned all over, and her hair was natual ash-blonde� and she was a peach. She was long-limbed and supple, with a neat, flat stomach and small, tight, upthrust breasts and the curve of her thighs was a sheer delight to Shaw�s jaded eyes. Arms snaking, pelvis thrust provocatively forward, she sang the sexiest, most suggestive little number Shaw had ever heard. The black audience, which so far had shown little reaction, responded, as she ended, with an animated applause unusual in modern Harlem, where the inhabitants seemed to take even their pleasures sadly � even here there was that flat, joyless atmosphere. The White girl gave them another song; Shaw found her slightly husky voice growing on him. After that she went into a kind of dance routine, miming what was quite clearly a bedroom scene, ending up on the floor in the centre of the restaurant, spotlighted in a self-induced ecstasy.�
Shaw made a perfectly detached decision, purely in the interests of the Western Security Services and democracy, that she could be well worth getting to know.
* * *
The lady is a hard cookie right enough, Shaw decided three Old Fashioneds later; but he didn�t mind that because for a career stripper it was inevitable anyway, and he knew she would soften up wonderfully the moment he could do some close, uninterrupted work on her. And handled right she could be the best initial contact he was likely to get in Harlem.
He asked her now, �Are you the original Sex Kitten, by any chance?�
She said, �They didn�t name the joint for me, if that�s what you mean.� Slowly, she rattled the ice in her glass, watching Shaw over the top of it, with an almost unwillingly inviting look spreading into her eyes and widening them. The eyes were green-flecked amber. She said, �But as to the sentiment� why, you could be right on the ball, I guess. At least, they pay me here to give that impression. So I give it.�
He studied her with amusement. �Don�t tell me you don�t enjoy it. And don�t tell me there isn�t a man in your life?�
�I never did tell you that, did I? Currently there isn�t, but�� She stubbed out a cigarette in an ashtray on the bar and gave him a quick upward look. �Do I strike you as that virginal?�
�You strike me as superb,� Shaw answered gravely, gallantly and tactfully.
�Thanks. You look good and strong yourself.�
�And my looks don�t belie me, either.�
�Care to prove that?� She opened a small gold-mesh bag and studied her face in a mirror, pushed some strands of the ash-blonde hair straight, and dabbed some powder on a neat, straight nose.
Shaw said, �If you insist.�
She laughed at that. �Mister, I don�t ever insist. I let the guys do that. But seriously, I�ll tell you something and it�s this. Except a guy�s something special, I don�t let him get that far� and you can believe that or not.� She shut the bag with a snap and slid off the stool, her skirt riding up as she did so. �Now I have to get back to work. The show�s not over yet.�
Shaw stood up and looked into her eyes gravely. He saw a small vein pumping in her temple. She was interested. Quietly he said. �Limeys aren�t supposed to be so forward, I know, but I�m seeing you again.�
She gave him a wide-eyed, innocent look. �Why, who says?�
He grinned back. �I do. So how about it?�
�Okay,� she said with a touch of sudden breathlessness that he would have considered uncharacteristic. �I�ll see you� outside at 2 a.m.�
�Clients permitting, of course?�
He had almost spoilt it. She said steadily, �Mac, I don�t go to bed with jigs,� and the look she gave him was cold. He apologized; she didn�t respond but he felt in his bones he was going to be forgiven this time� his eyes followed her as she walked gracefully out of the bar. Being an agent wasn�t all it was cracked up to be, but the job had its moments and this promised to be one of them.

Chapter Seven

When the girl had gone Shaw bought himself another drink. The bar filled up as the late diners finished their meals and Shaw sat and watched and listened as he had done in so many similar bars since his arrival in the States, studying the clientele, trying to form some conclusions. This time in New York, he had found a subtle difference in the Negro attitude, and there had been a bitter taste in his mouth because of it. Harlem � the city within a city � was undeniably drab, dispirited, almost disinterested, yet there was a decided under-current of imminent violence in this district that had been accustomed to riot; Shaw had an uncomfortable feeling inside that something was building up, that soon the surface would erupt into a volcano. The activities of the Dead Line were not in themselves a disease; they were merely a symptom of something just beneath the surface, something corrosive eating into the hearts and minds of the world�s coloured peoples.
* * *
He waited in the foyer and the girl was dead on time.
She was wearing a dark red dress now, tight fitting all the way down. She took his arm and they went out into the street, the hostile street that in the night-time gave Shaw the feeling it was a kettle about to boil over into the fire of riot.
He said, �I know it�s asking for the moon, but watch out for a cab.�
She laughed. �The moon�s right! Even in daytime, they drive through with their flags down and doors locked. Anyway, I like the walk. After being in that atmosphere, I need it, too!� She gave her shoulders a shake and Shaw caught her perfume. �I don�t live far.�
He asked in surprise, �You live in Harlem?�
�No,� she said, laughing again. �Of course not. But home�s only just outside the ghetto limits, just the same.�
�They tell me it�s risky, walking around Harlem at night.�
She looked up at him and he caught the sardonic gleam in her eyes as they came below one of the district�s few neon signs. �Scared?� she asked mockingly.
�I�m thinking only of you, my love!�
�Then don�t,� she told him, �because it just is not necessary. It so happens I�m a valuable property to the big boss of the Sex Kitten and he has made darn sure that fact is very widely known around town. The audiences are like dummies mostly, on the surface � they feel they�re above it or something, it�s psychological � but underneath they love it and they pay a lot of dollars to see me degrade myself. Anything happens to me, the boss sees to it someone�s carved up within two-three hours or sooner.� She grinned. �I�ve gotten me protection!�
�Useful, isn�t it, to have contacts,� Shaw said smoothly. �Who�s the boss, then?�
�No-one you�d know,� she told him, keeping step along the sidewalk and keeping disturbingly close. �Big Pete Omofouloo�s the name, all the way from Mississippi � and West Africa, way back. Descendant of the original blackbirds. Says his ancestors were chiefs or something. Maybe they were too. He acts like they were, anyway.�
�And you?� Her tone had been full of feeling and his hand tightened on her arm. �I don�t even know your name, yet.�
�Flame,� she said. �Flame Delaney. All the way from Portland, Oregon � and Ireland, way back.�
�Any chiefs in the pedigree?�
She laughed. �I�d doubt it. My great-great-grandfather blazed the Oregon trail, though, or so the family tell me.�
�How did you come,� he asked casually, �to work for the Sex Kitten?�
�That�s a long story and I guess it can wait. What about you?�
He shrugged. �That�s an even longer story, I expect. The bare essentials are name, David Layton, country of origin, Britain.� He�d checked in at the Vanderbilt as David Layton. �Occupation� that depends.�
�On what?�
�On the pickings.�
�What�re you doing over in the States?�
�Looking for the pickings,� he told her with a grin. �Call it � prospecting, if you like. I�m easy.�
�Do I take it,� she asked, giving him a wicked look under a street light, �that you don�t necessarily earn your living the honest way, David boy?�
He grinned again. �That depends, too � on what you mean by honest and necessarily. Let�s just say I�m not all that particular.�
�And you�ve come to Harlem looking for easy money, right?�
�Wrong,� he said promptly. �Quick money, perhaps. That doesn�t have to be synonymous with easy money.�
�You�re right there!� She wrinkled her nose. �I reckon you�re thinking I might be able to help you, and that�s why you waited.��
�That�s not the whole reason, but I admit the thought did cross my mind. Would you?�
She shook her head, but slowly as if reluctant. �I don�t have that much influence. Big Pete likes me all right, but he�s no White lover. Not of White men, anyway. Besides,� she added, �I don�t know a darn thing about you, do I?�
He said, �That�s something we can rectify, Flame dear.�
�Listen,� she said firmly, and stopped, and turned to face him outside an all-night drug store. �Let�s keep this strictly between you and me and the bedpost. I�m somewhat out on a limb as it is, doing strip in a jig dive. I�m not sticking my neck out any more than that, not for you or the President.�
�President?� he asked, looking into her eyes.
Her puzzlement was entirely genuine. �We don�t have a king and queen, or didn�t you know?�
�Sorry,� he said. �My mind was wandering. So � you won�t help a poor limey to get a start in a new land, h�m?�
�No,� she said.
�All right, I won�t press the point,� he murmured. �Now let�s go.� They moved on towards the corner of the block. The sidewalks were dead and dreary, empty but for occasional Negro youths and their girls, or drabbles of aged and decrepit men and women with no hope in their eyes, and always the policemen, patrolling in pairs. There were no lights behind the largely uncurtained windows in the tenements farther along, but a few fat Negro women stood about arguing, huge fleshy arms crossed below drooping breasts, waiting perhaps for their menfolk to come back from the drug stores and the bars and the bowling alleys. A handful of skinny, wizened children played, babies bawled, a young woman showed off her body and gave inviting smiles and comment to men passing along the block. Farther on a gang of lithe, animal-dangerous youths roamed, silent, menacing, black hoodlums elbowing the White man and his White girl off the sidewalk.
Shaw quickened his pace, pulling Flame along with him. She wasn�t in the least worried, putting her trust in the boss of the Sex Kitten. But Shaw knew that patrolman earlier had been so right and he wasn�t as confident in the omnipotence of Big Pete Omofouloo as the girl. Things could go wrong, and though Big Pete might certainly exact vengeance, he couldn�t exact it until after the event and it wasn�t particularly comforting to his prot�g�s to be under his aegis if they had been carved up in the meantime.
They walked on towards the Harlem limits.
* * *
They still had too far to go by the time they heard the sudden burst of gunfire and then saw the man running down the sidewalk behind them, coming fast in their direction.
Shaw snapped, �Cover � quick!�
Pushing the girl ahead of him he ran for a darkened shop doorway a few yards farther on and he had just flung Flame inside when more bullets zipped along the street. The man on the run was abreast of the shop doorway when he gave a wild, animal scream and went down smack on the sidewalk. There was no more shooting after this but Shaw heard running feet closing in. The man who had been shot was trying to drag himself clear, pulling his body painfully along the road, legs sliding after the trunk through a widening pool of blood, like a dog that had had its hindquarters run over. He didn�t get far before he died, and he died when a man raced up the street behind and jumped him, landing heavily with both feet on the bullet-riddled base of the spine.
Then the real trouble started.
Some twenty dark forms flitted, coming swiftly from the direction of the earlier firing. Street lights glinted on steel as they went past. The knives were out. Shaw kept dead still, hiding Flame with his body, pressing her back and feeling the rapid beat of her heart, the warmth of her breath on his neck.
She said, �This is outside Big Pete�s jurisdiction, I guess.�
He silenced her. �Listen��
They heard the other mob, coming in from the opposite end of the block. There were women among them, as he saw a few moments later. Within seconds the fighting had started on a big and vicious scale, within seconds after that the street seemed to be filled as reinforcements for both sides came in from the tenements. And soon after that the urgent wail of sirens announced that the patrol cars were coming in. Figures rushed past the doorway where Shaw stood. He turned away again, went into a fresh clinch with Flame, hiding their White skins, but it wasn�t long before they were spotted. A running figure, glancing sideways, checked and came back on his tracks.
He reached out and grabbed Shaw by the shoulder.
Shaw swung round. �Just one moment,� he said calmly.
�White trash!� The Negro�s lips pulled back over discoloured teeth and he spat. The result hit full in Shaw�s face and phlegm dribbled down his cheek. Shaw brought up his knee, hard, right into the man�s groin; and as the Negro doubled up he straightened him again with a skin-splitting jab in the mouth. The Negro went backwards into the moving mob, clawing at his face, bringing two more men down with him. The blood-lust was up and all three men were trampled into the sidewalk.
The police sirens had come in close by this time and Shaw grabbed Flame again.
�This is where we get out and we do it fast,� he snapped. �Come on!� He brought out his gun and pushed her into the open and they ran for the corner of the block, pushing through the mob, stumbling over screaming, bloodied bodies. A big Negro came for Shaw, who used the butt of the Browning. The man flopped backwards, blood pouring from his head. Then they saw a patrol car coming in and heard the sirens of more cars closing from the opposite direction, pressing into the fighting men and women. They were hemmed right in now.
Shaw stopped, breathing hard. He snapped at Flame, �If the police pick us up, they�re going to say we caused this riot.� He shielded his eyes from the glare of headlights, made out behind those lights the figures of the policemen jumping out with guns in their fists. Just then the mob, pressured from the other end, began to sway back in their direction and they found themselves overtaken. They kept their feet with difficulty as the mob carried them backwards and forwards; police were coming in now from both ends of the street and there was more firing. The patrolmen were swinging nightsticks, hitting out hard to right and left. There was a Negro woman close to Shaw, a young girl who was crying in terror as the police battered a way through. Her white dress, splashed with blood, had been ripped to shreds and she was almost naked. She was shaking badly and seemed about to fall and Shaw did what he could to shield her as well as Flame from the rampaging, maddened fighters. Then he saw a tall White patrolman close in and lift his nightstick and start to bring it down on the Negro girl�s shoulder.
Shaw yelled but his voice was lost in the mob�s blood-lust din. As the stick came down he made a grab for it. The blow was deflected and the patrolman didn�t like it. The girl, after a swift glance of astonished gratitude at Shaw, moved away, still crying. Then the policeman went down, slugged from behind, and a moment later Shaw himself felt something like a brick wall hit the back of his head, there was a sudden burst of red fire in his brain, and he went out. The last thing he heard was Flame�s scream.

Chapter Eight

When Shaw came round it was daylight and there was wetness on his forehead; Flame was bathing his wounds. He heard something like a sigh of relief when the girl realized he�d come round. She suspended bathing operations and mopped his face dry. �How�s the head?� she asked.
He moved his limbs experimentally and found that he was lying on something soft. It was, in fact, a divan bed. He tried to grin up at the girl. The effort hurt and he stopped trying. �Bloody,� he told her truthfully. �There�s a cat on the floor above� stamping its feet, hard.�
�There�s no room above,� she told him. �We�re in a penthouse. It�s luxury. Take a look around when you feel fit enough.�
�I will,� he promised, �just as soon as I�m able to appreciate such things.� He closed his eyes again for a while, then asked, �Where are we, Flame, and why? What happened after I was mugged?�
She said, �Plenty happened and I did a lot of fast talking, which is why you�re here at all. I hope you�re grateful.� She bent and kissed him on the forehead. The touch of her lips was light as thistledown.
�I am,� he said. �But just answer the question, there�s a good girl.��
�Right.� She stood back and flipped her bag open, took out a gold case and lit a cigarette with a snap of a gold lighter. Smoke wreathed into an early sunbeam, reached Shaw and almost made him gag. �Cigarette?�
He shuddered. �Don�t tempt me to violence.�
�Okay,� she said off-handedly, pushing back a strand of ash-blonde hair. �Now the story. You were slugged by a White cop who�d taken a dislike to you after you stopped his pal smashing a Negro girl�s shoulder for life. Now, that slugging from a White cop did you one hell of a lot of good � seeing you got it for helping the Black kid. If it hadn�t been for that, sonny boy, I doubt if all my talk�d have helped.�
�I see. So where are we, currently?�
She sat down on the bed beside him and said, �We�re still in Harlem and we�re in the apartment of one of Harlem�s big boys. The name�s Josephson and he�s a buddy of Omofouloo�s. Which, I need hardly add, is the prime reason we were picked out from that mob the way we were��
Shaw butted in. �Kiss me,� he said loudly.
She looked surprised. �Sure you feel like it?�
�Never more so.� When her face was close to his own he whispered, �Bugs, Flame. A thousand to one this apartment�s bugged. Go on with what you were saying, but whisper it right in my ear.�
�Okay,� she said. She was lying right beside him now, in the crook of his arm with their heads together. She went on, �Us being with each other, the boys reckoned you could be a pal of Big Pete�s too, and they weren�t leaving you to chance. Naturally, Josephson checked that, but by that time he knew what you�d done and I�d gone into my eulogy for the defence as well.�
�Why?� he asked curiously. �Why did you do that, Flame?�
She gave him a funny look, right into his eyes. �God knows,� she whispered back, �and that�s honest. Let�s just say I don�t exactly hate your guts, sonny boy! I guess no woman in her senses ever would do that. Want to know what I told them?�
�Very much, I do.�
�Well, I told this Josephson I�d known you once in Britain � I�ve been in London, that�s genuine � and you were okay. You�d come over here, I said, quoting what you�d all but told me yourself, to eye the rackets and see what fitted you best, and you�d naturally contacted me. I said you had no feelings against the Negroes. To you all men were equal, except cops� or words to that effect.�
�Uh-huh. And what racket was I in, back in London?�
�I said I didn�t know, that you always kept your trap shut tight like any sane guy in a racket should.�
He nodded; he was feeling a shade better now and was able to take in his surroundings. Flame had said it was luxury; it was. There was a french window that looked out over the Hudson and beyond to New Jersey, and this window had drapes of a thick gold material; the carpet was so deep with pile it curled around the feet of an armchair covered with flowered brocade. The sheets on the superbly comfortable divan were purest silk. There was a television and a radio and a lacquered Chinese cabinet that looked as though it might contain drinks. Shaw stopped looking and instead concentrated on Flame. He said, �I�d better tell you about my work, though as a matter of fact I�d find it easier to tell you what I didn�t do.�
�Meaning?�
�Meaning it was pretty general. Anything that turned up and could show a profit. I live on my wits, as they say.�
�Nothing specific?�
�Not very, no.��
�Protection?�
�I�ve dabbled.�
�Clubs?�
�No.�
�Women?�
�Not in the way you mean.�
�Huh!� She wriggled away a little and pushed again at her hair. �Look, what are you aiming to get into, in the States?�
�I told you, Flame. Or if not in so many words, I hinted at it. Anything that turns up and looks good enough� same as back home.�
�Uh-huh�� She snuggled down again, her cheek alongside his. He felt the young hardness of her breasts. Then she said crisply, �Just you get some sleep now and when you�ve had that there�ll be breakfast if you feel like it. Me, I�m going home, but I�ll be back after the show tonight.�
�And in the meantime?�
�In the meantime Josephson�ll be coming in to have a talk with you. He�s promised to hold off till you�re feeling up to it, but I wouldn�t think about getting away if I were you. You�ve come here and you�re staying. Don�t give trouble.�
He half sat up and the effort made his head swim. �Suppose I don�t want to stay?�
�You�ll do just as you�re told from now on out� or till Josephson�s satisfied, anyway. You wouldn�t let me down, would you?�
�I�ll try not to,� he said.
�You make sure you succeed. I�ve staked my life on you. I don�t want to be found in a weighted sack at the bottom of the Hudson.� She got off the bed, but bent down to him again and stroked his cheek. The touch was as light as before and the scent of her skin was very stimulating� he reached out a hand to her and she kissed him again; this time it wasn�t for cover� that kiss lasted a long time and he felt a lot better after it. He wondered why he had ever thought the girl had a hard centre.
Pulling away from him she went across and tapped lightly on the door. After a short delay it opened and she went through. Shaw heard a man�s voice briefly, and then the door was shut and a key was turned in the lock. Shaw was frankly bewildered; it wasn�t entirely clear whether Flame was his ally or his jailer, but time, as ever, would tell. At least, from what the girl had told him, it seemed that for the time being he was partially trusted even though he was both White and British; that was something. But a little later he wasn�t at all sure about the trust being even partial. A locked door was one thing; what he saw through the french window when curiosity got him off the divan was another, and it struck him rather more forcibly. Between him and the view of the Hudson River something had obtruded itself and that something was covered with tawny fur. It was a fully-grown panther around six feet long. That panther could, of course, be tame; but even if it was, it no doubt knew exactly what was expected of it in an emergency.
Shaw went back to bed. At the moment there was nothing he could do; meanwhile, if Siggings�s fragment of overheard talk about a kitten in New York did have any connexion with the Sex Kitten here in Harlem, then he felt he was pretty close to the Dead Line organization.
Within a few minutes he was asleep.
* * *
That sleep was deep and refreshing and he was woken by the arrival of breakfast, which was wheeled in on a trolley by a Negro girl who looked sullen and said nothing. Behind her, another Negro, a man with the build of a boxer, guarded the door with an automatic. Shaw�s watch showed 11 a.m. He had had a good long sleep and he felt fine but for the bruises. And he felt hungry. When the girl went out of the room and the jailer locked the door again, he made the most of hot, strong coffee and crisp rolls and honey. Half an hour after his third cup of coffee the door opened again and a big Negro, not the jailer this time, entered. He looked as dangerous as the panther and if anything tougher. Thick shoulders bulged with solid muscle under a highly-coloured silk dressing-gown, big feet were hidden in golden-coloured soft su�de slippers. Several of the teeth were gold too, and on each hand there was a diamond-studded, very heavy gold ring. Quite useful in a fight, if ever he was caught without a more conventional weapon handy.
�Good morning,� Shaw said politely, pulling himself to a sitting position. This man was clearly his host, so he added, �Thanks for the bed and breakfast� and I�m genuinely grateful for being pulled out of that fight last night.�
The Negro, standing beside the bed with his hands in his dressing-gown pockets now, split his face briefly into a smile, a smile with ice in it. �Thank de girl for de fact you�re still breathin�,� he said softly. �Me � Ah�m prejudiced �gainst guys wid White skins.�
�I�m sorry to hear that.�
�So maybe you are, and maybe you�ll be sorrier if you turns out a twister. Meantime, Ah�ll say dis much: last night you did somethin� not many Whites woulda done.�
�You mean the Negro girl?� Shaw smiled brightly.
�Sure dat�s what Ah means. She ain�t nothin� personal to me, �cep� she�s one of us. But dat counts. Now � de White girl. Flame Delaney. Seems she�s an old frien� of yours.�
Shaw said, �Yes, she is.�
�Says you�re okay.�
�I�m glad.��
The Negro stared down at him expressionlessly. �Pete Omofouloo an� me, we�re good frien�s. Pete trusts de girl, likes her. She makes him plenty money. Ah say she�s quite a good kid.� He banged his chest with a bunched fist. �For a White, dat is. But if you�re not okay, mister, she suffers. Boy, she suffers good! Omofouloo don� like bein� let down. It won� be me who�ll carve her up. It�ll be Big Pete. Now, de girl, she�ll have told you why you was brought here.� He sat down in the brocaded armchair. �Mister, Ah wants a r�sum� of what you did back in Britain. Ah wants to know all about you� just so Ah can figure if you�re on the level.�
�I�m on the level, Mr Josephson.�
Josephson studied his finger-nails. �Dat�s strictly for me to figure. Ah�m waiting, mister.�
Shaw took a deep breath and started. He gave a fictitious account of his supposed activities, drawing upon his personal knowledge of how London�s criminal population lived. He made it as convincing as he knew how, but all the while he knew time was running against him, that he was reeling off the basis of his own death warrant if he couldn�t get clear and away from this lush apartment before Josephson got the results of the check he was bound to put on him.
At the end of the recital Josephson climbed to his feet and said, �Mister, dere�s somethin� Ah ain�t told you yet. A White cop was killed last night. Some of de boys get him in a busted store and poke him through de glass. After dat, dey tear him in little pieces. Now, every cop on the precinct�ll be after Black blood, and one thing Ah know is, no White cop�s havin� a smell of mine. Now � if I lets you go, what does you do?�
�You tell me. I can see you�re dying to.�
�You goes right to de cops and says Ah had you kidnapped. Dat sends �em aroun� here, mister, wid an excuse� an excuse bein� somethin� dey ain�t never had before, however hard dey tried to find one. Get me?�
�I get you,� Shaw answered, �but you evidently haven�t got me, if I may say so. I certainly wouldn�t go anywhere near the cops, I promise you! I�m grateful for what you did, and anyway cops aren�t the kind of people I care to mix with� not in my line of business. I�d have thought I�d made that clear enough.�
�Maybe dat�s genuine,� Josephson agreed, �but Ah still don� take chances. Dat way Ah stays alive better. So you stays till Ah finds out a t�ing or two more about you, an� after dat, we�ll see.� He turned and stalked from the room and once again the lock slid into place.
* * *
Shaw found his clothing neatly folded away. Naturally enough the Browning had gone; so had the neat, pocket-size broad-band radio receiver which squealed if a bug was transmitting in the vicinity. He found a wash-basin with hot and cold in a recess leading off to the left of the door, and he washed and felt a good deal fresher. He found an electric razor laid out ready for him and as he ran it over the stubble he looked through a window in the recess. The panther was prowling up and down restlessly, swishing its tail. It gazed in on Shaw. Though after a while it refused to meet his eyes, he didn�t like the look on its face. It had an underfed expression and seemed eager to rectify this condition. While he was dressing back in the main part of the bedroom it began licking its lips in a suggestive kind of way and he pulled the gold drapes across the french window. He heard a soft thud on the glass, like a protest.
A little later the sullen Negro girl came back, this time with a light lunch. It was excellently cooked and had probably been sent up from a restaurant serving the apartments. Shaw�s appetite had dwindled, but he ate the lot. If things went wrong, he would need a good meal inside him and this one might have to last for quite a while.
After his lunch he pulled the drapes back again and carefully examined the apartment and the washing recess for hidden bugs, but he didn�t find a thing. Bugs, however, could be hidden almost anywhere, even in holes bored into the wall from outside, holes that didn�t reach as far as the wallpaper and were impossible to detect from inside without proper equipment. His search was thorough; he spent a long time over it and after that he was at a loose end. He walked up and down, he lay on the bed, he sat in the chair. The Chinese lacquered cabinet didn�t after all contain drinks. It was empty, strictly for show only. No relaxation there. He spent some of the time until dark exchanging looks with the panther, trying to get on terms with it, but without any noticeable response.
There wouldn�t be much hope of by-passing the brute, and even if he could do so the sidewalks were a long, long way down and they were hard.
* * *
Dinner was served at eight-fifteen, still churlishly. Once again Shaw ate well but without pleasure, though the meal was a gem and left lunch standing. There was Californian fruit cocktail with maraschino, sherried real green turtle soup, roast Maryland Tom turkey with sage and liver stuffing, corned fritters and Fedora salad, followed by asparagus en branche and melted butter; and he finished with preserved yellow cling peaches. At ten o�clock he went to bed for lack of anything else to do and in the early hours he woke from sleep to hear the opening of the door and then Flame�s voice. Undressing quickly, she slid into bed beside him. When he reached out a hand to her he struck naked flesh. She responded to his touch and he felt her arms go round him and her fingers play softly, gently, teasingly up and down his back. The kiss was as good, as passionate as that of the morning before and it lasted even longer; blood thrilled through his body and his hand caressed her, feeling the warm softness of her skin. She yielded to him and he heard her sigh, felt the whisper of her breath in his ears; then he held her close, kissing her once again, tenderly this time and with a kind of sympathetic understanding.
When it was over they lay side by side, at peace, with his fingers running through her hair and a hand cupping her breast. He gave her a little time and then, speaking in a whisper with his mouth close to her ear he said, �Flame, my darling, I�m sorry to have to spoil the moment, but I have to talk to you on purely business matters� and I want you to answer as quietly as I�m talking now, just like yesterday morning. I couldn�t find any bugs but that doesn�t have to mean there�s not one, and I don�t trust Othello an inch.�
She stirred a little in his arms. �Go on,� she whispered. �I�m listening.�
He gave her a summary of what had happened after she had left in the morning. He said, �Unless I get out of here the end of the line could come in just a few days from now. And getting out of here�s a doubtful proposition � for me. Not for you.�
She whispered, �I don�t get you.��
�Concentrate, my dear girl. What I�m saying is, if you want to keep your skin intact, you�ll leave here in the morning and not come back. And not go back to the Sex Kitten either. I can only add I�m very, very sorry to have disrupted your working life, but as things might soon be, I�d rather that than feel responsible for you getting killed. So take my advice and hop the twig while you can. I�ll take my chance at a break-out next time they come to feed me � or rather, after I�ve given you a chance to put some distance between yourself and Omofouloo.�
She didn�t answer at once, then she said, �From all of that, I gather you haven�t been entirely on the level with me.�
�I�ve said I�m sorry. I mean that. I can�t say more. I�m making what amends I can now� before it�s too late.�
�After landing me in the dirt, that�s nice.� She was silent again for a while, then she held him very close and tight. She whispered, �I�m just a little mad at not being trusted, but if you haven�t already gotten the idea I�m not overkeen on my work, then you�re not all that bright. I told you, I don�t sleep with jigs, for one thing. Not sleeping with jigs is getting harder and harder to keep up. I won�t go into details, but Omofouloo�s feeling repressed. I�ve an idea it�s going to be a choice between giving in gracefully and being raped on the hearthrug in his office, before long. I don�t like either prospect. I wouldn�t shed a tear if I never saw the Sex Kitten again� except that I have to eat, and I eat well on what Omofouloo pays me.�
�Take a chance on eating,� he said. �You don�t want to die yet, do you?�
Her hand moved slowly along his thigh. �I�m not going to die yet. Nor am I leaving you to it. I�m not that sort of girl. You didn�t leave me to it in that riot. And any man who makes love with the consideration you do, wouldn�t let a girl down in the long run. Ever. Believe me, I know what I�m talking about.�
He said a little thickly, �I�ll try to live up to that. But for now I�m going to insist you do the sane thing and get to hell out in the morning.�
She kissed him. When she pulled away she whispered, �You picked me up and now you�re landed with me. I feel safe with you. That�s a feeling I haven�t had with anyone before, and seeing I�ve only just met up with you, I reckon it speaks volumes.�
�You�re not coming back when you leave here,� he said in a hard voice.
�There�s time to think about that yet,� she said, and kissed him again.
* * *
Two men were with Josephson � two Latins with thin, dark moustaches. Josephson was listening to a small device which he was holding tightly to his ear. One of the Latins, sitting forward with hunched shoulders, said impatiently, �You are going to tell us the device still does not work��
�Shut your trap,� Josephson hissed. �De bug�s all right now.� He clapped a hand to each ear and his face showed his concentration.
After a while the Latin asked, �What are they doing?�
�What you think?�
The Latins sniggered together. Someminutes later Josephson said softly, his eyes gleaming, �He�s tryin� to convince de girl she�s better off out� and she ain�t havin� any. She�s stickin� to him.� He added, �Pete Omofouloo won� like dat at all.�
�Love,� said one of the Latins with a simper. �Ain�t it grand!�
�I reckon,� Josephson announced five minutes later, �he�s said plenty. No need for more checks. Seems like he�s de guy you want, sure �nough.�
The Latins exchanged glances. �What you say we flush them out now?� one of them said. The other nodded. �A little bit of fun, Mister Josephson� with the cat, no?�
Josephson said, �Sure thing,� and got to his feet. He moved with the other two for the door.
* * *
Shaw�s hand moved suddenly, went over Flame�s mouth. He whispered urgently to her to keep quiet and still. There had been a click from the window and now there was a current of air blowing across the divan, across his face. The french window was wide open. Shaw felt a tingling in the back of his neck, as if the short hairs were rising under their own power. The wind blew the drapes out and the moonlight glinted on two star-like points of brilliance, brilliance that was moving in through the open space. Tiger, tiger, burning bright.�
�Flame,� Shaw whispered, so low she could scarcely hear him, �you�ve left it a shade too late already. Don�t look now, but there�s a panther outside and he�s on his way in. The best we can do is to keep absolutely dead still.� He felt the sudden start, then a rigor in her body. She gave a small cry which he muffled with his hand. The band of moonlight showed the tawny body padding towards the divan.

Chapter Nine

The slightest movement might attract the animal, make him investigate more closely. A soft mouth nuzzled into Shaw�s shoulder-blades, hot breath swept down his back and around his neck. He kept dead still. The mouth moved away. Looking across Flame�s hair, he saw the tawny back prowl around the foot of the divan, padding softly, noiseless on the carpet�s thick pile.
He heard it breathing� sniffing.
Suddenly, a table went over on to the carpet and there was a softly cushioned thud. The big animal stiffened in the moonlight, head twisted round, ears flat, haunches pressed to the carpet; then slowly it relaxed. Again Shaw caught the brilliant shine of the eyes as the panther looked briefly into the moon. Again it padded across to the divan. He felt a paw come down on his shoulder, heavy but soft. Flame was trembling in his arms but remaining quiet. So far that paw was merely a pad, with the claws retracted. If he could keep quite still, it might remain that way.
There was a sound from the direction of the door and the claws came out as the panther moved. They raked down Shaw�s back � lightly, but he felt the skin part and the blood run. He bit down hard on his lips but he couldn�t prevent a jerk of his body.
�What is it?� Flame whispered. Her voice was panicky; she was crying now. He tightened his grip on her but didn�t answer. Blood soaked into the sheet. The panther�s tail was lashing the floor now and it was beginning to snarl. The smell of blood� the snarling moved away across the room, then came back towards the divan. Shaw reached out and snapped the light on.
The panther stopped in its tracks as it met Shaw�s eye, its lips drawn back from big, ugly teeth. Shaw had remembered the way the animal had refused earlier to sustain his gaze through the glass; recalled, too, that he had once read somewhere that some of the big cats could in fact be stared out, that if a man looked for long enough into their eyes they would turn and run.
The panther�s bright eyes, narrowed now, looked into his and he stared back fixedly. The tail swished, the head moved a little to one side. Already the great animal was slightly out of countenance. Without moving his head or his eyes Shaw said steadily, �Flame, be ready to move when I say. I want you to slide out of bed behind me, move slowly, and get through the french window. Shut it after you but be ready to open it for me when I�m ready myself � when I tap on the glass. Got all that?�
�Yes,� she said in a dead scared voice, �but it looks like Josephson�s on to something � he must have let that panther in. He�ll be covering the window.�
�He can�t be on to anything yet. This could be just his idea of a night�s entertainment.� Shaw�s voice was savage. �I�d sooner face him than the cat, anyway. We�ll chance Josephson.�
She whispered, �I haven�t any clothes on.��
Anger put an edge on his voice. �For God�s sake, there�s no time to worry about that and the panther�s probably broadminded.� He went on staring. The animal licked its lips and narrowed its eyes further. It was looking more and more uncertain of itself. It began tossing its head, looking back at Shaw briefly, waiting for him to turn his eyes away. Praying that it wouldn�t spring when Flame moved Shaw said, �Now� away you go � and remember, take it slow!�
He slid forward, giving her room to pass behind his back. The panther didn�t move. He heard Flame�s quick intake of breath as she got a full view of his lacerated skin and then she was off the bed and going for the window. Slow� it must have cost her an effort of will to go slow like that, but she was a cool girl and she had guts. The panther took no notice of her as she went out through and shut the window. The animal�s head was drooping now, the eyes not meeting Shaw�s at all apart from those brief glances. Soon after that it began to inch backwards and went on doing so until its rump was hard up against the far wall.
Very slowly Shaw stuck a leg out.
The panther cringed.
Shaw got the other leg out and stood up. Keeping his face towards the animal, he went sideways for the open air. Standing with his back to the glass, he reached behind and tapped.
He heard the opening noises and felt Flame�s hands guiding him. He stepped backwards into safety and pushed the glass to. As he tried the handle and found it firm the panther got to its feet and padded across, its courage returning now. Shaw grimaced at it. �Hard bloody luck!� he said. �Why not try sinking those fangs into a nice, succulent black rump!�
He swung round on Flame and she asked, �What do we do now?�
�Hope for a miracle,� Shaw answered grimly. �While we�re waiting for it, we�ll see if there�s any adjacent roof we can nip on to, or any way down to the street through this block without us having to go back through panther country.� He added, �Or Josephson country either. It won�t be long before he goes in to see if we�ve been eaten by his pet, and if not why not.�
He had been looking around while he had been speaking. Josephson�s penthouse was at the end of the block and between it and its one-side-only neighbour there was a high, smooth wall. If he chanced what he found the other side, that might be a way out � if he could reach the top. A naked girl and a man in pyjamas were going to cause a certain amount of comment if ever they reached the street, but they would have to worry about that when it happened.
He could just reach the top of the wall with his finger-tips and he was about to jump for it when he heard Flame cry out and before the soft phut of the silenced gun came he had flung himself aside. The bullet smacked into the wall where he had been a moment before.
He whirled round.
Josephson was coming for him and he didn�t waste time. He dived. But he never reached his target, which was the Negro�s legs, because someone else was just a fraction quicker. A foot with a heavy boot on it took him smack in the guts with all a man�s weight and muscle behind it and at the same time something that felt like a length of lead piping came down on the back of his neck and that was all he knew for quite a while.
* * *
Ice-cold water was being sluiced over him and the assembled company was waiting for him to come round.
He was in a bathroom, on a tiled floor, and they were all there: Josephson, his tame guard, the sullen Negro girl, and Flame, who was still in the nude. So was Shaw, as he realized when his head began to clear itself of a nasty swimming sensation and he felt the pain of the panther�s claw-marks in his back. There were two other men present as well � both with dangerous faces, both strangers to him and both, by the look of them, white Puerto Ricans. The one absentee appeared to be the panther and Shaw wasn�t intending to insist on holding up the proceedings until it was fetched.
Thickly he asked, �What�s the game, Josephson? I thought you said the girl at any rate was all right� that wasn�t so long ago. Yet you set that animal on her as well as me.�
Josephson showed the gold teeth. �Bugs,� he said simply. �Ah knew you�d be on de watch for bugs, or you wouldn� have bothered carryin� de anti device. But Ah also knew you wouldn�t find de bug, and you didn�.�
�Apparently not.� Shaw felt his head carefully. �Where was it?�
�Where it�d pick up a guy talkin� to a girl he was in bed with. In de mattress.�
Shaw put his hands to his head again. It was throbbing like a tolling bell. �One up to you,� he said bitterly. He�d had to talk to Flame and wherever in the room he�d done so, he had to take a chance. This one hadn�t come up, that was all. �So what now?�
Josephson said, �Far�s Ah�m concerned both of you are expendable and you�re goin� to be expended. Ah�m handin� you over to dese two guys,� he went on, indicating the strangers, �who contacted me a while back with some very interestin� information dat reached dem from Britain. Seems you ain�t all you say you are.� He nodded at the Puerto Ricans. �Okay,� he said, �he�s all yours, every bit of him.�
�Would you mind explaining?� Shaw asked.
One of the strangers stepped forward, holding a Beretta automatic aimed at Shaw�s navel. He said, �A man back in London was being closely watched by some friends of ours for certain reasons. The man�s name was Siggings. He was seen in a car, a Mercedes� after which he wisely died beneath a bus. There is no proof, but we believe he chose to die that way rather than the way we would have chosen for him. But he did not die before you had been spotted, Commander Esmonde Shaw. After which, we had word a Britisher had been seen around in Harlem too many times to be taken lightly. Once you entered the Sex Kitten you were finished, and Mr Josephson co-operated all he could after picking you up. As for the girl� she is now being released from her contract with the Sex Kitten in the interest of higher matters.� The Beretta jerked. �On your feet, Commander. Move!�
Shaw moved.
Though he took his time over getting up he moved fast once he was on his feet and he moved for the Beretta, but he stopped in his tracks when he heard Flame�s cry of pain and saw the thin line of blood where a knife had lightly parted a line of flesh by the side of her breast. He said softly, �You bastards. You�ll pay for that.�
The man with the gun grinned. �In what currency?� he asked.
Shaw disregarded that. Breathing hard he said, �Well, you�ve got us. What do you mean to do with us?�
The man�s eyes glinted as he glanced across at the Negro. There was sheer pleasure in Josephson�s face and even the sullen Black girl had brightened perceptibly. The man with the gun said gently, �Commander, correct me if I�m wrong, but I understand you wanted to investigate something called the Dead Line, on behalf of British Intelligence. You wanted to see it in action. Well, now you�re going to� all the way to Peking � you and the girl both.�

Chapter Ten

They were given time to get their clothes on and then were pushed ahead of the two tough numbers, with guns sticking hard into their backs. They were pushed into the elevator, and out into the foyer at the bottom. There was no one around except a couple of drunks weaving their way towards the elevator and a janitor asleep in a small glass cage.
In the street they were ordered into the back of a sumptuous Cadillac limousine which had the blinds drawn well over to blank off the back and side windows. Shaw was pushed in first and he almost sat in the lap of a Negro who was already stationed in the corner. This man, too, had a gun; Shaw felt the hard circle boring into his side. When Flame was in one of the toughs climbed in beside her and the other got in the front with the driver. The Negro said, �Right, let�s go.�
The driver started up and his companion turned round and slid the glass panel shut and pulled the blind down behind the driver. The Cadillac pulled into the roadway and went ahead, then took a corner fast. In the back Shaw and Flame couldn�t see where they were heading, but they seemed to be on the road a long time, going fast all the way. Then at last they took a slow left turn, apparently up a slight slope, turned right at the top, and stopped.
The gunmen in the back sat tight until the door was opened from the outside by the man who had been in front. �Out,� this man said to Flame. �Don�t try anything, just get out.�
They got out, the guns still probing flesh, painfully exacerbating the claw-wounds in Shaw�s back. They were made to hop up on to a platform raised a couple of feet above the ground. The car was driven ahead, presumably to wherever its garage was. Shaw studied his surroundings, fixing the layout in his mind. They were in a smallish yard, shut off from the road by a high brick wall. In the grey light of what was now the dawn that wall looked dirty, blackened with city grime. The yard was dirty too, had a semi-derelict appearance, with heaps of junk lying about and covered with soot and other air deposits. There was straw around, and broken pieces of packing-cases. The two sides where the raised platform ran consisted of an L-shaped building that looked like a warehouse. Over big double doors there was a name in faded white paint: hound-tucson pier and underneath, in smaller letters, Hound-Tucson Company Inc. of New York. There was a pervasive smell of fuel oil and tarred rope and away beyond the warehouse Shaw could see the jib of a crane. Beneath the oil and the tar he smelt the river, whether it would be the Hudson or the East he didn�t know. Could be the Harlem River, though the Harlem�s wharves handled only very minor local operations� in any case, it was now fairly obvious to Shaw that his imagination, back in London�s King George V dock, hadn�t been so far off the beam.
The Negro who had been in the back of the Cadillac outside Josephson�s block said, �I�ll take dem over now.� Shaw didn�t like his voice; it was cold and flat and dangerous.
�Yes, Mr Spice,� one of the Puerto Ricans said.
Spice pushed his gun hard into Shaw, who obeyed the pressure, making for a door at the far end of the platform � a loading bay for trucks, that platform looked like. As they reached the door, Spice ordered Shaw to bang on it. There was a shuffling sound from inside and Shaw heard the lock operate. The door swung open and showed a squat man like a toad, a White with black teeth. There was a strong smell of rye whisky on the air as the man exhaled.
Spice said viciously, �You always at de bottle, White bum. Too dam� drunk to hear de Cadillac.�
The White bum, and to Shaw the term seemed about right, gave a hiccup. Spice�s pointed shoe shot forward and took him right in the crutch, hard. He went down groaning and vomiting. Spice snapped, �Move on in, limey.�
Behind them the other man came in astern of Flame, then kicked the door shut. The second Puerto Rican had disappeared, gone with the Cadillac perhaps. Spice looked down at the man on the floor. �Get up,� he said flatly. �Lock de door.� The man pulled himself together and got to his feet, looking with terrified but placatory eyes at the Negro. He did as he was told and Spice said, �Now � off.� The White obeyed this order too, and very gladly.
The Negro said, as flat as before, �You two, over by de wall.�
Shaw and Flame walked forward.
They were in an office with a desk, a couple of steel filing cabinets, and a telephone. There was a window with steel shutters fastened across it and another door opposite the desk. Spice directed them to a section of wall between this door and the filing cabinets. When they got there he said, �Turn aroun� and keep your backs flat against de wall.�
They obeyed.
Spice said. �You�ll be here three, four days� maybe longer, I don� know yet. Better get to know us. Ah�m Mr Spice,� he said unnecessarily, then nodded across at his companion. �Dis here�s Mr Vilera, and dat�s how you�ll address us, de two of you� wid respect. Or else. De guy who got kicked in de balls, dat�s Walley. You c�n call him dat or you c�n call him Bum, Ah don� care. Mr Vilera an� me, we�ll be away a while, and Walley�ll be lookin� after you till we gets back, only he won�t be here all by himself, so don� get ideas. When we comes back, dat�s when you start on your sea trip. Any questions?�
The eyes, like the gun, were steady � rock steady and hard and red-flecked in the corners of the yellows. The face, too, was like a rock, chunky and hard and dangerous. A fist on that chin or in the mouth would be like a ball-point pen tapping on the Empire State. Shaw stared back coolly and said, �Just one to go on with. Why the delay? Why don�t you get right on with the job now?�
The face split into a broad though brief grin. �Because you�re not de only two dat�s goin� to China. Ah�ll be gettin� your travelling companions lined up ready in de meantime. You�ll read about it in de papers before you go. Dere�s two of dem. Ever hear of Lieutenant General Osterman? Edwin P. Osterman?�
Shaw said in a hard voice, �Yes, as a matter of fact I have. He commanded a U.S. infantry division in Korea. He was one of America�s top fighting generals.�
Spice nodded. �Congressional Medal of Honour and D.S.M. wid t�ree oak-leaf clusters. Like you say� a real, fightin� guy! Carried it on into de peace, only he shifted his sights on to de Soudern Negro, did all he could to stop de Civil Rights Bill, opposed schools integration in de Soudern states, carries on a daily hate even now. Talks and writes �gainst de Negro an� stirs up any amount of goddam trouble. You name a piece of injustice � Osterman started it.� Spice�s face was vicious, the eyes were slits, windows for his hatred. �Aided by his grand-daughter, aged nineteen. Quite a piece. Real Soudern Miss� Miss Vanessa Osterman! T�inks she lives like dey did in Gone Wid De Wind. Goes to bed wid any guy from West Point or Annapolis or dem kind of joints dat takes her fancy� but wouldn�t shake de hand of a Negro, not if he was de President.� He pulled back his lips in a grimace. �Out wid grand-dad one day, horse-ridin�� ran a Negro down wid her bronc.� This time Spice gave a happy smile. �She won� be doin� it again.�
Shaw�s throat felt parched. He asked, �Well?�
Spice said in that flat, dangerous voice, �Walley�ll bring you de newspapers in a coupla days. De Ostermans die before you do. One U.S. general, one Soudern bitch, one no-good White girl from a strip joint, and one British agent. Nice present for China.� He glanced across at his sidekick. �Okay, Vilera, run �em up.�
�Three paces forward,� Vilera said. Shaw and Flame did as they were told. Vilera slid behind them. Spice jerked the other door open, the one opposite the desk. Vilera pushed them ahead into a dark corridor and flicked on a light outside the door. Ahead of them were narrow concrete stairs which twisted out of sight. �Up,� said Vilera.
They went up. They went up a long way. Their calves ached. Vilera flicked on more lights at intervals; there were no landings, only more steps, the concrete steps twisting upwards. At last they came to a door. Vilera said, �It is unlocked. Push it open, and go in.�
Shaw pushed and went ahead into a small, low-ceilinged room, a kind of attic with one window thick with grime and barred so a man couldn�t get even a fist through. There was no furniture of any kind whatsoever and the concrete floor was bare. A grey light filtered with difficulty through the filthy glass and the bars. When they were both inside Vilera stood firm in the doorway, aiming his gun and grinning beneath the pencil moustache. He said, �Walley will be up. Like Mr Spice said� he will see to you and feed you. Do not imagine you can persuade him to open up and let you out just because you and he are both of the same race. He knows where he is better off, and he is very scared indeed to put a foot wrong. And Mr Spice has told you also that Walley will not be alone.� Vilera moved back and banged the door to and they heard locks and bolts going into action. Then Vilera clattered down the stairs; when his footsteps had moved out of hearing, there was dead silence, relieved later by distant street noises as the early-morning traffic got moving.
* * *
�There�s no way out and we may as well face it, Flame,� Shaw said quietly after an examination of walls, floor and ceiling which hadn�t taken him more than thirty seconds. �I�m sorry. Sorry for getting you into this, I mean. Don�t lose hope, though.�
�Oh, sure!� she said, sounding bitter. �I guess there�s just every hope this�ll all turn out right in the end! I never did believe the age of miracles was entirely over.� She added, �Meantime, if there�s nothing we can do, how about telling me what you�re really doing over here?�
�I can�t tell you the whole story,� he said. He sat on the floor beside her and put his arm round her. He winced as his clothing dragged on the wounds in his back. �Sorry again, Flame, but it�s enough for you to know what you�ve gathered already � that I work for British counter-intelligence.�
�It can�t hurt to give me the details now, surely?�
�Can�t it?� He gave a harsh laugh. �You�re out of your depth in this, Flame. I know you can�t swim back at the moment� but don�t try to go deeper. Just trust me, that�s all.�
She frowned and said, �I guess maybe I follow after all. This Spice and Vilera, they may try to get things out of me� taking it for granted you�ll have talked to me?�
�No,� he told her, �it isn�t quite that. They know who I am. They�ll know I�ve rather too much experience behind me to fall for that kind of thing. Still � maybe you�ve given yourself some sort of answer, if you follow.� He got up and moved over to the window. The sun was higher now behind that filthy glass, but still only a greyish light was managing to struggle through. Nevertheless what he was able to see gave him a clue as to where they were � for what that was worth. Below was the water, away to the right was the Statue of Liberty distantly holding aloft its torch of freedom into the skies. Across and almost opposite was the tall finger of the Empire State Building amid the clusters of its lesser sisters. So the river was the Hudson and they were on the New Jersey side, probably in Jersey City itself or maybe Hoboken.
It didn�t help at all.
They had been there around three hours when they heard footsteps on the stairs again, followed by a sound of metal sliding on concrete and then there was a rattle at the door as the bolts went back. The lock turned, the door opened and Walley looked in behind a big Colt �45 which at that range could just about send their stomachs through the window. The hammer was drawn back, too. Behind Walley was another man � a Chinese, also with a gun, a man who watched closely but said nothing. Down on the floor at Walley�s feet was a dirty, stained tin dish with food in it. There were two tin mugs of neutral-coloured, cold-looking coffee and some thick wads of stale bread.
Walley gave a weak grin as he dribbled the tin through the door like a football. He said, �Don�t get funny or the gun�ll go off. I�m a nervous kind of a guy.�
He looked it. The Colt was weaving in a small, tight circle and the shake in Walley�s fingers due to rye whisky was terrifying. Nevertheless Shaw felt that a word with Walley could prove useful and, as the man backed the Colt out of the door he said, smiling brightly, �Don�t hurry away, Bum. We�ve run out of conversation up here.�
Walley blinked, stopped, drew his sleeve across his nostrils and tried a joke. �There�s other things to do.�
�The surroundings are a shade too stark,� Shaw said gently, winking at Flame. �Tell me one thing, Bum. How did you get let in for this lot? Working for a bunch of killers, I mean? Being Spice�s tame boot-licker?�
�You won�t get around me,� Walley said nervously. The Colt looked even more dangerous, as if he was about to let it off as a mere precautionary measure. �So don�t try.�
�I�m not,� Shaw told him. �I�ve already gathered you�re the lily-liverdest thing that ever trod the streets of Jersey City. I know we can�t expect you to show any decency, or any pride in being a U.S. citizen, or even any fellow-feeling for a couple of people of your own colour who�re due to be shipped out dead for China.� He was aware of the close, glitter-eyed scrutiny of the Chinese. �That�s not your style, Bum. All the same,� he added, �I�d like to know how much longer you think you can get away with being an accessory to large-scale murder.�
The Colt shook. Shaw watched the hammer and Walley�s knuckles. Walley cleared phlegm from his throat and said, �Long enough, mister. If I act right by Mr Spice and Mr Vilera they�ll see I�m okay.� Again he wiped his free hand across his nose. �Ain�t nothin� I got to thank America for. I don�t owe nothin� to my own race. Off and on, I done twenty-five years in Sing Sing. I don�t aim to go back up the river, not for you nor nobody else. I�m content where I am.�
�And God Bless America! So Spice and Vilera have something on you, Bum. I should have known.� He looked over Walley�s shoulder at the Chinese. �Do I take it you don�t ever come up here alone?�
Walley nodded. �That�s right.�
�A pity. I�ll just have to say my piece in front of your pal, then. Let me tell you this: I can�t commit the Department of Justice or the State Department or whoever, but I�m willing to bet that if you went out into the street and brought along the first cop you saw while Spice and Vilera are out on a manhunt, it�d go one hell of a long way to wiping out whatever it is you�ve done already for those two, and also whatever it is they�re blackmailing you over.�
Walley said, �Nothin� doin�,� and laughed shakily.
�Well, just think it over, won�t you? I don�t suppose it�s something you can decide on the spur of the moment,� Shaw said with heavy sarcasm.
Walley didn�t commit himself to further speech; the Colt gave a final waver and withdrew. The door slammed shut and back went the bolts and the lock.
Shaw sighed and pulled the tin of food towards him. He prodded at the bread with a finger. �It was worth a shot,� he said. �Not that I really expected startling results, I admit. The Blacks have that bastard licked � he daren�t lift his head for fear they�ll bash him in the teeth.�
Flame said, with an obvious effort to keep talking calmly, �You any private ideas what�s behind all this?�
He shrugged. �No real ideas yet� but I�m damned if I like the possible implications. There�s something explosive in the air these days. I�d like to find out just what it is, and why.�
�For the moment, you can�t do much about that.�
�Too true! But haven�t you noticed what I mean, Flame?�
She said slowly, �A feeling in the air? Why, yes, I guess I have. But I can�t put a name to it� or be explicit in any way.� She hesitated, then went on, �Look � I�ve talked to you about the jigs, about not sleeping with them and that. I�d just like you to know that�s not the whole story of how I feel about them � or let�s say, felt till now. Normally, they�re okay far as I�m concerned. In my job, I have to keep my distance, that�s all I really meant.�
He nodded. �I understand that, Flame. They�re not all like Spice and Josephson, though to hear some Whites talk you�d think they were.�
That sent her to the defence of her country. �Don�t forget, there�s a hell of a lot of Negroes around in America. It�s not a problem you can laugh off. The Blacks as much as the Whites have to reshape their thinking if we�re all to live like one great, big, happy family.�
Shaw nodded again. �There�s the two sides and both are dead right � and at the same time they�re both dead wrong, if you follow. Only now, you see, there�s a third side.�
�Care to elaborate?�
�China,� he said harshly. �I�m not telling you anything you don�t now know, when I say China�s behind Spice and Vilera and God alone knows how many more like them. The Chinese Communists are up to something and Peking�s using men like Spice and the rest as pawns.� He investigated the food tin again and took up one of the mugs. He smelt the coffee, tasted a little on his tongue. �Muck but safe,� was his verdict. �Drink up, Flame. We have to keep up our strength as much as we can.�
* * *
Three days later, by which time the panther�s claw-marks on Shaw�s back had more or less healed, as had Flame�s knife cut, the girl said suddenly, �God, I can�t stand this any more. I�ll go raving mad.�
�Easy,� Shaw murmured, holding her body close to his own. �You�re not going to give up, Flame. I�ve a feeling we�re going to come through this.� Even to himself the words were a mockery. They were both close to the last act now � they must be. Spice had said three or four days� Shaw�s eyes were red-rimmed and stinging, his skin pale now beneath the growth of brown stubble. He was caged, impotent, hungry � and almost without hope. Even Walley hadn�t spoken since that first breakfast; they hadn�t been able to raise a flicker from him. He was too scared now, too demoralized and abject to risk angering his Chinese escort. Oddly enough he had remained sober, though there was still an ingrained smell of rye on his breath every time he climbed that concrete stairway. Shaw had been hoping for a usefully drunken Bum to enter their prison, a Bum so tight that the Colt could be grabbed from him and then used on the Chinese before Bum�s eyes could focus, but he might have known better. Spice was no fool. Bum was clearly continuously supervised, even as to the bottle, even down in the office or wherever it was he existed when he wasn�t carrying the mess tin. Bum had a brain-in-charge. Bum was only the tea-boy.
On the fourth morning Bum blossomed into a new job. He brought the day�s papers, White and Black. New York Times, Herald Tribune, Chicago Daily News, Amsterdam News, some Southern papers. They all had it: general and granddaughter disappear, they said, without trace, segregationist ostermans last seen riding horseback, they Said. One paper was more concise: negro-haters� exit. Those headings summarized adequately enough all that was known as fact: from there, the fiction-writers took over. On other pages the leader-writers mostly said it wasn�t good enough. Too many such disappearances, and all of them more or less noted persons who had got up against the Blacks. What were the state troopers doing, where was the F.B.I.? Murder � if the vanished persons had been murdered � was a State and not a Federal crime, certainly, but there were obvious charges � such as �violation of constitutional rights��that the F.B.I. could bring once they got a lead. Why didn�t the President announce a State of Emergency, asked the Southern White press � call out the National Guard, put the army on an alert? You couldn�t expect the Whites to go on taking it much longer. And so on. With all of which, the Negro newspapers of moderate views wholeheartedly concurred. Their editors deplored the possible actions of their extremist brothers.
But Spice had kept his word.
Shaw had a bad day with Flame after that. She just sat there and looked pinched about the face and lips. But there were no tears. Her distress, he fancied, was too deep now, too torturing for tears; she was all dry inside.

Chapter Eleven

Next evening when Walley mounted the stairs with coffee and bread he said, �They�re back. Mr Spice and Mr Vilera.� He gave one of his weak grins. �With distinguished company, Mr Spice said.�
Flame had a haunted look and Shaw pressed her arm. To Walley he said, �Cut the details or I might chance the Colt and do you an injury from which you won�t recover.�
Walley shrugged and said, �Okay, okay. You�ll be seein� for yourself soon.� He kicked the mess tin in and backed away as usual. Shaw made Flame try to eat some of the bread but it was no use. She gagged and said, �I just can�t. What�s the point, anyway?�
�Don�t give up,� he said harshly. �Plenty can happen yet.�
�Such as what?�
He didn�t answer that one.
* * *
The next visitors were Spice and Vilera themselves. Spice jerked the door open and said, �All right, dis is it. Move. Walk out one at a time. De girl first.�
As if in a dream Flame obeyed. As she went through the door, Spice, in a beautiful whiter-than-white silk shirt, moved in behind her with his gun. Then Vilera gestured Shaw out. The Puerto Rican moved behind him and once again Shaw felt the man�s gun nudge his backbone. Flame was going down the steps and ahead of her, backing down and facing her, was Walley with the Colt. Vilera�s voice breathed into Shaw�s ear. �You try anything,� it said, �and the girl gets it where it hurts most. Not to kill her, just to make her wish she hadn�t been born.�
They went on down. Shaw prayed Walley wouldn�t miss his footing � if he did, he might let the Colt off. It was aimed low and it would make a mess of Flame. On the other hand, if an unintentional bullet managed to kill her after all, it could be the kindest way out.
It took them some while to reach the passage at the bottom, thanks to Walley�s slow backward progress. When they made it Spice, instead of turning for the office, guided the girl towards a dark recess behind the rise of the stairway. He halted her just short of it and Walley, who was still ahead and walking the right way round now, bent and busied himself at dragging out an assortment of empty cardboard cartons and a spent oil drum. This done he straightened and said, �All clear, Mr Spice.�
Spice grunted. �Okay,� he said. �Cover de girl. Go ahead, Vilera.�
Vilera came away from behind Shaw and pushed past Walley into the recess. He felt around with his fingers outstretched, delicately. When he found what he was searching for he pressed hard with the heel of his hand at apparently solid stonework; Shaw could see the shoulder-muscles swelling beneath a thin shirt. After Vilera had been pressing for fifteen seconds there was a sudden loud click followed by the low hum of electrically-controlled machinery and a section of the wall began to move. Slowly it swung away inwards, revealing an intense blackness. Vilera took a step forward, reached in and flicked a switch. A dirty electric bulb, unshaded, came on and showed a flight of greasy stone steps running downward.
Vilera came back and glanced at Spice. Spice nodded. Vilera got behind Shaw again and to Flame Spice said, �Down the steps.�
Flame made no sound; she did as she was told and ducked under the stone lintel and started down the steps, with Spice close behind her. Shaw followed, and then Vilera. As Shaw entered the close air of the descending stairway he met a peculiar smell, sharp, cloying, horrible � the smell of death� death overlaid with another smell, the pungent, rotting-ants smell of what he fancied was formaldehyde.
They went down, down� the smell grew worse as the air grew staler and closer. There were more electric lights at intervals. The atmosphere held an overlay of damp and as they descended the steps became more and more greasy. Vilera and Spice were moving carefully now, feeling for firm footholds on the crumbling stone. When they reached the bottom they found themselves in a long, low, vault-like cellar, lit at intervals, as Vilera pressed another switch, by dim, unshaded lights like those on the stairs. There was a distant drip of water from the far end. Possibly the cellar ran deep below the Hudson River. All around one side of the place were slate-lined shelves set into alcoves, about waist high, while on the other side was a row of big iron doors like the fronts of ovens. Down the middle ran a series of tables, some bare, others carrying an assortment of bottles, hypodermic syringes and other paraphernalia more appropriate to a hospital than the cellar of a riverside warehouse.
But this wasn�t a warehouse at all.
They were marched right into the cellar, past the tables and the shelves, and then Spice said, �Okay, turn around. Now wait.�
�Wait for what?� Shaw asked.
�Jus� wait, dat�s all. You�ll see.�
They waited. The atmosphere of this underground place, its foul smell, was tearing at Shaw�s nerves. He could no longer doubt what it was for, had to accept the fact that unless he could get hold of one of those guns neither he nor Flame were ever going to see the daylight again. Next stop Peking, and they wouldn�t be knowing much about that.
After a long wait there was a shuffle from the direction of the stairs and a man came in sight. He was a Negro and he was bearing a load. Something still and silent, wrapped in a white sheet-like covering. Behind him came another man, staggering under the other end, the bulkier end. Behind him again, two more Negroes and another sheeted corpse. The first was thick and obviously very heavy. The second was slight. General Osterman and grand-daughter, nearing the end of Stage One of their final journey.
It was horrible and it was uncanny.
There was an air almost of reverence about the way those bodies were being carried; the Negroes were as good as professional mutes. Even Spice and Vilera seemed subdued in the presence of death, though in fact this was probably no more than a kind of gag designed to heighten the tension. Anyway, the bodies were slid on to the slate-lined shelves with precision and decorum.
And there the dignified spirit of high society funeral direction dropped from Spice like a discarded coat. He went forward and jerked at the sheet covering the bulkier body. Beneath the sheet the corpse was naked. Shaw watched in horrified fascination, scarcely hearing Flame�s sudden, stifled cry. The tough, craggy features of General Osterman were familiar to him through press photographs. This man had been a big name in American military affairs, could almost be considered a U.S. hero. Even though his extreme views on segregation and all it meant in terms of human misery had been decried by responsible Whites in America, he still hadn�t deserved this.
Spice reached out and gave the head a jerk. It lolled aside and showed the pepper-spread of small holes in the back of the neck and skull. A 12-bore shotgun discharged at about ten yards range would do that. If discharged from behind, of course.
Spice threw the sheet back at the corpse. Then he jerked the shroud off Vanessa Osterman. Like her grandfather, she was naked; and she, no doubt swinging round in alarm when her grandfather had been so brutally attacked from behind, had taken a similar dose of shot in her chest and stomach. The velvet, lightly tanned, young-girl�s skin was pocked with the entry marks on and below the breasts and down as far as the navel.
Flame�s face was a sick grey. She screamed. Shaw�s fists bunched and he swung round on Spice, his face ugly. A gun bore hard into his guts. Slowly he relaxed. At the moment there was nothing to be gained by trying a frontal attack; it would be worse than useless. It was a simple case of cannon to right of them, cannon to left of them. Light Brigade heroics didn�t pay off to-day.
Spice said chattily, �Now dey�re here, de hard part�s over an� done. Dey jus� need to be serviced and cased. Like to know de dispatch drill?�
Shaw stared at him.
Spice said, �Okay, so you�ll get it anyways. We have a doc comes in to service de corpses. Sometimes we embalm dem, other times we don�. Depends how dey�re makin� de trip. Properly done up, a stiff can keep quite a while, even through de hot weader, dough for de record we do in fact embalm mos� of dem goin� out from here. Not always from de San Francisco depot, where de sea trip�s dat much de shorter. Sometimes dey goes out in a refrigerated cargo, like dey was beef corpses, and dat�s dead easy. Other times, dey gets crated as part of an ordinary dry cargo. Jus� a question of air exclusion� dat�s all.� He nodded towards the row of iron doors and confirmed Shaw�s earlier thought. �Ovens,� he said briefly. �We keeps dem in a nice, dry atmosphere for a bit and den we cases dem right away in lead-sealed, vacuumatic containers. Dat way dey stays dry an� no organisms gets at dem to make dem decompose and putrefy. Dey kind of mummifies demselves� skin goes all tight and shrivelled. Dat�s when we don� do a proper embalmin� job. We�ll know what�s to happen to dese two when Doc�s seen dem,� he added.
�And after that?�
Spice shrugged. �Weder or not dey�re embalmed, dese two will be crated for shipment in an ordinary dry cargo. We take dem up at night, all ready crated, and stow dem in de bonded warehouse� we have a trap dat lets us in, a trap de customs don� know about. When we have a shipment for de East, say maybe Hong Kong, maybe somewhere in Malaysia or dereabouts � somewhere wid British connexions dat trades wid Communist China � we extract one crate after de whole consignment�s been cleared by de customs, an� we substitute de corpse, whose crate�s been prepared wid all de right markings on. When de ship leaves, we notify our agents in de port of destination and dey takes delivery in de ordinary way. Den dey ships de corpse out again in a vessel tradin� to de Chinese mainland.� He added, �We have a vessel berthin� at de pier day after tomorrow� takin� aboard a consignment of office appliances and other dry cargo, all heavy stuff, for Asian ports.�
�What puzzles me,� Shaw said, �is how you�ve got away with this to date.�
Spice laughed. �Mister, it�s not jus� to date! We�ll go on gettin� away with it as long as we need to. We�re very highly organized��
�Do you run the whole show yourself?�
�No, Ah see to bringin� in de bodies dis side of de States, along with Mr Vilera. Dere�s Whites working in de warehouse and we have genuine members of de International Longshoremen�s Association on our payroll, loadin� de ships. Dey don� know what goes on. If anybody looks like getting� wise who shouldn�t � an accident happens. Overall direction, dat�s run by Hound-Tucson. Hound-Tucson are a small outfit but dey have a high reputation� de customs don� bother all dat much most times, and when dey do, well, we have all de answers. De top brass of Hound-Tucson are all our men. Over de years we�ve infiltrated de people we wanted dere and now we run it t�rough dem, t�rough our nominees.�
�Whites?�
�Sure, Whites! Very respected Whites.� Spice laughed again. �Even McCarthy missed dem out. De Un-American Activities Commission never got a smell of dem.�
�They�re members of the Communist Party, I take it?�
�Nobody�s dat, mister � only underground, get me?�
Shaw nodded. �Quite. I get you. Watch out the police don�t.�
�Cops!� The Negro spat viciously. �Ah�m jus� not worried, nor�s Hound-Tucson. Whites disappear, nobody finds dem. No body, no murder rap. Ain�t nobody found a body yet. Cops� why, dey�re accustomed to watching ports an� airfields for live guys hopping de twig for one reason an� another� not dead corpses! Dey�re under a psychological disadvantage right from de start. Dey jus� don� use their imaginations, don� ever think about stiffs bein� for export. Same when British bodies leave Britain.�
Shaw asked, �What�s the point of all this, anyway?�
�Mister,� Spice said flatly, �we�re sick to de guts of de soft approach, de non-violence preached by guys like Martin Lut�er King. Never got us nowhere, dat didn�t! We want to clean up America, get rid of bastards like Osterman that yak away �bout Negroes not bein� supposed to have rights. So having killed dem, we need to get rid of de bodies before dere�s any investigation started or any discoveries made. In de interval, dey�re jus� missin�� dat�s all. Now, bodies got rid of by most odder means have a habit of turnin� up when dey�re least expected or wanted. Even when dey�s weighted in sacks an� chucked in de Hudson, dey can bump de shore now an� again. But de chief point is dat in Peking dey have a high propaganda value. Since de Chinese people have seen for demselves de corpses of our rich imperialists and capitalists, an� had deir crime sheets read out, dey�ve gotten real keen on hatin� de West.�
�They�ve always hated the West.� This was the same argument Shaw had had with Fellowes back in London.
�Sure,� Spice said, �sure!� Suddenly the man seemed to grow cagey, as if he felt he had already said too much � though that could hardly matter now. He went on, �Now we come to you and de girl. You don� have much longer to live, but den Ah guess you already realized dat.�
He walked across the cellar towards Flame and stood in front of her, leering at her. In a silky-smooth voice he said, �Well now, missy� you ever had any particular desires �bout de way you�d like to die if you could choose? Cos dat�s what Ah�m offering you� a choice. Mr Vilera, he�ll be happy to oblige if you�ll let him know.�
Flame�s lips trembled. Shaw took a pace forward and snapped, �Drop that line, you bastard!�
Spice�s hand came up like a snake and took Shaw�s cheek in a head-rocking swipe. �Mr Spice to you, limey. Apologize.�
It couldn�t do any good now, but Shaw did it. Swift as light his left fist jabbed hard into Spice�s guts. The man�s gun went off and the bullet grazed Shaw�s arm and at the same instant his right smacked Spice in the mouth. Spice, however, was as tough as he looked. He kept hold of the gun and kept Shaw covered. His expression was murderous and Shaw expected the gun to be smashed into his face as two of the Negroes grabbed his arms from behind and twisted them up his back; but Spice had dreamed up something better than that. Spice drew his bloodied, split lips back in a vicious grin and said softly, �Okay, so de girl won� specify what she wants. So Ah�ll decide for de two of you.� He gave a jerk of his head towards the corpses on the shelves behind. �You go out with dem, you and de girl. You�ll be tight-packed alive into a sealed container with Osterman and his grand-daughter� like sardines. You won� live long, limey bastard, but by glory, dose las� few minutes are goin� to feel like a godalmighty long while.��

Chapter Twelve

Spice ordered the tables down the centre of the cellar to be cleared of the paraphernalia of death � the hypodermics and the bottles. All these were put away in one of the great iron-doored ovens and a heavy padlock was snapped shut. Then Spice said, �We�re leavin� you alone a while. Make all de racket you likes. Nobody�ll hear you, not even us. De masonry at de top of de steps is soun�proof an� all aroun� you is Modder Earth. It don� conduc� sound. When you�ve shouted all you want, simmer down an� say your prayers.�
After that they all backed out behind the guns. There was dead silence after their footsteps had faded and a few minutes later the lights went out. One of the men must have used a master switch up in the clean fresh air. Shaw and the girl were left with the corpses and the smell of formaldehyde, in the darkness they could almost feel as it blanketed their eyes.
* * *
Shaw said, �Just sit where you are, Flame, and remember I won�t be far away.�
�Why? What�re you going to do?� There was hysteria in her voice now; she was about to crack, Shaw fancied. He reached out to her and said, �Just an idea. I made a mental note of some of the things Spice locked in that oven. They could be useful.�
�So what?� she retorted in a dead tone. �You�ll never get inside of it.�
�I�m going to have a try anyway,� he told her. When the Negro had been stacking away the bottles from the centre table, Shaw had caught a glimpse of something that with luck could get Flame and himself away from the Hound-Tucson yard: an aerosol container. Shaw had no idea what that liquid might be but it was a fair bet it was something a man wouldn�t want aimed under pressure into his eyes, and if Shaw could do just that when Spice next had that stonework shifted up above, then he knew he could back himself to get his hands without too much difficulty on the gun of the first man to come through � even though they might well be expecting some attempt at an ambush. He moved away, taking it slow, reaching out with extended fingers to pick up his bearings. He hit one of the tables, turned and felt his way along it, making in the direction of the river and away from the greasy stone steps, going towards the part of the cellar that had been in deep shadow even when the lights had been on. He fancied there had been a certain amount of lumber lying around, that Spice used that end as a kind of dump. There could be something the Negro had overlooked� something that would be usable as a lever to pull the heart and soul out of that padlock on the oven where the chemicals were stowed.
However, he hadn�t found anything by the time the lights came on again. As footsteps were heard descending he moved back to Flame�s side and was sitting there all nice and innocent when Spice reappeared accompanied by Vilera and Walley, complete with guns as usual, and a grey, furtive man whom Spice introduced anonymously as Doc.
* * *
Doc whistled while he worked.
Possibly this made his abominable task less grisly. After a careful examination of the two corpses he announced that in his opinion the stiffs ought to be embalmed. The vessel that was to carry them wasn�t in yet and wouldn�t be sailing for some days after she did arrive, and at this time of the year� and this wasn�t San Francisco, and so on.
�Okay, Doc, okay,� Spice said, cutting short the technics. �You know best.�
�Reckon I do,� Doc answered complacently, pulling at an ear and giving Spice a sly, upward flicker from negative-coloured eyes � most of the time he rolled them in such a way that only the whites were visible; his voice was chirpy, but there was an underlying unhealthiness and nastiness. Spice went back up again, leaving Vilera and Walley on guard.
When Doc wasn�t whistling he was talking; his particular speciality may have led to a lonesome life and possibly even his best friends wouldn�t have told him he smelt perpetually of embalming fluids. So when there were some live people around to listen, and not just his own unresponsive subjects, he expounded on his art.
Shaw told Flame to turn her back and he didn�t have to insist. Himself, he watched the proceedings; he was interested to know what was in the bottles and other containers in the oven � not that the knowledge would help him much now, he had to admit. Doc made his ministrations with the bodies in situ on the shelves, not bothering to move them to the tables, and he must have been stronger than he appeared for he was able to heave Osterman around without any assistance from Walley or Vilera. He made much play with gauze and bandages and then announced that the worst was over.
�Won�t take many minutes now,� he said cheerfully.
�I thought embalming was a long process.�
�Was once, but not these days,� said Doc, pulling again at his ear. �Matter of fact, I�ve perfected my own method of doing a nice, fast job. I never did market it, I just use it for these jobs of Mr Spice�s. Just the one traditional injection,� he went on, taking up a hypodermic and sliding it into the dead, cold flesh, �and then� then the perfume spray.�
�Perfume spray?�
�Sure. Like so.� Doc laid down the hypodermic in a kidney dish, put on heavy rubber gauntlets and then took up the aerosol container that Shaw had seen earlier. He directed the nozzle on to Osterman�s corpse and pressed the cap. A spreading fuzz of liquid came out with considerable force and this he layered very thinly all over the body and then stepped back, smiling in satisfaction. �That�s all there is to it,� he said. �Keep for ever� almost! Depends to an extent on the climate, naturally, and where they�re kept afterwards. Where these ones are going they maybe won�t last all that long, but they don�t need to once they get there. It�s all my own invention,� he repeated, indicating the aerosol and looking at it with affection and pride. �Why, you could embalm a living body with that, let alone a stiff. It�s very highly concentrated and it penetrates clothing with very, very great rapidity. Even leather. In seconds. Kills almost instantaneously.� He removed the gauntlets after immersing them in a basin, wiped his hands on a fragment of cloth and gave a curiously high giggle. �Kill and preserve with one squirt!�
Do-it-yourself embalming� Shaw�s stomach turned over.
Doc went away again soon after that, with all the bottles stowed safely back in the padlocked oven. Shaw and Flame waited, under Walley�s and Vilera�s guns. They hadn�t long to wait before Spice was back, wearing a look of angry frustration.
He snapped at Vilera, �Dere�s bin a telephone message.� His mouth and eyes were harder than ever, the voice flatter. He said to Shaw and Flame, �Okay, you two, walk over here an� watch your step or Ah might take things into mah own hands an� never mind de orders.�
Shaw asked, �What orders?�
Spice lounged across, his gun steady, his mouth twisted now into a spiteful grin. He stopped in front of Shaw and suddenly his knee came up. It took Shaw right in the crutch and he doubled in agony. �Mister Spice is de name,� Spice said. �Use it. Ask de question again, brudder. What orders, Mister Spice?�
�Take it as read, if it means so much to you.��
This time it was a fist in the guts. �Ask it again, and nicely.�
�Get stuffed, you��
Shaw�s teeth rocked in his gums and blood ran down the corners of his mouth. Then Spice stood back. Shaw fancied he was weighing something in his mind. Whatever the orders were, they must have come from someone pretty important in Spice�s life, for he backed away farther and said in a snarl, �Okay, limey bastard, jus� don� get too fresh or maybe Ah�ll still forget de orders. Meantime, you�re not goin� to Peking. Nor�s de girl. Yet,� he added on a happier note.
Shaw glanced quickly at Flame. He would never forget the flooding relief in the girl�s eyes. He asked, �Where are we going, then?�
Spice�s eyes were savage again as he gave his unwilling answer. �You�re wanted elsewhere. Seems British agents need to be questioned by de brass before dey die.� That didn�t sound too good; but Shaw was interested by the reference to the brass. They could be going to see the man Siggings had talked of back in London, the man he�d called the President � the Dead Line�s boss, presumably. If this was so, Shaw would be taken right where he had to get� Spice broke into his thoughts. �Now Ah ain�t answerin� any more questions,� the Negro said. He pushed his gun forward. �Up de steps, and move!�

Chapter Thirteen

At the top of the steps Shaw drew in big gulps of fresh air, exhaling away the stinks of the morgue. Flame seemed to have started living again; just to feel she wasn�t after all going to be sealed up in a lead container with a couple of corpses had given her the nice idea everything was wonderful. Any reprieve was worth having; but Shaw wasn�t fooled as to the ultimate intentions of the Dead Line operators.
Yet, while a man lived, he hoped.
* * *
Nobody would give them any information; it was a case of sealed lips now.
It was dark outside and the light was on in the office while Spice gave his orders to his staff, which included the four mutes who had carried the Osterman bodies down into the morgue earlier. �You four,� he said, indicating the mutes, �go with Shaw an� de girl. Get dem to headquarters intact an� breathin��which ain�t to say you don� use your guns if dey tries a getaway. If you has to, if dey looks like gettin� away, you shoots an� you shoots to kill, and you don� miss. Dat�s orders from de top. If dose two gets away, all four of you will be on your knees prayin� for mercy before you�re allowed to check out for Kingdom Come. On de odder hand, like Ah said, dey�re wanted alive� so you don� aim to kill unless it�s necessary. Understood?�
All four Negroes nodded in unison. They had a well-trained look about them, almost militarily so, and, like Spice and Vilera, they were tough. Two of them had small but deadly automatics, very lethal at close range, say in a car, without attracting too much attention, while the other two had the long-range armament for shooting down running escapers with wide, spreading bursts of sub-machine-gun fire.
Spice moved to the door leading to the raised platform and jerked it open. �Get goin�,� he said briefly.
Shaw and Flame were marched ahead of the guns along the platform, where once again the Cadillac was drawn up ready. As before they got in the back and the automatics in their sides dug deep � just as a warning. The sub-machine-gunners got in the front and stowed their weapons out of sight. One of the men slid behind the wheel.
They went down the slope and turned left at the bottom and then the blinds operated as on the inward journey. They still weren�t to know where they were heading. They swung round a number of corners, going slow in the dock area. When they hit the straight and open road, the Cadillac gathered speed. Shaw heard the roar of fast-moving traffic, and lights from oncoming vehicles showed up behind the blinds. By the general feel of things they were travelling along a fast highway and were already out of town. When Shaw asked for confirmation of this, the automatic nudged harder and no one bothered to answer. After that he didn�t waste his breath.
Hours passed.
Shaw grew stiff and restless. Beside him Flame fell into a troubled sleep, her ash-blonde head drooping to his shoulder. The Negro escorts maintained their rigid silence right through and seemed to need no sleep; at intervals, they slid tablets into their mouths: pep pills. Shaw estimated their speed as being around ninety and possibly more. They drove right through that night and mainly at high speeds, stopping only twice and very briefly for the passenger in front to change over with the driver. At last dawn, and later a climbing sun, lightened the blinds. Soon after that the speed dropped sharply and they began taking corners again and this, together with the altered traffic sounds, and stops at what would be intersections, told Shaw they were back in a town.
Ten minutes later the car took a sharp right turn, drove slowly on for a few more yards, then stopped. The day vanished from the blinds. There was a sound from behind like an articulated door being pulled shut. The Negro on Shaw�s left jerked a blind fractionally aside and peered through. He let the blind roll and then spoke for the first time. He said, �Out. And watch it. You heard Mr Spice�s remarks back at de warehouse.�
Shaw and Flame climbed stiffly out into a garage.
There was an electric light burning and they were met by another gunman, a slim man, yellow-skinned � a Chinese. This man jerked his gun towards the front of the car. �Go round there and through the door, please,� he said. �I shall be behind you.�
Shaw walked around the front and through the door. He went into a house. He and Flame were ordered along a passage and into a small room opening off a kitchen, a room with a couple of mattresses in it and with the look of a larder that had been cleared out to take them. The Chinese said, �Go in, and remain quiet, please. If there is noise, much trouble will follow. You will not be there long. Long enough only for our friends to sleep.�
So that�s it, Shaw thought � just a wayside halt for rest. He had no idea where they were, not even in which state this house might be. They went in and lay down on the mattresses. The door was locked behind them and Flame was asleep by the time the Chinese opened up again and shoved in a tray of food and drink. Shaw woke her. He said, �Eat up, Flame. We have to keep going.�
She was shivering from sheer weariness and strain, but she looked better when she had had some hot, strong coffee. It wasn�t until they started eating that they realized just how ravenous they were after the recent prolonged diet of bread and washed-out coffee provided by Walley. Now, within the limits of Chinese hospitality, they made up for it.
* * *
Once more it was night; they had slept the daylight hours away and again they were on the highway. No doubt the Negroes felt more inconspicuous on night drives, less liable to interference from Highway Patrols or state troopers. Also, the highways themselves would be clearer of traffic and the Cadillac would be able to have its head.�
Only � this time it wasn�t the Cadillac they were travelling in.
As well as being a rest halt, the daytime stopover was evidently intended to provide the extra cover of switched vehicles; when Shaw and the girl had been ordered out into the garage the Cadillac had gone and they found a magnificently appointed glass-sided hearse waiting for them with a couple of coffins lying side by side on the polished wood runners. The Negroes were done up in style now, looking their part as genuine mutes. They manhandled the coffins out of the hearse and on to the floor of the garage and then, with the guns on them, Shaw and Flame had their hands and feet tied and their mouths gagged.
One of the Negroes said, �Now listen good, both of you. No reason why we should be stopped on de highway, but if we are, you keep quiet and you don� try anything� like banging de lid wid your knees. If you do, whoever�s stopped us don� live to pass on what he sees� even if we have to shoot up a whole Highway Patrol. An� after dat we carry on � so it don� help you any.� He paused. �If you�re worried about breathin�, you c�n forget it. De caskets don� have bottoms, and you�ll get all de air you need coming up from underneath.� He gestured to his three companions and the Chinese, and Shaw and Flame were lifted in, and placed on the runners, heads towards the back. It was excruciatingly uncomfortable; Shaw�s shoulder-blades rested across two sets of the wooden runners. As soon as they were in, the faked-up, bottomless coffins were lifted and settled in position over them, then secured in their places by the Negroes. Two minutes later the hearse was backing out of the garage.
* * *
The hearse kept up nearly the same high speed as the Cadillac had the night before and the same silence was of necessity kept up too. The runners bit into Shaw�s aching back, reopening the nearly healed claw-marks given him by Josephson�s panther. Every slight shift of the wheel was agony, as was every change in speed. Sweat poured off him; just enough air to sustain life was coming up from below, but breathing was difficult through the gag and every time he filled his lungs it was a conscious effort to do so.
Hours passed � hour after hour of fast, painful driving with no more day-long stops. Shaw had no idea how long they had been on the road when a remark from the Negro sitting by the coffin told him they were nearing journey�s end. As the man spoke they began a longish climb, at the end of which they went into a fast descent presumably down the other side of a range of hills. After this they ran for some time on the level then went into another and steeper climb up a rough track. Then came a slow, lurching motion as though they were going across country, but after bouncing along like this for a while the way quite suddenly became smooth. Thereafter they crunched slowly over loose grit; after taking a bend the tyres, for a short part of the way, caused a curious hollow booming sound as if they were passing over a covered pit. Farther on they rounded one more bend, drove on for a while, and then stopped.
The engine died.
The hearse rocked as the escorting Negroes jumped out and a moment later blinding electric light streamed into Shaw�s dark-accustomed eyes as the coffin was lifted off him. While he got his vision back two of the Negroes got in and cut away the ropes holding Flame and himself, and removed the gags. It was a while before Shaw or the girl could move at all; somebody, invisible in the background, gave an order and the Negroes started massaging their locked limbs. When he could move a little, Shaw sat up stiffly, flexing his muscles, pain in every part of him after that nightmare drive.
Once again, when at last he and Flame were able to stagger to their feet, the little drama of disembarkation was repeated but this time the man who welcomed them with the gun as they were helped roughly out was a White � and not a White like Walley back at the Hound-Tucson pier. He was a leathery man as tough as old boots and with a sort of range-rider look about him even down to the bow legs and the cowboy-leather trousers and the gunbelt with its two holsters dangling down the thighs. Shaw was able to see properly by this time; he looked around with considerable interest. The walls of the place they were in, and the ceiling, were living rock � jagged in parts, smooth in others, as though a natural cavity had been extended by artificial means. Ahead a long tunnel stretched into the distance, lit by a string of overhead lights; behind was another, unlit, tunnel. The hearse had drawn into a square between the two tunnels and there were other vehicles around as though they had pulled into a parking lot. One of these was a heavy armoured truck with its rear door open, and inside Shaw could see a mass of complicated equipment � radio transmitters and receivers, radar, electronic apparatus whose purpose he could only guess at. It had the appearance of a command truck such as a divisional commander might use in wartime. Several doors, including two sets of big double doors, all closed now, led off the parking space.
�Seen all you want?� the character who had welcomed them asked. He had stepped right out of the old West, six-shooters and all. Without waiting for an answer to his question he said suddenly, �Reach.� Shaw reached, Flame reached, and the cowboy character frisked them thoroughly. The Negroes� surly expressions said they didn�t like that; it reflected on theirs and Mr Spice�s professional capabilities, no doubt, but the man was evidently set in authority over them in the Dead Line�s hierarchy. Crisply he said, �Okay, you guys. They�re my prisoners now. Git along to the mess and Mushy�ll fix you up.�
And watch out for Redskins on the way to the bunkhouse afterwards, Shaw thought sardonically, and don�t drop in at the saloon or the sheriff�ll put a posse on you� the Westerner was a comedy turn, all right; but the mere fact of finding a character like that mixed up in what had to be a Communist intrigue made everything the more sinister � the cowboy himself included. And the more dangerous. Shaw felt his flesh creep as the strange, hard-faced White picked up a coiled rope and retreated a few yards. A couple of seconds later there was a swishing sound overhead and a noose dropped neatly around Shaw and Flame together, over their lifted hands, to settle in the crooks of their elbows.
�Walk, boy,� the White snapped as he hauled the rope taut. �Just go right ahead there along the inner tunnel till you hit a door. Then stop.�

Chapter Fourteen

They went ahead along the tunnel, a low-ceilinged passageway excavated from the solid rock. Doors led off at intervals, to left and right. Shaw still had no idea in the world of their geographical location but there was no doubt that this place must be the headquarters of the Dead Line operation, the place from which the English end also was controlled.
The cowboy character in the rear kept the rope taut as his boots banged along the rock floor and sharp-rowelled spurs jingled. Shaw was very conscious of Flame�s soft body moving against his own as they were held tight together on the rope. There was a bend ahead and when they rounded it they found two Negroes in uniform � long drill pants and long-sleeved shirts buttoned at the wrists and carrying insignia similar to that of the U.S. Army. These men carried side-arms as well as semi-automatic M-I�s slung in web bands from their shoulders. Their heads were topped by steel helmets, again of U.S. Army pattern.
The Negroes brought their rifles up and kept them aimed from the hip as the prisoners were marched past. The door was in view now, twenty yards ahead, and when they had covered half that distance the lone ranger yelled at them to stop. The man let go the rope and came up and walked on past them towards the door. Guns jabbed into Shaw�s and Flame�s spines. The Negro guards had come up behind, silently threatening.
The cowboy went through the door and shut it behind him. Fifteen seconds later it opened again and he came back, jerking his gun at the prisoners. �Come on,� he said. �You two guys with �em,� he added, speaking to the guards. �One of you grab the rope.�
The rifles pushed and again the rope tautened. Shaw and the girl moved ahead and went through the door and as they did so they entered one of the most remarkable apartments, considering its situation, that Shaw had ever seen. It was a large room, a very large room, high and around forty feet square, and the walls, which underneath must have been of exactly the same rough rock as the rest of the place, were panelled all over in bird�s-eye maple. The ceiling appeared to be plastered; it was richly decorated, like the drawing-room of some country mansion. The floor was overlaid with highly-polished parquet on which were several exquisite Persian rugs and a tiger skin. The panelled walls carried oil paintings, one of them depicting Lincoln giving what appeared to be the Gettysburg address, most of the others showing old-time Negro slaves at work in Southern plantations. In these latter paintings White overseers were much in evidence; so were the whips they carried. The plantation Negroes all bore expressions of gentleness and patient suffering mixed with a resigned kind of yearning, while the red, whiskery faces of the overseers shouted drink, lechery and sadism.
At the far end of this apartment, set before an enormous wall map of the world on which concealed lighting played, was a big leather-topped desk, its front covered with intricately designed ornamentation, its top bare of everything but an angle-poise table lamp, a sumptuous blotter and a silver ashtray on which three inches of fine Havana cigar burned in solitary neglect.
Some way short of the desk their escort snapped at them to stop. They stopped and stared. This might have been the Presidential study in the White House had it not been for the man who was seated beyond the desk in an alcove shielded by a screen which until now had kept him hidden. This man was sitting sideways to his prisoners and facing a small table on which was a box of what looked like tiny stones. The man, who was a massive Negro well over six feet in height and with tremendously powerful shoulders tapering to narrow, graceful hips, was monotonously thrusting his extended fingers, one hand after the other, into the box of stones.
Karate.
This man was training himself in the practice of the killer sport from Japan. Shaw knew about Karate, knew about its deadly nature� knew how the Karate expert used his hands, his bare feet, his elbows, how he toughened these parts of his body to a steel-like hardness until he could shiver a brick with a single blow of his fist, how he could smash living bone into splinters with one blow from the side of his hand.
Shaw had felt a spontaneous reaction from Flame when she had first seen the man � a jerk of her body and a quickly indrawn breath; she was trembling now, her body pressed closer against Shaw�s as if seeking extra comfort and reassurance. Meanwhile the Negro took no notice of them; he went on and on with his rhythmic plunging into the box of stones, as if utterly unware of anyone in the room beside himself. His lips were moving; he was counting to himself. A certain number of plunges would be part of his daily routine.
At last he stopped and swivelled towards Shaw. His face was heavy with folds of flesh, in sharp contrast to his beautifully kept body, and it was cruel with a sadism that Shaw had seldom seen in any man�s face. The eyes were ice-cold and proud, yet when he spoke his voice was polite and almost friendly � and entirely without trace of a Negro inflexion; this was a very different type of man from Josephson and Spice.
�You know what I have been doing?� he asked.
�Practising Karate.�
�Not practising exactly, my friend!� The Negro gave a hard laugh, a sound without humour; a self-satisfied, arrogant laugh. �Keeping myself in first-class trim would be more accurate. I am a Karate expert. I do not allow my expertise to lose its sharp edge of perfection. Men tell me I am a perfectionist in everything� and possibly they are right. I permit nothing second-rate either in myself or in those who work for me � as Miss Delaney can perhaps confirm. Maybe she�d like to tell you who I am.�
Shaw started and glanced at Flame. Her lips bloodless, she said in a low voice, �It�s Big Pete Omofouloo.�
�The boss of the Sex Kitten?�
The Negro answered that himself. He said, �Very much so, Commander Shaw.� He got to his feet springily and walked with leopard-like litheness to a swivel chair behind the desk. He sat again, placing his elbows on the arms of the chair with his finger-tips together, looking coolly at the two prisoners, who were still held on the rope. �If you wish to know why I did not have you brought here right away from Mr Josephson�s apartment, I can give you a very simple answer, Commander. I wished you and Miss Delaney to suffer for a while, so that you would be softened up � so that you would have some idea of what would happen to you should you not co-operate with me hereafter. You understand?�
�Perfectly.�
The Negro smiled. �Excellent!� Then he nodded at the range rider. �Mr Sanderson?�
The range rider clicked his spurred boots. �Sir!� he said smartly. He turned towards Shaw and Flame. �You are now in the presence of the President of the Council of Black America� President Tucker, President Elect of the United States of America.�
Confirmation, if such was needed now, of what Siggings had said � and more than that, much more.� Shaw took a deep breath. He asked sardonically, �Elected by whom? What kind of a crazy set-up is this, anyway?�
The cowboy seemed about to take some sort of retaliatory action when the man behind the desk lifted a hand. �Leave them,� he said sharply. �Let them approach the desk.�
�You heard the President,� Sanderson snapped. His function seemed to be that of an adjutant � adjutant of some kind of mad, quasi-military formation. Still restricted by the rope, Shaw and Flame moved forward together. Shaw stared at the Negro. Now he was closer, he could see that the man was a good deal older than he had thought, possibly in his middle sixties, though he had the figure and carriage of a man half his age. The stomach was flat, the waist and hips supple, the hair still thick and jet black, touched only above the ears with grey. He was an impressive man by any standard and as dangerous as a snake by any standard too, and with just about as much feeling. The general impression of controlled brutality wasn�t lightened now by the sight of overall small scarring on the face and one long gash that ran from just below the left eye, right down the cheek and on down into the neck itself.
Shaw asked, �Why Tucker, anyway? I thought your name was Omofouloo.�
�Correct in a sense, Commander. Generations back, before the slave-ships came to West Africa and kidnapped my ancestors, my family was that of Omofouloo. I came of a line of chiefs. My great-great-grandparents were brought under hideous conditions to Virginia, and sold in the open market to a family named Tucker, whose name became my grandfather�s when he was born� for my foolish ancestors came to regard themselves as willing children and dependants of the house. I, on the other hand, reverted to the family name of Omofouloo, by which I have always been known. Now, however, that I am about to lead the Black people forward to mastership, I prefer to underline the slave status of my grandparents by resuming their name and that of my father. You see, Commander, it appeals greatly to me� to let the White people see that the descendant of a former slave can take over the Presidency.� Tucker�s eyes searched Shaw and then he nodded at Sanderson. �Leave us,� he said.
As Sanderson and the guards turned away and the rope fell slack, the Negro went on. �You will both please bear in mind that if you attempt to attack me you will die before you can reach across the desk. Such an attempt would be extremely foolish in any case, since you must realize by this time that you would never leave my headquarters afterwards � nevertheless, there are lunatics in this world, and for my own protection I have taken certain measures. You will perhaps have seen the ornamentation in the front panel of this desk?�
Shaw nodded.
�Concealed in that ornamentation is a series of slits, some vertical, others horizontal, all running across each other. Through those slits a number of automatic weapons can fire at the rate of one hundred rounds a minute each. I have only to press a button with my knee, a feather touch, and an electronically-controlled firing circuit is made. All the apartment beyond this desk will be filled with bullets. Anyone standing where you are standing now will be literally colandered. You follow me?�
�I follow you,� Shaw answered quietly. �So what about getting down to business?�
�Precisely as I was about to suggest myself, Commander.�
�Then you might start by telling us why you had us brought here?�
The Negro nodded. �Certainly. I had you brought for a very simple reason � so that you might answer some questions.� He leaned back comfortably, but his right knee stayed close to the side of the desk. �You have up-to-date access to very many secrets � current secrets, as opposed to the worn-out information we have gleaned from others who have come into our hands. Not only this, but you have been assigned by your superiors to investigate the Dead Line in particular. You will be able to tell me many things that can be of much help to our future planning � even at this stage. If you refuse to answer my questions�� Tucker shrugged, smiled coldly and fiddled with a massive gold ring on the second finger of his right hand. �Do not make the mistake of thinking I have no means of persuading you to talk other than the threat of death, Commander. That would be entirely wrong. I have found from past experience that the actual manner of death can be a far more potent threat than the fact of death itself. We all have to die � but we do not all have to suffer.� He shrugged. �You may disagree, but I believe that when you think about it you will see my point. At a certain stage � I repeat, at a certain stage�death inevitably ceases to mean very much� but the suffering does not. That is always real, and yet always avoidable. You may believe that as a trained and hardened counter-espionage agent you are, if not immune to persuasion, at least strong enough to withstand it to the point of a welcome insensibility, if you understand me. Let me assure you that you will be proven wrong.� The cold eyes took on a sudden hard glitter. �If you ask why, then I answer by pointing to my former cabaret stripper. Your suffering will be by proxy. You will watch her die by slow degrees under the most unpleasant conditions if you do not co-operate.�
Shaw said, �We�ll see about that.�
�Well put, Commander! We shall indeed see about that.� Tucker swivelled from side to side in his chair. �First let me fill you in on some detail, so that you will have the broad outline into which your answers will fit � so that you will know exactly the kind of answers I want from you. You see the map on the wall behind me?�
�Yes.�
�A map of the world � all the world, Black, Yellow, Brown, White.� He paused. �How much of that world, do you suppose, is White � wholly White, Commander?�
Shaw snapped, �Plenty.�
�You think so? You really think so � you, an intelligent man?� Tucker seemed highly amused. �Not enough, Commander! Let me show you clearly.� Without removing his gaze from Shaw and Flame he reached out and pressed a button at the edge of the desk and the appearance of the map altered. The concealed lighting went out and was replaced by a glow from behind the map itself. Parts of the world grew dim, other parts blacked out altogether except for blobs of light of varying sizes, but extensive areas were brilliantly lit. Tucker said softly, �You see now, do you not?�
�I see light and shade.�
�Exactly. Now, Commander, re-orientate your normal way of thinking. The lighted parts do not represent the great British Empire of former times, or anything like it. It is the Black and Coloured world in general that is represented by the areas of light � the light that is the lamp of hope for the future. Study the map, please. Africa, large areas of South America, all India, Ceylon, the Middle East, Burma, Viet-Nam, Japan, Malaysia, Indonesia, North and South Korea, the Pacific Islands, the West Indies� and so on and so on. Most important to us�China! All that, all those peoples � leaving aside for the moment that the present leaders of certain of the countries I have named do not see eye to eye with China � all those peoples, against Europe and North America and Russia, together of course with such White parts of the British Commonwealth as Australia and New Zealand� the places, as you will see on the map, where the lights have gone out. The dimming of those lights is a symbol, Commander� a symbol of the ending of White power, and��
�You don�t��
�One moment, please.� Tucker held up a big hand. �Think, Commander, of what has gone already of Western power across the years� the ports of Trincomalee, Dakar, Casablanca, all of them commanding great tracts of water from Malacca Strait to the Atlantic sea routes; the great North American coastal bases that were so vital in the last war; the staging ports of the Middle East and East Africa that used to watch over the Indian Ocean; the Suez Canal, the air base at Kamina, the American air force bases in North-West Africa that covered the whole continent and beyond to Europe and the East. We have seen the Europeans leave Morocco, Tunis, Algeria. We have seen the ending of the Indian Empire. We have seen the mass rape of White women in the Congo and elsewhere, the ritual feasting on dismembered Europeans, the return of Coloured rulers to the practice of wearing native dress on all public occasions, the conferences attended only by representatives of the Communist countries. All this has been but a start, Commander!� Tucker paused, his eyes alight with emotion. �May I quote a line from a song that came from the first of your British states to rebel against you� I refer, of course, to the Irish Republic, which in effect led the disaffection of your Empire so long ago. The line is this: Our star shall shine out when the proudest shall fade. That line is about to become applicable also to us, the Black peoples of the world.��
Shaw said, �You must be raving mad.�
Tucker hadn�t heard. He went on, �There are other lights I must draw your attention to. The White countries, in particular of course the United States and Britain, have large Negro and other non-White populations in their own territories � these are indicated where you see the circles of light in the otherwise dark areas. In America alone there are well over twenty million non-Whites. Now, Commander � to sum up in round figures. The population of the world is now an estimated three and a half thousand million � there has been a very heavy increase since the middle sixties, especially among the Coloured peoples. I doubt if I would be very far out were I to suggest that the White population of the world is little more than one thousand million, leaving some two and a half thousand million non-Whites. Two and a half to one, Commander, throughout the world!�
�So?� Shaw was listening intently now.
�So the dice are very heavily loaded against the Whites, are they not? Especially taking into account the fact that the White world no longer has the stomach for fighting, for defending itself. Your people are decadent, finished. They cringe at the thought of nuclear war, they will go to any lengths to avoid it. Take your own country. The old ideas of patriotism have been dead for the last generation at least. There was a time when your people did not mind dying for Britain, for Britain herself was believed capable of going on for ever, while human life was transitory� which indeed was the very reason why your astute ruling classes plugged the line that Britain was everlasting.� He shrugged, and mopped at his face with a silk handkerchief. �Today it is known that Britain would vanish in twenty-four hours if nuclear war should break out! That takes the will from a man. Also, there are two more very relevant facts you should bear in mind � and they are these: your former African empire is not only free of you now, but hates the guts of the White man. For years past the emergent countries of Africa have spurned you, have been ready for Communism � and now their chance is approaching. They are desperately eager to do all they can to assist our efforts � that is, my efforts under Peking. All their colossal manpower is at our disposal.� Tucker�s eyes were brighter than ever, glittering with an insane intensity. �And now another fact: the hard fact that the Chinese People�s Republic is not only in possession of the nuclear bomb, but is now in possession also of the means to deliver that bomb and to deliver intercontinental ballistic missiles as well. You still do not see?�
Shaw said, �I�m beginning to.� He�d had those suspicions before he had left London, those frightening thoughts about the way the Negro rioting was taking a shape, a pattern � as though the whole business had been co-ordinated. But he had never imagined anything so far-reaching, anything so totally centralized as the world revolution this madman seemed to be suggesting. He hadn�t considered the Blacks capable of that.
Tucker � his image, his powerful and confident personality, seeming to fill that great room � went on, �Already we have the Coloured peoples everywhere stirred up, inflamed� already we have the Whites jittery as to where trouble will break out next � in a localized sense, that is.�
He leaned across the desk, his heavy face working, sweating with emotion. �I will tell you, Commander, exactly what is going to happen next. You have come to America to investigate the Dead Line. You have found it. Now let me tell you that you have found something else, something very much more dangerous to you and your White brothers.� He showed his teeth. �You have found the Race War! The Whites, led by an unwilling alliance of America, the Soviet Union, and Britain, who will be forced together when the fighting starts� against Communist China and all the rest of the world. All the rest of the world on the move together, Commander � and believe me, we can�t help winning!�

Chapter Fifteen

Suddenly there was no longer anything even remotely funny about that cowboy character, Sanderson � he was, in his way, all of a piece with this unholy, sinister idea of Race War. A backsliding, recidivist Texas-hat White who was, perhaps, for reasons known only to himself, unable to find his place in the sun anywhere but in a world at war. Shaw�s mind flashed across the Atlantic. London, in the grip of the Black octopus, London mortally wounded from within the moment the balloon went up� fighting in the streets, gunfire enfilading Piccadilly, Government tanks ripping up the Park � if indeed there would be time for that kind of warfare before the whole thing went nuclear, as almost certainly it would with China holding the reins of power. Tucker had said the Whites would go to any lengths to avoid war, and so they would until they were pushed to the brink � but the same would apply to the Coloured populations throughout the world, if Tucker and Peking would let them choose. But they wouldn�t, and there was no hope for the Blacks any more than for the Whites in the long run� they were to be just the dupes, the puppets of World Communism in China�s bid for total power.
Tucker had a sardonic smile playing around his mouth now. He asked, �Well? Have the facts penetrated, Commander?�
�You won�t get far with this, Tucker. It�s crazy.�
�Ah � that is precisely what our own people thought at first! But now, you see, they are convinced that it is not crazy at all, and I will give you one good reason from among many why that should be so. It is because it sounds crazy� and such crazy-sounding plans have always had the best chances of success, as history teaches us. You see, no Government will be suspecting what we intend to do. Washington and London and the other Western capitals of the White world are always watching Moscow and vice versa�but none of them watch us!�
�Why stop at Moscow?� Shaw asked. �The West is also watching Peking, possibly more closely than we watch Moscow these days.�
�Certainly,� Tucker agreed smoothly, �but not, I suggest, with anything like our plans in mind. They watch Peking only with a view to calculating the Chinese Communist intentions vis-�-vis the West as such. Their minds and outlooks are attuned to the conventional threat of East � West war, they are preoccupied with that. Despite warnings from time to time by forward-looking politicians, total Race War has not in fact entered their calculations. Despite the undoubted fact, as evidenced by your own assignment, that the existence of the Dead Line has become known to your security services, nothing else has leaked � this I know,� he added with complete assurance. �Throughout the world, the Whites are being watched � and nowhere are they taking even the most elementary precautions such as they would take were they in any way alarmed or even suspicious. Your own reaction to what I have told you confirms that you in Britain had heard nothing. As for America and Russia, they have for years been too busy trying to put the first man on the moon and other planets, and in America�s case conducting attritional wars in such places as Viet-Nam.� All the White world has its collective head in the clouds, and takes no heed whatever of the danger close upon its own doorstep. It is that world that is crazy, Commander � moon crazy! The true lunatics!� Again his eyes blazed and he banged a fist hard on the desk. �In their lunatic preoccupation with things that do not matter, we shall strike them down!�
Shaw asked, �Do you seriously imagine the Chinese Reds�ll trust you an inch afterwards?�
�Certainly.� Tucker lit a fresh Havana and blew smoke towards Shaw. �We have assurances from Peking that under my Presidency, Black America�s autonomy will be fully respected. Here in America, the Whites will be reduced to the status formerly accorded to us. We are quite satisfied with this and on our part we admit China�s right to world over-lordship in return for services rendered. Indeed this is in our view an essential corollary and is basic to our plans. There must be one central leadership. With all the world under this single leadership, and with our brothers in control in their own countries, as they will be, then peace for all time will be an assured fact � and so, of course, will complete freedom for the non-White peoples. This is China�s philosophy, and it is also ours.� Tucker paused. �The difficulties ahead will not be so great as you perhaps imagine, Commander. Do not forget that much of the stage has already been set � has been set for many years past. Already China, as opposed to Russia, has made her mark on the not-wholly-committed nations�� Tucker shrugged, pulling at his cigar. �China has done much spadework in Africa, for example, which has put her ahead of Russia. To mention one point, for years Peking has been broadcasting to Africa at the rate of more than a hundred hours a week � broadcasting in English, French, Swahili, Portuguese and Cantonese � and most of their broadcasts have attacked America and the new colonialism. There are many Chinese diplomats in African countries, indeed one third of all the Chinese missions in the world are in Africa� and in the Congo, at the time of the rebellion against the traitor Tshombe, a certain Colonel Kan Mai of Peking�s diplomatic mission in Brazzaville was the chief military adviser to the Rebels� National Council for Liberation. He was the man who was responsible among other things for the liquidation of the �unpeople��the Africans with Western ideas and culture.�
�You consider that a feather in his cap, I suppose?�
�Of course! But to go on with what I was saying� there has, again for many years, been a network of Chinese agents, operating in Africa under the direction of the Chinese news agency, to spread propaganda. Many Chinese books have entered Africa, as have films. The political offensive has been mounting fast. Much money has been made available, many fine new buildings presented to the governments, while Chinese trade buyers have proliferated. Some years ago now, Kenya signed an agreement with Peking for economic and technical co-operation, and many Chinese experts were sent to Nairobi. Now there are trading agreements with a dozen African states. The help we shall get from the African nations will be augmented by the Communists in Malaysia and Indonesia and the geographical East in general. We anticipate trouble only with Japan and Formosa and South Korea and possibly with parts of India � but then, as you will agree, all these countries are merely paper tigers in any case.�
�So I�m right in assuming this to be basically a world Communist plot, rather than a Negro uprising as such?�
Tucker shrugged. �You may give it what name you choose. For you and your kind, the results will be the same.�
�When is all this supposed to start?�
�Very soon,� the Negro answered. �Much sooner, I think, than you realize.� He leaned forward across the desk, big shoulders hunched. �I will tell you, so that you will the better understand your own position. Bear all I say well in mind when I come to question you, and realize this: it will be in your own interests and those of the girl to talk fully to me, indeed to admit defeat and throw in your lot with Black America. Because if you will give me your co-operation now, you will be rewarded when the war is won. If you do not� but I think I scarcely need to go into details of what will happen to both of you in that case. You understand?�
Shaw said evenly, �I understand, and I�m rejecting your offer. As I said earlier� you haven�t a hope of succeeding in any event. You have no armies and you have no arms � oh, maybe a gun or two here and there, but you can�t conduct World War Three on the same lines as gang warfare, Tucker! Properly constituted armed forces aren�t impressed by Mafia tactics. If you think any different you ought to have been certified years ago.�
Tucker smiled coldly. �You will withdraw all that when you have heard what I have to say. I would advise you to reserve your decision for a while longer.� Moving his body back from the desk, he rested his elbows once again on the arms of his chair and put his finger-tips together. Resting his chin on his fingers he stared almost hypnotically at Shaw, his eyes perfectly steady and deadly serious. He went on, speaking slowly and with emphasis, �In three days from now, at 1400 hours Eastern Standard Time, the current President of the United States is scheduled to speak to the American nation, on a coast-to-coast television and sound hook-up from the White House. I take it you didn�t know this?�
�I did not.�
�Well, the information has not yet been released even in this country, but we have known for the past two weeks that it was under consideration, and so we were able to make our plans. Forty-eight hours ago our informant passed us the date. The President�s speech will be on the colour problem and he will urge both sides to exercise moderation and understanding and caution � the reason for his talk being, of course, the recent widespread rioting that has affected this country and yours. Now � whatever he may be fondly believing at this moment, the President will not in fact make that simultaneous telecast and broadcast. Shortly before he is due on the air, members of our movement will have seized control of the television centre at Little Canyon, which is only twenty miles from here, and at the same time, other armed groups composed of men thoroughly trained already in what they have to do, will seize control at all other television and broadcasting stations throughout all of the United States. Some of these men are television technicians who will already be at work in the studios and control-rooms��
�Blacks?�
�Negroes mainly, yes � but we have our bought White members as well. Now � shortly after the President starts to speak, he will be faded from the screen by a command group of our people who will take over the White House itself from inside, and I shall appear in his place� making my telecast from the studio in Little Canyon, also broadcasting on sound radio at the same time. I shall announce myself as the first President of Black America and announce also that the Voice of Black America is on the air to stay. Then I shall indicate broadly what is happening. All this will go out to the world� the original television appearance by the President is intended to go out on world-wide links via the communications satellite system, and the sound broadcast will also be global. My announcement will in itself be the actual signal for the commencement of hostilities. By that time all our people will be well armed in readiness. At this very moment, throughout the United States and Britain and elsewhere, section leaders have stockpiles of arms in their homes � knives, revolvers, rifles and bayonets, automatic weapons with plenty of ammunition, grenades � we even have some M-79 grenade launchers, firing 40-mm. grenades up to 400 metres � stockpiles painstakingly stashed away over the years. These section leaders know precisely what they have to do and when I make my announcement they will do it � and keep in mind, please, our Chinese backing! I will quote you some further examples of the first stages of the take-over, if you are interested?�
�Go on.�
�The Pentagon,� Tucker said, �will be seized and all personnel arrested and if necessary, of course, shot down. In New York the United Nations building will be taken over, among others. The entire public communications system will be taken over throughout the country. There will be a purely symbolic seizing of the Statue of Liberty, over which our new national flag will be hoisted. In Britain similar things will happen� the chief targets being the B.B.C. and independent television studios, the Houses of Parliament, the Ministry of Defence building together with certain other Government buildings, and, again as a symbol, Buckingham Palace. But all this�� Tucker made an expansive gesture. �It is merely the froth, Commander, the icing on the cake.�
Shaw�s mouth had gone dry. �And the cake?� he asked.
�The cake,� Tucker told him, �will be delivered by China. While I am speaking to the world, Chinese aircraft will already have been airborne for some hours and will be flying out across the Pacific from bases in Hunan and Fukien provinces. They will come in at about the time I finish speaking to deliver a knockout nuclear blow at the United States Sixth Fleet, currently in harbour at the Navy base in Norfolk, Virginia. This will be simply a token force, and it will be expendable � it will be composed of old Russian Myasishchev intercontinental four-jet bombers accompanied by flight refuelling tanker aircraft � and if it should fail to penetrate the American defences, then I.C.B.M.s will be fired from the Chinese mainland into America. These will be aimed at military installations including the Early Warning Systems. Let me admit that in its way the destruction of the fleet is also part of the froth and the icing. Navies no longer inspire fear, nor do they provide effective deterrents or worthwhile targets � but they do still inspire a sentimental regard in their possessors, and the destruction of the fleet will react very badly on the morale of the American people. The fleet is not, however, considered vital enough to attract expensive I.C.B.M.s which may later be needed against more pressing targets. Now � immediately this initial stage has been achieved, I shall call on television for the surrender of the American people. In other countries, Britain included, Negro leaders will do the same��
�They�ll be lucky!�
�Taking your words literally, I rather think they will, Commander! If the White leaders refuse to see sense, to accept the inevitable� why, then, do you see, the main Chinese attack will come at once on a saturation scale. It will come on world-wide fronts but will be directed chiefly against the United States, Britain and the U.S.S.R. Let me assure you, that attack will be delivered in strength against totally unprepared countries, and because of this element of complete surprise and shock it cannot fail. This whole thing is going to be perfect, Commander� straight down the line! Remember, the world is now a long way ahead of the day China exploded her first primitive nuclear device. Let me remind you of some words of Mao Tse-Tung�s. He is on record as saying that the mastery of nuclear weapons by China was a great encouragement to the revolutionary peoples of the world in their struggles� that even if half mankind died in an atomic war � and this he was prepared to accept � at least imperialism would be razed for ever to the ground and the whole world would become socialist. Mao always insisted on Lenin�s dictum that there is an international obligation upon Communist countries to support other people�s revolutionary struggles, as indeed China at any rate has in North Viet-Nam, and now China has the power��
�And against this the American Secretary of Defence at the time stated categorically that the U.S. was capable of destroying both the Chinese and Russian societies simultaneously.�
Tucker smiled. �Quite � the operative word being, of course, was.� He sat back, perfectly at ease, utterly relaxed and confident. �You have the background, Commander. Now we come to the things I wish to know.�
�You�ll have to go on wishing.�
�You are a foolish man,� Tucker said quietly. �You Whites cannot stand against all the non-White races on the move. You as an individual can achieve nothing now by silence. On the other hand, if you talk, you may perhaps save some lives that would otherwise be lost, since to ease our task must be, in effect, to reduce the bloodshed.� Once again he leaned forward massively. �Here is what I wish to know: First, I wish you to tell me precisely and in detail all that is known to your security people about the current activities of the Dead Line, and secondly, I want full particulars of any current activities in intelligence circles that might, however remotely, impinge upon our forward plans as outlined. Thirdly, I want to know the present whereabouts and operational orders of all agents employed by your department, and also what their combat orders are likely to be on the outbreak of hostilities. Fourthly, I shall want you to talk to one of my staff officers, an expert in cracking cyphers� I shall want you to give him a complete breakdown on the communications system and the codes and cyphers used by your department in maintaining contact with its agents in the field, and in confidential communication with United States and N.A.T.O. defence departments, together with dates of change of all basic codes and cyphers and all recoding and recyphering tables.� Tucker waved a hand, wafting Havana smoke around his head. �If you refuse to give this information, we shall naturally manage very well without it � this must be obvious, since your arrival here is no more than a fortunate windfall on which clearly we could not count when making our detailed plans. Thus I repeat� there is no point whatever in your remaining silent and unco-operative now.�
To Shaw there was an element of sheer fantasy in Tucker�s sitting in this Kansas dug-out and talking as though he were a world leader already. But fantastic or not, Shaw knew that what the Negro had outlined was perfectly possible of execution.
* * *
Sanderson and the strong-arm boys were sent for when Shaw refused to talk.
They removed the rope and started on the girl but to Shaw�s immense relief she went into a dead faint pretty quickly, and after that they concentrated on Shaw. By the time they had done with him he was sick and giddy with blow after blow in his guts but he hadn�t talked. He had tried to shut his mind to the pain, to the constant and insistent questioning, tried to think only of getting away from this rock-built headquarters and of reaching a telephone line to Washington. His head reeled; he staggered drunkenly. But still he didn�t talk. In the end Tucker lost patience. He snapped, �This is getting us nowhere. Shaw and the girl must take the consequences. We shall have no use for them after the next few days in any case. Mr Sanderson,� he said to the Westerner, �you will have them taken to the hills right away. Tell Lee to have the explosives ready. I think Shaw will talk very fast within the next few hours.�

Chapter Sixteen

Flame had recovered by the time Sanderson came back to say Lee was ready. With the Negro guards behind them again Shaw and the girl were marched away along the tunnel and when they had gone a dozen yards from Tucker�s apartment the rope snaked down over their shoulders once more, and tautened. They were marched back along to the parking lot where this time a covered truck was waiting. They were pushed into the back of this and a fresh set of armed guards took over and got in behind them while Sanderson got in the front alongside the driver. Half a minute later two more men, Negroes, came up. One of them handed a heavy wooden box to Sanderson, who stowed it down by his feet. This was presumably the box of explosives Tucker had called for, and its Negro handler would be Lee.
Lee and his companion came round and got in the back. Looking ahead through the windscreen between Sanderson and the driver Shaw noticed two vertical lights like traffic signals set into the wall of the cavern and currently dead. As he watched, a man approached a telephone on a bracket below the lights. His hand on the receiver, this man looked inquiringly at Sanderson.
�All set,� Sanderson said abruptly.
The man lifted the instrument and spoke into it. As he put the phone down a red light came on above. After three-quarters of a minute the red went out and the bottom light glowed green. The truck driver pulled the starter and after a word from Sanderson the vehicle moved slowly ahead. They drove into the exit tunnel with the headlights beaming into pitch darkness, picking out the rough rock. The going was shaky here; perhaps intentionally, the track had been left unsurfaced. Farther along and after a bend the truck eased its speed and passed over what looked in the headlights like solid ground but which gave back a curious hollow sound � the sound Shaw had noted on the inward journey in the hearse � as the tyres crunched over the loose, gritty surface. Sanderson turned his head and grinned at Shaw.
�Vehicle trap,� he said. �Once the alarm�s given, a button gets pressed back along the tunnel and that withdraws the supports underpinning this section. Anything that�s on the trap-doors, drops into a thousand-foot natural pit. What�s the other side of it, doesn�t move any farther in. Kind of drawbridge� like you have in Britain, I guess. Nothing like the simple, old-fashioned ideas,� he added with a chuckle. A moment later he announced, �End of section,� and the truck increased speed again.
A little farther along, when they had gone around a hundred yards and had taken the second bend, the headlights picked up the dull metal gleam of machine-guns � M-60�s, capable of firing 550 rounds of 7�62 mm. N.A.T.O. cartridges per minute � four on either side of the tunnel, their muzzles thrust wickedly from apertures in the rock. Through lighted slits Shaw could see the shining, sweat-streaked faces of more uniformed men, steel-helmeted, alert. No one was going to take this place easily if ever it was discovered at all. Beyond the gun-posts the headlights picked out a mass of scrub and leafy branches lining the tunnel away ahead � and just beyond them, a circle of daylight. The truck put on more speed and, another hundred yards on from the last bend now, they reached the entrance. The scrub and branches stood back on either side, like doors. Sanderson explained, �There�s a concealed framework behind all that there leafery, holding the disguise in place. When it�s closed, you�d never tell there was anything but hillside and scrub. Just sinks into the general background. Cunning.��
The track halted just inside the entrance. Sanderson reached out and made a switch on the rock face close to the vehicle�s side, then pulled in a microphone on a flexible steel stalk. He said, �Horizon report,� and let the switch go.
A voice came back through an amplifier: �Still clear. Okay to go on out.�
Sanderson nodded at the driver. The truck went on through into wind and rain, went ahead across rock and scrub, then dropped down to a descending track running below the level of the entrance and high above a long, wide valley. Looking ahead through the rain Shaw could just make out in this valley a distant white ribbon of highway. Even if the truck should be seen from below it wouldn�t, in fact, be worth a second glance. Shaw looked out of the back at the hill that covered Tucker�s headquarters; that hill rendered the place impregnable even against concentrated bombing, he fancied� it was more than just a hill, it was a baby mountain and it was solid rock.
They lurched and bumped over the rough track through an utterly deserted landscape. They passed through some thickly wooded country and after that they began another climb, threading their way with great difficulty over ground that by now was scarcely even a track. It was a case of picking a path between boulders and scrub and stunted trees. This climb was continued for half an hour at dead slow speed and then Sanderson called a halt beneath a tree-hung rock face.
�All out,� he said, and they piled out into the filthy weather. Sanderson slapped the guns dangling down his thighs from the Wild West gunbelt thick with cartridges. �Okay, Lee, bring the box.�
Lee delved into the front of the truck. While he was doing this his companion brought out some bundles of narrow steel tubing from beneath the seats in the back, together with a field telephone and a roll of electric cable. When Lee was ready the quick-firing automatics of the Negro guards nudged Shaw and Flame on behind Sanderson, who climbed towards the rock face with long, loping, easy strides, his tight-trousered buttocks looking like some grotesque, self-mobile apple. Shaw couldn�t make out yet what was to happen but he wasn�t left in the air much longer. Sanderson, reaching a thin, dark fissure in the hillside, stopped and beckoned to Lee. �This is it,� he said. �Set your gear up and have the fuses ready to light soon as we get back. Get moving,� he snapped at the two prisoners. �Move on into the fissure there� and keep moving!�
Shaw set his teeth and moved, half dragging Flame along with him on the rope. Once into the fissure the going was rough and difficult � and the rope didn�t help at all; they literally stumbled along, with loose grit and stones and jagged chunks of rock sliding about under their feet. Immediately behind them were the Negro guards, urging them on with their gun-barrels. The rope led back between the guards to Sanderson, who was bringing up the rear and shining a powerful torch ahead to light the way. The beam played on slimy rock, granite-hard, threaded in parts with metallic streaks of ore. This place, however, hadn�t the look of a mine. The passage was too obviously unused, too virgin. It was more like a natural pot-hole. Soon the lack of headroom was such that they had to bend nearly double to move at all. Meanwhile Shaw had no intention of turning and making a stand before the automatic weapons that would rip both him and Flame into little pieces before they could achieve anything more positive than a formal protest. While they lived there was hope of a sort� he whispered to Flame as they stumbled on into the close, dust-laden atmosphere, doing what he could to keep her going. He feared the results if she should lose control now, and he knew she wasn�t far off breaking point. It was a miracle she�d kept going so long.
After a while the torch showed a tunnel leading off to the left and Sanderson said, �If I was you, I wouldn�t go along there. It ends up over the big drop � that�s to say, just around twelve feet below the doors of the vehicle trap back at H.Q. You reach the end, and one more step sends you over into a thousand feet of nothing.� As he finished speaking the rock fissure took a downward slant, soon becoming so steep that Shaw found himself practically sliding down on his back. He was sweating hard and so was Flame. Loose rock flew ahead, dislodged by their movement, and the rope tautened as Sanderson, cursing, held back, digging his heels in to prevent himself falling. But shortly after that the passage ended. The torch-beam showed that the terminal point was a small, enclosed space, almost circular, with a diameter of scarcely four feet.
Sanderson said, �Okay, this is the end of the line. Here you stay and say your prayers� not that it�ll do you any good now. Only one thing can save you and that�s to talk.� He paused. �Well? You have anything you want to say before we leave you?�
�Not a thing.�
�Bud, think of the girl.�
�I am � among other considerations. If I talked, she�d still die and you know it, whatever you like to tell her now.�
�It�s your decision.� Sanderson hitched his thumbs into his belt above the twin revolvers. �Your decision to stay� and, bud, I sure hope the girl�ll keep that in mind after we�re gone!� He snapped an order at the guards and one of them came forward with his gun levelled and his gaze on Shaw�s eyes. He flipped the rope loose, jerking it away over their heads. Then, still watchful, he stepped back.
Sanderson said, �This is where we leave you in the dark. Lee, he�s been busy rolling in a fuse behind us and planting dynamite in the roof of the fissure. After we leave here, the fuse is lit. When the charges blow, they bring down the rock and block the fissure for around maybe thirty yards. That just about seals you in, I guess. So get used to your tomb.� He shone the torch around the tiny space. �Nice,� he said in a genial tone. �Not so big you can�t get to know each other better. If you get tired of it � just talk.�
�And how, precisely, do I do that?� Shaw asked sardonically.
�You�ll see.� After a few minutes a dragging sound, accompanied by footsteps, came nearer and Lee appeared with his sidekick, pulling a length of cable through a narrow steel tube made up in sections � the sections Shaw had seen in the back of the truck. In one hand Lee�s companion carried the field telephone, which now he connected to the cable and set on the ground by Shaw�s feet.
Sanderson said, �Okay, Lee.� The Negro and his assistant went back the way they had come. Sanderson turned to Shaw. He said, �That line runs right through where the charges are due to blow and the steel tubing is special stuff that�ll keep the line open through the fall of rock. That�s your link. At the other end we�ll leave a man keeping a listening watch. You decide to talk, you just pick up that phone and tell our man. He calls up H.Q. on his walkie-talkie. Within half an hour someone�ll be here to take down all you say along the wire. If what you say satisfies Tucker, we�ll have the fallen rock clear so quick you won�t know it was ever there. If it doesn�t satisfy him, you and the girl stay nice and neatly buried for all time. Right?�
�You�re a low-life bastard, Sanderson.�
Sanderson leered. �Maybe I am, in your book. But don�t take too long making up your mind. You�ll find there�s not all that much air down here after the charges blow. I�ve a feeling you�re going to be yelling for help inside a coupla hours at the most. Meanwhile, don�t try to follow us out. If you do that, you�ll be left to die slowly with bullets in painful places.�
After that Sanderson and the guards, streaming sweat in the close atmosphere, turned away and marched off, Sanderson still carrying the torch. After the scrape of boots had retreated a dozen yards there was pitch darkness, and a silence broken only by the fall of rock fragments dislodged by the men as they went back to the fresh air outside. There was already a stale, used-up feel about the air in the fissure; it was hot and thick and it stank.
Shaw reached out for Flame. He said, �I�m sorry, Flame dear. But even if I did talk, they still wouldn�t let us out.�
�Sure,� she said unsteadily. �That�s what we have to remember when things get bad.� He felt her arms go around him, searching for comfort.
* * *
He had no means of telling how long it was before the first of Lee�s charges blew; both their watches had been removed some while ago. But the explosion seemed to Shaw to come fairly quickly after the men�s departure. The charges went up with a fiendish roar in the enclosed space, though presumably they would in fact have been small ones. The hot air compressed back along the tunnel. Shaw felt tremendous pressure on his body, in his cracking ear-drums, as another and another charge went off, filling the air with a fine powdery dust that of itself seemed likely to choke the life from them. Coughing, spluttering, breathing with great difficulty already, they waited. Soon that part of their ordeal was over. But the air itself remained stifling, rank with the stench of the explosions. All the fresh air they would get now would be a minute trickle coming along the steel tube sections and any that might come in from the long tunnel leading to the pit below Tucker�s headquarters. Shaken and bruised, Shaw felt around for the field telephone, found it, fumbled for the handpiece. He operated it and a few seconds later a thin, distant voice, the voice of a Negro, answered. �Yeah? You goin� to talk, bud?�
Shaw said, �Just testing � that�s all!�
There was a rattle in his ear and he put the instrument down. Just to feel there was that fragile contact with the world, helped. He felt around for Flame once more; she didn�t answer when he spoke to her, but he heard sobs. He broke out into a fresh sweat, wished there was light to see her by, wished there was some hope he could offer her. There was nothing. Just that telephone. Unwillingly, his hand strayed towards it. Maybe he could trade his life in for the girl�s� or there might be some way of delaying the end even now if he could dream up something that would satisfy Tucker, if he could somehow bluff the Negro into actually letting them out. Overridingly, however, he had to remember that he mustn�t act just for the girl; agents couldn�t work that way. The Flames of this world were expendable; Western security was not.
Just a few minutes later there was a long, low rumble from somewhere inside the earth below them, a sound like distant thunder. The tomb-like space containing them seemed to shift bodily, a curious and terrifying swaying motion, as though the whole hillside was on the move. Shaw held his breath and listened, tried to interpret the sounds of this new phenomenon. It must be some internal movement resulting from the explosions of the charges. Earth tremors� an earthquake�an earthquake touched off by Lee�s dynamite, with he and Flame slap bang in the centre of it?
The rumblings went on and on, sometimes loud, sometimes just a long growling mutter like an angry but sleepy lion; sometimes close, sometimes far distant. The pitch-black space went on swaying now and again, like a ship in a seaway, rocking gently, lifting bodily and falling again. Now and then there was a jarring movement that flung them hard across the floor.
The man had said pray. Shaw did so.

Chapter Seventeen

Coughing and choking Shaw said, �I�m going to call the man at the entrance.� He fumbled around for the telephone.
�You � you going to � to talk?� She was crying hysterically now.
�If I do, it�ll be phoney information, Flame. But I�m going to play this by ear.� When he found the instrument and took up the handpiece the line had a dead sound and no one answered. The tubing could have been fractured. On the other hand the man at the other end could have decided the time had come to give himself his own orders to get the hell out, before the hillside slid right down on top of him.
�No good,� Shaw reported.
In a flat, dead-sounding voice as though she were suddenly beyond tears Flame asked, �How long can we last out?�
�I don�t know, Flame. Don�t talk meanwhile unless you have to � save your breath, and I mean that literally. If we keep as still and quiet as humanly possible we won�t burn up the air so fast.�
�What air?� she asked bitterly.
Shaw didn�t answer that; in fact each breath now was a painful effort. After a while he dragged himself to his feet, feeling a tightness in his chest as the movement made him drag in deeper gulps of the foul air. He had talked about keeping still but there was something he had to do first, and that was to struggle along the tunnel towards the site of the blasting operation and see if, after those subterranean rumblings, anything had shifted. If there should, by some faint chance, be even a chink of daylight from the mouth of the fissure, then air of a sort would reach them and they would do better to lie up nearer the fall of rock rather than stay in their present enclosed space.
When he told Flame she had to stay behind and wait she said in a brittle voice, �For God�s sake, don�t leave me in this dark.�
�I�ve got to,� he told her. �Listen, Flame. There�s no point in us both exhausting ourselves and using up the air, right? If I strike fresh air, I�ll come back for you at once. If I don�t strike air, and I�m bound to say I doubt if I will, then I�ll just � come back! You�d only have been moving around for nothing.�
�All right,� she said tautly, �but don�t be long. Promise?�
�I promise.�
He groped for the entry to the tunnel and moved with difficulty up the slope. There was more loose rubble on the surface now, thanks to Lee�s charges, rubble that had been scattered far along the tunnel by the force of the explosions; and at times Shaw found himself taking a pace back for every one he took forward; but at last the floor of the tunnel levelled off and, in the pitch blackness, he went ahead a little faster with his hands outstretched before him until, later, he stumbled upon the fringes of the main pile of rubble blocking the fissure. He was climbing higher now with each step, climbing the rubble itself, and soon he felt his head contact the roof. After that he went forward on hands and knees, tearing skin and clothing on the jagged edges of the rock, until he could go no farther. He was still faced with complete blackness � there was not the smallest chink of light to break it. He scrabbled at the rock, sending debris cascading down behind him as he tried to find that chink somewhere.
It wasn�t any use.
All he achieved was torn hands and knees� and then he faced the long trek back, using up the stale air. But, when his groping fingers reached the side tunnel that Sanderson had said led right through to the long drop, he went a little way along and found the air a shade fresher. He took some deep, welcome breaths and went back to fetch Flame. He helped her along the tunnel and into the intersection. When he had got her a few paces inside she, like Shaw, took several deep, rasping breaths and said, �Gee, that�s better! I couldn�t�ve lasted another five minutes back there, I guess.�
�Nor me. Now, Flame � I�m going to leave you again and this time for longer, maybe a couple of hours or more, I can�t say. I want you to make the best of it and not worry too much.�
�What are you going to do?� she asked, sounding dead scared.
�I�m going right along this tunnel to see if I can find anything.�
�Find what?�
�I don�t know��
�Sanderson wouldn�t�ve told you about where this tunnel led, if it could have been any use to us!�
�Agreed, but it�s not unlikely the earth tremors may have opened something up somewhere, something Sanderson wouldn�t have expected. Maybe that�s where the air�s coming from. It�s a remote chance, I know, but we can�t afford to pass up the smallest hope, Flame.�
He pulled her towards him and kissed her and he tasted the salt of her tears. He felt the soft pressure of her breasts; he pulled away from her. He had to leave her. He went along the tunnel in the direction of Tucker�s hideout � slowly, carefully, feeling for every inch, every centimetre, of the way. He knew already about the long drop at the end; there could well be minor drops en route and he wasn�t chancing it. He slid each foot forward tentatively as he advanced into the unknown, into the wall of blackness. All the way he was watching for a chink of light � from above and to either side. You never could tell what your luck was going to be� but today luck was right out. There was nothing � nothing but solid rock all the way along. When he fancied he had been walking for long enough to be nearing the end he went ahead even more slowly and carefully, expecting the long drop now with each thrust of his feet; but his estimate was out for he had a long walk yet before a change, a greater freshness in the atmosphere, gradual at first but becoming more noticeable, told him he was nearing the end of the trail. Finally he heard the hollow boom of a vehicle going over the long drop beneath the trap above. He edged forward until he was on the brink of that drop. His foot, moving forward, touched no ground. The next step would have sent him into space.
It had been a wasted journey; there was no way out.
The way back was easier and could be taken confidently; he went along fast. By the time he reached Flame again he was soaked through with sweat and was close to exhaustion.
* * *
Later he tried to sleep, with Flame in his arms. He couldn�t tell whether she was sleeping herself or whether she had fallen into a coma from sheer lack of air; even in this side tunnel conditions were appalling. His imagination rioted now, gave him nightmare visions of a horrible death, no less alarming visions of what was about to happen in the world outside, the world that in a sense would soon be as much a helpless prisoner as he. Once again he saw London in the grip of the mobs, saw New York reeling under the hammer-blows of swift and lethal change: revolutionary gangs in armed and bloody charge of the two most important commercial centres of the Western World, the cities which in the world�s eyes represented the whole of the West. The global bloodshed that was soon to follow� the world uprisings of those numerically superior Black, Yellow and Brown populations, the swamping of the White pockets, the murder and the looting and the rape, the hideous rule of Mob Law that would prevail until the Chinese hordes swept in and imposed the mailed fist of World Communism upon them all, irrespective then of their colour.
What could stop the Red outflow from China now? Even supposing Peking�s plans could be exposed, such a course might only precipitate the putting of those plans into effect. Tucker would certainly have taken into account the possible leakage factor and would have alternative plans ready. Even more so would Red China. Shaw believed that the one possible thing to do would be to discredit Tucker and his bosses publicly � as publicly as possible. And there were only three days left.�
Shaw�s mind, lethargic, half asleep now, half drugged by the lack of oxygen, went round in useless circles. Very likely he wouldn�t be caring much longer. Although he refused to give up hope, he knew with the logical part of his brain that neither he nor Flame could last very many more hours in this atmosphere.
* * *
He had dropped into a welcome period of deep sleep when he was brought suddenly wide awake by a fresh outburst of rumblings far below, followed by more earth tremors. Something down there, fractionally closer to the centre of the earth, had been quiescent after the first shocks caused by Lee�s charges, but now that something was on the move again, like the stomach of some ancient legendary giant turning over in his sleep, and this time more violently than before.
Sweat ran in rivers down Shaw�s face.
He felt Flame stirring in his arms, but still she remained silent and passive. A moment later there was an exceptionally heavy rumble and then the world, their cramped subterranean world, revolved about them. One moment Shaw was sitting holding Flame close, the next the roof of the side tunnel was pressing into his body, though quite gently, as if he had been wafted up on some cushioning current and lightly held against the rock. Then everything lurched sideways and he found himself sliding down one of the walls to be deposited like a sack of potatoes at the bottom once again, still clutching Flame. Now the whole place was heaving up and down, up and down� fragments of rock flew � something gashed his head, another jag ploughed a furrow along his thigh. He felt blood on Flame�s legs and arms. All the while his ears were filled with the rumblings, the terrible sounds of subterranean thunder. There was no doubt about it now; they were imprisoned in the tremors of an earthquake � not a big one, perhaps, not a world-shaker� but big enough, in their current situation, to take them and shake them and then flatten them like ants crushed beneath the heel of a jackboot.
This, then, was the end. It must be, it had to be. There was nothing they could do to help themselves. They were fast in the grip of one of Earth�s most potent natural forces and it must be merely a matter of time before the walls of their tomb closed in upon them. Shaw tried to shut his mind to what would happen to the millions of tons of earth and rock that would squeeze the tunnel flat, squeeze skin and bone to a wafer thinness to be embedded for all time in the Kansas hillside�s womb.
The tremors and the rumblings went on, as it seemed, for hour after hour after hour. And then, as though some miracle had occurred, there was a pause, a stillness, after which the tremors, though resumed, grew less frequent and gradually more distant.
Then they ceased altogether.
Shaw waited for the next lot to start up, the third wave that would certainly finish them off. His dazed mind failed at first to comprehend the fact that his body was growing cooler and when he did realize it he didn�t tick over right away. It wasn�t until his head began to clear and he found he was suddenly breathing more easily that it dawned on him what was happening.
Air � good, clean fresh air from the outer world � was blowing in on him.

Chapter Eighteen

�Something�s opened up somewhere, Flame!� He slapped her cheeks. �There�s air coming in!�
Already she was stirring. The movement of air was such now that it could almost be called a draught, and the temperature had dropped several degrees. The inflow had brought the girl round, and only just in time. Shaw bent close and her face brushed against his; again he felt tears. He said urgently, �Take a grip, Flame. I�m going to leave you again and look for the source of this air.�
She made no protest this time and he scrambled to his feet. The floor had taken on different contours now; there were ridges, sharp variations in level that hadn�t been there before. The rock was cracked and broken. Shaw picked his way onward with great care, making for the air inflow, feeling ahead for his footholds as he had done when investigating the long tunnel earlier. Feeling around the walls, which still seemed solid, he soon found the tunnel intersection. As on his last journey to the blocked section, he groped his way blind and made contact � sooner this time than before � with the shifting debris underfoot. The earth tremors, it seemed, had brought down more rubble to seal them off even more surely. Yet, curiously enough, the current of fresh air was stronger here and, by contrast with the foul atmosphere they had been enduring, was sweet and clean.
He soon discovered why.
The current was coming at him from dead ahead, straight along the tunnel; and a few moments later, straining his eyes through the dark, he saw a very faintly lighter patch, an oblong patch of what seemed to be a twilit sky, away ahead. He wormed his way onward, flat on his stomach as the rise of the rubble brought him closer to the broken tunnel roof. There was not much clearance but thus far anyway there was just enough; at any rate there was now a clear passage, however narrow it might prove, to the entrance.
Pulling himself backwards, he went for Flame.
* * *
He said confidently, �I�m quite sure we�ll be able to do it. What�s happened is this: the earth tremors and the shake-up in general have acted like a sort of leveller. You know if you heap some flour, say, in a baking tin, and then shake the tin from side to side, it levels off the flour, right? Well � the tremors have done that with the rubble left by the explosions. They�ve shaken it down and spread it out flatter, shifted it farther along the tunnel either end. It�s left room for us to crawl out. We�ll be outside in under an hour with any luck, and the sooner we start the better, Flame � and we�ll do that just as soon as I�ve tried that telephone to see if the man�s still on watch.�
�I�m right with you,� she said in a clipped, nervy tone. �Let�s get moving!�
�I�ll just try the line. Wait there.� He moved away, groping along the walls towards the enclosed place where Sanderson had left them originally. It took him some time to find the telephone and when he got his hands on it he found it was a smashed wreck. He went back for Flame and told her this. He said, �We�ll go out now and chance if there�s anyone there. Hang on to me and don�t let go. Do exactly as I tell you all the way along.� He bent and pulled her upright and then turned away from her, still holding her hands behind his back. He pulled her arms around his waist and said, �There. Keep holding me like that till I tell you different. Ready?�
�Yes,� she said. Her grip was firm. They moved ahead. Soon the rubble was crunching beneath their feet and a little later Shaw said, �We�re coming up to roof level now. We�ll have to crawl soon.� When he felt the jagged rock against his head he said, �Right, this is it. Down on your stomach now. It�s going to be a long business, but we�re going to make it.� A moment later he said in a puzzled tone, �That�s odd.��
�What is?�
�I can still see that patch of light� and I fancy it�s brighter. I assumed it was dusk, but it isn�t, it�s dawn! We�ve been here even longer than I thought, Flame.�
�They�ll see us,� she said tautly. �Even if we get through, they�ll pick us up.�
�We�ll worry about that once we�re the other side of the blockage. If I�m to stop the balloon going up, I have to reach civilization fast, so I won�t be aiming to stick around till dark � but anyway, I�ll reconnoitre when we get through. Before that, remember, we may have to deal with the man on telephone watch, though I have a feeling he�s hopped it.�
�And if he hasn�t?�
Shaw grinned into the darkness; it wasn�t a happy or friendly grin. He said, �We�ve just got to be a shade faster than him, that�s all!� He wasn�t as confident as he sounded; to some extent they would have the advantage of surprise, but unless the man had cloth ears he must surely hear their progress through the rubble when they neared the other end. You could hardly hope to emerge at the far end of a tunnel block as big as this one in total silence.
They went on, pulling their bodies over the rough, sharp jags of rock. Away ahead the view of the sky grew slowly, infinitesimally larger, the sky itself grew lighter. That sky looked glorious; from the little Shaw could see the weather seemed clear now � no rain in that sky, but some wind, and that wind was blowing in through the fissure entry, life-giving and very welcome except for the fine dust it blew into their faces. The gap through which they were crawling proved narrower than Shaw had hoped. Every now and again they were forced to stop while he scrabbled with bleeding fingers to clear away the piles of rubble. It was slow, laborious, exhausting � and all the while they were working against the clock. At any moment there could be more earth tremors, and then there might be a final fall from the roof, a fall that would bury them beyond all hope. As they wormed their way onward they were forced to take rests more and more often, lying face down and inert on the uneven surface, eyes and mouth, ears and nose filled with gritty dust, the sweat from their bodies mingling with the blood from lacerated skin to make the dust stick. The moment a little strength came back Shaw started on again, dragging himself through the narrow space, thrusting with his legs and with snake-like movements of his supple body. It was an agonizing process, physically and mentally � and it was taking longer than he had estimated.
It was during one of those rest periods, when they had lain still and silent for a while, that Shaw heard the faint, very distant sounds ahead. At first he believed this to be no more than tremor-loosened fragments falling at intervals from overhead. But he knew it wasn�t anything like that when the sounds came nearer and became more regular; and when he saw the hump, the outline of something moving very slowly forward against the oblong background of the dawn sky, he knew just what it was.
He turned his head and spoke very softly over his shoulder to Flame. He whispered, �Someone�s coming in. We stay right where we are and wait for him. I don�t think he�s heard anything� if he had, he�d just have waited in the clear, out of sight and with his gun lined up this way.�
�Why�s he coming in?� she asked in a panicky voice.
Shaw whispered back impatiently, �I don�t know � we�ll have to ask him � if he�s capable of talking when I�ve done with him!� A moment later a torch beam cut through the darkness, flickering on the roof some way short of their position, outlining the jagged pieces of rock that so nearly filled the way. Whispering to Flame to crawl backwards and move over to the left, Shaw also moved back until he was in the lee of a large chunk of rock and then he started carefully and quietly arranging some of the debris so that it concealed their bodies as far as possible from ahead. That done, and the still distant torch beam off again, he groped around until he found exactly what he wanted: a long-shaped jag of rock, pointed like a marline-spike, very sharp, very lethal.
With this poised ready, he lay dead still.

Chapter Nineteen

They practically stopped breathing as the moving enemy crunched his way nearer.
So far he had shown no signs of suspicion, was coming onward slowly but was taking no care to be quiet, no doubt assuming the two trapped persons to be dead � a reasonable enough assumption in the circumstances. The noise of his own journey would have stopped him hearing the sounds from inward earlier. Shaw could only guess at the reason for the man coming in like this; it was most probable he had been ordered by headquarters to reconnoitre if at all possible, so as to make quite certain Shaw and the girl were dead before he was withdrawn and the fissure abandoned for ever.
The man came closer; they could hear the heavy breathing and the muttering of a scared man who didn�t like his work, a man who knew that he too might at any moment be flattened by another fall. But he was obeying orders and no doubt he was more afraid of Tucker than of earthquakes. But this man wasn�t going to live to be troubled by Tucker any more, or earthquakes either.
He sounded within three feet now.
Shaw�s grip tightened on his jagged rock splinter and very slowly he moved his hand forward, making no sound. The darkness was as intense as ever and in any case the piled rubble was still shielding him. And then a moment later the torch came on again; the man�s eyes, visible now in the back-glow, widened with shock and seemed to focus on a point beyond Shaw � on the girl, who was evidently more exposed than was Shaw himself. There was a sharp breath and the torch beam moved directly on to Flame. Shaw heard her cry out, saw the man�s hand move back along his body as if reaching for a gun. In the split-second that followed, Shaw moved, and he moved very fast indeed. Thrusting out with his legs, powerfully, to give himself extra momentum, he sent his hand forward in a beautifully aimed jab. The sharp splinter of heavy rock went through the air like lightning, with all Shaw�s muscle-power behind it, and it took the man clean between the eyes and went in deep. The man died without a sound, died with his forehead split wide open and the top of his skull pierced through from below.
* * *
It took them a long while to clear the corpse-blocked tunnel. Shaw scrabbled at the debris by the side of the body, shovelling it back to Flame, who manhandled it away behind. After a while there was enough clearance to allow them to go on, and they crawled past the spot where the body lay, where blood drooled out over the rubble from the shattered head. Shaw reached out and took the torch from a death-grip and a Colt �45 from a holster. Flame asked in a shaky voice, �What do we do when we get out of here?�
He said, �We contact Washington just as fast as we can, but the first priority is to reach daylight � so save your breath for now.�
The air grew fresher as they closed the distance to the entrance. Soon after leaving the body behind Shaw found the headroom increasing and a little later they were able to stand up. Merely to stand again was exhilarating; and from then on it was dead easy. Nevertheless, Shaw didn�t rush things. They moved ahead cautiously and Shaw had the dead man�s gun ready for quick shooting if necessary; but all was clear, at least as far as the entrance.
Shaw said, �Keep hidden and I�ll go out and have a look around.� He went ahead and, at the entrance, once again flattened. He was well concealed from the direction of Tucker�s headquarters and he could see no signs of life in the surrounding country. Crawling farther out, he still drew a blank. After studying the lie of the land carefully he went back in. He told Flame, �This is where the risk comes but it�s one we have to face. We could possibly be spotted by Tucker�s lookout � the man who gave Sanderson the all clear when we drove out in the truck, remember?�� but on the other hand time�s absolutely vital. I can�t risk hanging around till dark and that�s all about it.�
�So?�
�So we get the hell out � now. And we don�t go the nearest way.�
�Mean not for the highway?� She tossed bedraggled ash-blonde hair from her eyes.
�Right in one, Flame! That way we�d pick up a lift, given time, I know, but we�d never make the highway in one piece � it�d take us too near Tucker. So � we skirt around this hill and go the other way� we crawl out flat as snakes and we make for the side away from Tucker�s headquarters � keeping the hill between us and Tucker. After that, we get as far away from these parts as we can, and hope to hit a road before too long. And we bear in mind that even if we�re not seen the search starts when that telephone watchman doesn�t report back to base and they come along here and find his corpse in the tunnel. That�s the longest we�ve got.�
Shaw pushed the Colt into his waistband and the torch into a pocket and once again reconnoitred the entrance. Finding it all clear outside he beckoned to Flame and they went out on their stomachs. They moved slowly, keeping whenever possible in the cover provided by the bigger boulders and the scrubby growth of bushes and stunted trees. They had to make a detour where a crevasse-like opening showed, an opening that had a fresh look about its lips which suggested it hadn�t been there before the earth tremors had occurred. Looking up at the high hill that had been above their prison, Shaw noticed that some of it seemed to have slipped. There was a bare, gaunt patch of rock where the topsoil had disappeared and by the contours he fancied that up there as well new gaps might have appeared during the night.
There was no-one around; the landscape was utterly deserted � so far as Shaw could see at any rate. Once they had crawled far enough to put a jut of rock between themselves and Tucker�s mountain-top spy post, they got thankfully to their feet and moved fast around the far side of the hill.
�Where now?� Flame pushed again at her hair. She was dishevelled � her clothing torn, her skin gashed and bruised � and the pallor of her face indicated the near exhaustion that was threatening to put her right out. Shaw halted and said, �Down there.� He pointed. �See where I mean?�
On the safe side of the hill range the ground sloped down to a wooded valley, with a rise to another range of hills beyond, stretching westwards towards Colorado. There was no sign of a road yet but there might well be another highway on the other side of that range.
�We�ll just have to hope there is, anyway,� Shaw said. �That�s the only safe way to go.�
�And not too safe at that?� She grimaced, pulling a strip of clothing across her breasts.
He shrugged. �Don�t let�s cross our bridges. We�ll be dropping down into that valley, and we�ll still have the hill between us and Tucker�s lookout.� He added, �Flame, I know you�re dead on your feet, and hungry too, but we just have to press on and that�s all there is about it.�
�Sure. I�m as anxious for out as you are.� She looked at him with a half smile. �Don�t worry, I�ll keep right on going!�
He squeezed her arm and grinned and they moved on again. They moved fast now, with no further halts until they had reached the shelter of the trees in the valley, where the ground was softer and kinder on their feet. Here Shaw changed his mind and allowed Flame half an hour�s sleep; this would pay dividends later. He kept awake and on the move himself, fearful that if once he let up he would fall dead asleep and then maybe neither of them would wake for hours. After that half-hour they went on at once, straight through the forest section and out the other side for the stiff climb up the high hills, but it was only around five hundred yards clear of the trees that Tucker�s mob caught up with them.
* * *
They came at them from the forest fringe and they came on horseback with Sanderson in the lead. They came silently to begin with, moving their horses at a walk over the soft ground. There was no more silence once they were in full view. After that they came on at the gallop with whoops and yells and with revolvers firing into the air. This was rodeo stuff and probably Sanderson�s own idea of fun. Shaw had a suspicion Tucker wouldn�t have approved of the publicity, even though there was no one around to see.
Flame gave a gasp and started running but Shaw grabbed her arm. �Don�t be a fool!� he snapped. �That way we haven�t a chance!� He pulled her down behind a boulder and brought out the Colt. Then he waited. Sanderson, now within some fifty yards, yelled to his Negro riders to stop. Peering round the boulder, Shaw watched the man detailing his hands, who, a moment later, began to spread out. It was hopeless from the start, of course, but Shaw had six shots in the chambers of the Colt and he wasn�t going to take them back to Tucker. As the riders fanned out to encircle him, the shooting started. Chips flew from the boulder, bullets thudded into the ground near by. Shaw took aim on a big Negro galloping round to his right and squeezed the trigger. The man sagged in the saddle and fell, his foot catching in the stirrup. The horse dragged him to his death. One gone� Shaw winged two more and killed another two. Sanderson, keeping just out of range without making it too obvious to the Negroes that he was chickening, lived on. Shaw missed him with his last slug.
Shaw spun the empty chambers and said, �So that�s that.�
Flame started to run again.
She came out from behind the boulder and ran for the still distant hillside, her hair streaming out along the wind, torn clothing flapping round her slim young body. A shoe came off and she stumbled and almost fell, but recovered and ran on. Shaw was behind her now, trying to stop her. This was exactly what Sanderson wanted. Now he could hunt them, ride them down as if they were beeves, like the trail boss his Western heart seemed to long to be.
Sanderson did.
He yelled orders to the Negroes, who pulled in their horses. The men on the flanks turned back and joined Sanderson, forming a bunch in rear of Shaw and Flame. Sanderson stood in his stirrups, cupped hands around his mouth, and yelled, �Okay, run! We�ll give you a start.�
Shaw had caught up with Flame now. She was wide-eyed, panting like a young doe. He snapped. �Don�t give him what he wants to see!� Putting an arm around her he called back to Sanderson, �All right, you bastard, you win. We�re not running.�
Sanderson shouted back, his face mottled, �Run, limey.�
�We�re not running. If you want us, come and get us.�
�I said run.�
�I know what you said. I�m not providing you with a spectacle to gloat over.�
There was a lull in the shouting match and then, after a word with his supporters, Sanderson rode forward and began fumbling at the saddle behind his back. He brought out a long stockwhip and let the leather thong drop to the ground. He came nearer. Then his hand went back and the wrist flicked. Sanderson was good with a stockwhip. The end of the lash flicked around Flame�s navel and she gave a high, long scream. Sanderson flicked the whip back towards him and, as Shaw lunged towards Flame, sent it lashing out again. This time it flayed the two of them, taking the girl round the buttocks, and she broke and ran, screaming.
Shaw went for her.
That was when the riders dug their spurs in. They came on in a long line, horses� hooves pounding the ground like thunder. Bullets once again smacked into rock and stone and earth. Sanderson flicked his whip again and ripped away the top of Flame�s torn dress. Red weals showed on her skin and she went down. As she struggled to her feet hooves pounded close to her head, so close that Shaw expected to see nothing but a red pulp when the flashing hooves went on past. But nothing like that happened; these men were skilled riders and they were out for fun and they meant to prolong it. Once they had all raced past Shaw and the girl they circled outwards and rode back again to the rear, ready to re-form and do the same all over again. This sort of game evidently made a strong appeal to Sanderson�s sense of humour; he looked really happy. It was while he was looking his happiest that there was a rumble from below and the ground beneath Shaw started to move. One of the Negroes gave a sudden shrill scream of naked terror and his horse began neighing madly, rising on its hind legs and flailing at the air. Horse and rider, the two of them screaming still, disappeared. At the same moment a deep rift drove across the earth, stretching back from the hills to the wooded country through which Shaw and Flame had passed earlier. Trees swayed outwards as the earth opened, then came back together again, locking their branches before falling into the crumbling, open womb of the riven ground.
As Sanderson, his face devilish, spurred his horse for Shaw and Flame, there was a vivid flash of lightning, followed closely by a clap of thunder right overhead. Lightning played along the tops of the hills and more tremors came from below.
Right behind Shaw and the girl another deep gap began to open.

Chapter Twenty

Flame moved back instinctively when she saw Sanderson coming for her, his sadistic lean face thrown into vivid relief by the lightning flashes. On the lip of the gap Shaw made a grab for her, pushed her to safety, stumbled � and stepped into space.
As he went over the edge he heard Flame�s scream.
* * *
Sanderson pulled his horse up sharply just a few yards short of the brink and came off in a slide. He ran to the edge. One of the Negro riders joined him and as another seized hold of Flame they stared down into the great rift in the earth. A deep gash yawned, silent, dark except while the lightning flashed. In one of those flashes a narrow, empty ledge was momentarily visible around seven feet below the surface, and beyond this ledge the rift appeared bottomless.
Sanderson said almost in awe but with a distinct trace of fear, �Reckon it must be miles deep. That�s the end for Mister Shaw� or will be, when he hits bottom.� Swinging round, he headed fast away from the edge, calling to his riders.
One of the Negroes asked, �So what do we do now, Mr Sanderson?�
�Why, we go back and report the Britisher�s departed this life, that�s what we do!� He gave the man a searching look. �But just remember this, will you? Neither you nor the others ever say it was anything but a pure accident � get me?�
�Sure I get you, Mr Sanderson.��
�Then you and I, we�ll get along just fine.� Sanderson swung himself up into the saddle again. �Same applies to you,� he added in a vicious tone to Flame. �If you don�t want to get hurt, in a way you won�t like too, you�ll keep your trap shut tight. And now � we ride to hell out of here before we go the same way.� He ordered Flame up on to one of the Negroes� horses. �Any funny business from here on out,� he said, �and I�ll have you stripped and I�ll flay all that lovely sun-tan off your skin.�
* * *
Lightning was still playing around a lowering sky and every now and again the flashes brought up Shaw�s surroundings sharp and clear and frightening. He had hit the ledge on the way down and had rolled instinctively to safety � and had fetched up in a shallow recess of hard earth. He was bruised and shaken but otherwise intact and, much to his astonishment, safe � at least for the time being. And the conversation from up top had told him that so far as Sanderson and his riding troop were concerned, he was stone cold dead at the bottom.
The space he was in was around four feet in depth and no more than three feet high. Looking outwards he saw the opposite face of the rift, with a corresponding chunk of hard, solid earth sticking out with a gap beneath it where his ledge had fitted.
Playing safe, Shaw gave it ten minutes and then on hands and knees he crawled towards the ledge outside. He looked down. It was a long, long vista into the earth�s black interior. It wasn�t inviting. He looked up. He was not far below the surface; be believed he could make it, and comparatively easily. The face of the rift was sheer � it even had a slight outward incline, like the futtock-shrouds of a sailing ship � but it was by no means smooth.
Very carefully he got to his feet. The ledge was firm enough, though crumbly at the fringes. He slid his body up the earth face to steady himself. He felt dizzy and for a moment everything spun in circles around him. There was a moment of blackness when he felt he was about to crash down the crevasse-like rift, but it passed, leaving him in a cold sweat. Then he took a grip and eased his body away from the wall. He remained on the ledge and he didn�t feel too bad. He felt around in the precipitous side and found a finger-hold. Then he dug a foot into the earth and heaved himself upward. He stayed there, flattened to the side like a fly, inclined backwards over the chasm� hanging on until he felt sure of his balance. Then he repeated the man�uvre. In four careful, skin-crawling movements he had his shoulders level with the top and was dragging himself over the lip.
Nothing moved anywhere but the lightning in the sky � and the rain, which was at last starting to teem down. He was some minutes getting his breath back, then he pulled himself to his feet. There was no time, not a moment now, to waste. For a start, he had a long walk ahead of him � and Flame was going to need help pretty fast.
* * *
It took him four hours of back-breaking, weary climbing and descending and trudging through the rain and the mud before he saw the road on the far side of the range of hills. He looked and felt like a bum; he was bruised and bleeding and filthy. There was plenty of traffic but the first vehicle he met when he hit the roadside was a police car and that suited him fine.
The police car braked hard and Shaw walked up to it.
�What�s the trouble, Mac?� the driver asked. �Been in the earthquake?� He looked Shaw up and down.
Shaw nodded. �Too right, I have!�
�We�ve been out to investigate the tremors. Limey, eh? Where you going?�
�Police headquarters � and as fast as you like. This is top priority.�
The driver stared into his eyes then pushed the rear door open. �Get in,� he said. �You c�n talk on the move. We�re going through to Kansas City.�
�Fine,� Shaw said as he got in, into the dry. �I�ll talk when I get to headquarters and all I�m going to say for now is this: if you don�t want the Pentagon on your backs, don�t mention to anyone outside H.Q. that you picked up a limey from an earthquake zone!�
The driver gave him a long look and then reached down by his side and brought up a flask of hot coffee which he passed behind, together with a cigarette. The coffee, the smoke and the warmth relaxed Shaw and within a few minutes he was asleep and when he awoke he found the car had pulled into police headquarters and the driver was shaking him.
He had a lengthy interview with the police captain in charge; he didn�t tell the officer everything, but he told him enough. A top priority call was put through to Washington, where reports had been received of earth tremors in open country, and then the captain saw to it that Shaw had a good meal, after which he had four hours� essential sleep. Within half an hour of waking he had been fitted out with fresh clothing and was in a fast patrol car heading out for the airfield, where a V.I.P. reservation had been made for him in a cover name on an internal schedule for Washington.
From the ports of the cabin Shaw watched the Missouri landscape fall away below as the aircraft gained height. Somewhere down there, back across the Kansas state border, �President� Tucker, convinced he was dead, would be putting the final touches to his preparations for the holocaust. The Negro had every reason to be supremely confident that in two days� time he would be sitting in glory, right on top of the United States, second in world power only to the Chinese leader in Peking.
Shaw had those two days in which to put an end to that dream. And to get Flame away to safety.

Chapter Twenty-One

In Washington Shaw was met at the airport by a blank-faced man wearing rimless spectacles and a bulge beneath his left shoulder. This man studied Shaw searchingly. He said little but kept his right hand hooked inside the double-breasted light grey jacket as he hustled Shaw out to a Lincoln Continental. Once in the car he said, �You�ve worked in the States before, right?�
�Yes. For the Navy Department.�
�Sure. Well, the description and the photos check for now, but we�ll have to ask you some questions in the Pentagon.� They drove fast for the Pentagon building, and once through the routine security check the elevator whisked them skyward and the blank-faced man took Shaw for a marathon walk down a long corridor and into an anteroom. Two more doors led off this room. One of the doors opened and an efficient-looking young woman came out; the man with the rimless spectacles greeted her. He said, �This is Commander Shaw of the British Defence Intelligence Staff.� A cold eye glittered at Shaw. �He says.�
The girl gave the man a sweeping glance and smiled at Shaw. �Glad to know you,� she said warmly. �General Kirkham will see you right away. Will you follow me, please.�
She walked across to the other door, knocked, and went in. Shaw followed, with his escort bringing up the rear. The young woman made the introductions and a short, square man with a friendly grin got up from behind a desk. He said briskly, �Glad to know you, Commander.� He waved Shaw to a chair. The blank-faced man stood, leaning back against the wall with his arms folded. Kirkham went on, �We won�t waste any time. I gather you have something big to tell us, and I can assure you we�re interested. You do the talking, I�ll listen.�
Shaw said, �Right. By the way, I assume my chief has already let your people know I was over on a job?�
Kirkham smiled briefly. �Your chief has certainly been in touch,� he said, �just as a matter of courtesy, you understand. But now it seems we�re directly involved � so you start right in and tell me how.�
Concisely Shaw passed the whole story, beginning with his summons to Latymer�s office and his preliminary investigations into the activities of the Dead Line. Kirkham�s face showed little reaction as Shaw went on to tell him about �President� Tucker and the Kansas hide-out; nothing beyond a tightening of the lips and a quick glance at the blank-faced man when Shaw spelled out the Peking-backed strike plan.
When Shaw had finished Kirkham asked, �What�s your opinion, Commander? You�ve met this jig, seen his set-up for yourself. I�d appreciate your impressions. Is he just plain crazy� or could it work out?�
Shaw said, �He�s probably crazy from a psychiatrist�s viewpoint, but I think the plan can work, with Peking behind it to organize and support it. There�s one thing I�m dead certain of, and that is that Tucker will carry out his end of it to the letter. He certainly wasn�t fooling and there was no question of bluff in anything he said to me.�
Kirkham drummed his fingers on his desk and blew out his cheeks. �I don�t have to tell you this goes beyond my department. What I have to do now is to put the facts, and you to talk about them, before the top brass. That is, the Secretary of Defence and the Joint Chiefs of Staff. And I reckon the first priority is going to be the protection of the personnel in Norfolk.� He hesitated. �One more thing� will this Tucker alter his plans now you�ve got away, or do you reckon they�re too far advanced? Was there, for instance, any hint of an alternative plan?�
�Not so far as he told me. But I can say this � it�s absolutely safe to proceed on the assumption that he won�t make any alterations on my account. He�s convinced I�m dead. I was seen beyond any possibility of doubt to drop into that rift in the ground. I was seen by this man Sanderson and a troop of Negroes as well as by Flame Delaney. It could never have occurred to anybody that I�d hit a ledge and roll to safety or they�d have waited around a while longer to make sure, whatever the possible danger to themselves. You can bank on that, General. They�d never have faced Tucker any other way.�
�Uh-huh. Well, I can promise you Tucker�s time is about up, Commander. Now we know his plan and his aims and his whereabouts, we�ll have the whole thing torn apart in no time at all � that is, as regards the United States end. How to deal with Peking� that�s going to be the chief headache for the brass. I reckon in this country, we�ll start by bringing in some of the big names behind the various Negro organizations. He looked hard at Shaw. �Tell me, Commander � from what you know, from what this Tucker told you, do you believe that once we�ve dealt with the jigs Peking�s likely to back down?�
Shaw said firmly, �I do not. I�d hate to bank on anything like that. Tucker knows what he�s about and he�s fully confident of complete success. He certainly has no thoughts whatever of being let down by the Chinese. I�m quite positive on that point. And in my opinion, for what it�s worth, even if you let Peking know through the usual channels that the story�s leaked, and threaten China with retaliation before the event� well, that could be used against the West too. The Chinese could say it was all faked up, just a plot to discredit them and the Negro people � an excuse, let�s say, for general brutality, and victimization of the Black peoples in White countries. You know the way the Communist mind works, the kind of arguments they love to use.�
Kirkham nodded. �Sure, I know that!�
�In any case, General, even if you arrest Tucker now, which I assume is in your mind to advise the Chiefs of Staff to do, then the basic organization, in the world-wide sense at any rate, will still be there. It�ll still be intact underground, even inside America � unless Tucker can be made to talk and reveal the details of the organizations here and elsewhere, and I�d say he wouldn�t talk easily. And anyhow� one day soon, some other Tucker would take over where this one left off, and we�d face the same problem all over again.� He paused. �There�s another aspect, too, if you�ll allow me to put it, and it�s this: you can�t take too tough a line with the Negroes over here. Just as an instance, you don�t want to be put in the position of having to gun them down. If that happened, American Whites would at once be branded by all the Communist propaganda agencies as the aggressors, and that way, as things are in the world today, you could give the Chinese the excuse to attack, to start some sort of liberation war. Don�t forget all those bodies that have been paraded through Peking over the last few months. If Tucker�s right, and I see no reason whatever to doubt him, the millions of comrades in China are currently in a very inflamed mood, and they may push their leaders over the brink � if they need any pushing!�
Again Kirkham nodded. Frowning, he said, �You�re leading up to something, Commander. What is it? What do you suggest � with all that in mind?�
Shaw said, �Use the soft pedal.�
�Come again?� Kirkham looked puzzled.
Shaw said quietly, earnestly, �General, I can only give an opinion, of course, and it�s this. I believe the safest, the most certain way to tackle a dangerous situation like this one is to play it down all we can. Arresting Tucker � sending him to the chair or whatever � that�s worse than useless. It could be fatal. We have to avoid making any martyrs. I�m convinced that both Tucker and Peking have to lose face for good and all in front of all the Blacks and Yellows and Browns throughout the world. They have to be shown right up � as publicly, as openly as they possibly can be! I believe that�s basic to the situation, that it�s absolutely vital. I believe that if we can bring it off that way, then the other side loses the initiative and collapses � and stays that way for a hell of a long while.�
�I follow the argument,� Kirkham said slowly, �or I believe I do� but how d�you bring this about?�
�Hoist them with their own petard! Use the television screen and the radio � when Tucker makes his speech in two days� time.� He added, �Talking of that, General, I thought your Presidents normally spoke to the nation in the evenings, around 9 or 10 p.m. Tucker said this time it was to be 2 p.m. Is there any special reason for that, d�you know?�
Kirkham shrugged. �It�s just because of the international nature of his talk, that�s all. He wants to address as many people personally as he can fit in: 2 p.m. Eastern Standard Time seems to fit best. For instance, it�ll be 7 p.m. your time, whereas at what we call a prime time, you in London would be watching at around 2 a.m. next day.� He grinned. �That�s if any of you bothered to sit up!�
Shaw nodded. �I follow. Well now � Tucker�s giving us an opportunity, handing it over on a plate � and we can�t possibly pass it up.�
�Do you mean we should let him go ahead with his plans?� Kirkham�s tone was disbelieving. �Are you that crazy?�
Shaw gave a hard, tight smile. �That�s just what I do mean, General, and I�m not crazy. Right up to the time of his television appearance, I think he should be left in complete ignorance of the fact we�re on to him. I have certain ideas for dealing firmly with the situation from that point on. Naturally, your defence chiefs will want to take various measures in case anything goes wrong, so will we in Britain, so will the authorities in the other White countries. I suggest your State Department urges through your ambassadors that such measures as are necessary should be taken with the utmost secrecy, or, where they can�t be kept completely under a security screen, then they should be conducted with apparent casualness, if that�s the word � don�t allow them to be seen as defensive measures, don�t alert Tucker�s organization in any way at all. Find some other adequate reason to give out for troop movements and so on. It should be perfectly possible � there isn�t much time to cover anyway. Personally, I see no reason why we can�t appear to carry on as normal in all respects � until Tucker goes into that combined television and sound broadcast from Little Canyon!�
* * *
Kirkham had been non-committal while Shaw outlined his concrete proposals for putting his plan into effect; and had simply said he had noted Shaw�s points and would put them before the Chiefs of Staff. Meanwhile Shaw was to go along with Major Preston, the blank-faced man who had met him at the airport, and Kirkham would send for him when the brass was ready to listen to him. Preston still had his right hand nestling inside the grey jacket, close to the gun in the shoulder-holster, as they walked away along the corridor to another room. Shaw had the distinct impression of being, in fact, a prisoner in the Pentagon. But the question of his credentials was soon and finally settled when Preston, sitting behind a comprehensive file that had been produced with streamlined dispatch, got the right answers to his questions. After that he lost some of his air of being in contact with leprosy.
Within an hour of leaving Kirkham�s office a telephone burred and Preston answered it monosyllabically. Putting down the handpiece he turned to Shaw, his face a blank mask again. �Kirkham,� he said. �The Chiefs of Staff are meeting in the White House and the President is with them himself. He wants to meet you, Commander.�

Chapter Twenty-Two

Once again Shaw went through his story in detail.
The top brass was very badly rattled, especially, it seemed, by Shaw�s heretical suggestions for dealing with Tucker; and Shaw was subjected to intensive questioning from all sides, questions which went on and on, with frequent interruptions during his answers. It was all too obvious that the feeling of the meeting was definitely in favour of the simple, quick solution � the immediate storming of the hide-out and the arrest of Tucker and of Negro leaders throughout the States; and that the brass would expect the backing of the entire White world in anything they might do to prevent the Tucker plan becoming operative.
An Air Force general put it loudly but succinctly: �You can�t expect,� he insisted, the flats of his hands on the table before him, taking the weight of a body so hefty that it looked as though it could never have fitted into a service aircraft, �You can�t expect any sane country to do anything other than fully prepare against attack in the couple of days that appear to be left. I might say that to prepare against attack is what all of us here are doing every working day of our careers.� Shaw caught the President�s eye; there was something in that distinguished face that said the President was wondering if desk work and ceremonial and official entertaining did in fact constitute preparation against attack. �Now, in my view, preparation includes, is bound to include, the winkling out of all known enemies. It is not often a country knows in advance exactly when it is going to be attacked, gentlemen! It is even less often it knows just exactly where to go to find the enemy leader and also an important part of the enemy�s potential strike force � and that is just what Tucker�s mob are, right?� A cold eye met Shaw�s. �Now, the Commander here is telling us we take no action whatever against Tucker. Is this a sane act, Mr President, gentlemen?� He looked heavily around the table, glaring at each member in turn. �We know just where to take the pants off this whole thing, and we just throw away that advantage?�
The President glanced at Shaw. �Care to comment on that, Commander?�
�Thank you, sir � I would.� Shaw�s nerves were worn ragged; the way he put this was going to be all-important � he had to be firm but tactful, had to remember he wasn�t talking to his own countrymen. He felt he was out on a limb, fighting alone for Britain�s interests � Britain that was as much concerned in this as was America; and he was placing his faith in the President, whose lined, thoughtful face indicated that, unlike the service chiefs with their stereotyped outlook, he was more than capable of taking the wide view. Shaw went on, �I�d say this, sir: as an advantage, it�s nothing but an illusion. As I�ve already suggested to General Kirkham, to arrest Tucker would achieve nothing beyond a postponement of the whole thing � or on the other hand it could even precipitate a Chinese attack, which in point of fact is outside the competence of the White countries to prevent unless they attack first and hope to knock out the other side in quick time. None of us wants a nuclear war. In my opinion, Mr President, it�s absolutely vital that Tucker be allowed to cut his own throat in public by being seen to fail in the actual execution of his plans. And that involves letting him go right ahead, in complete ignorance of any counter-measures, until he has actually got his audience sitting in front of their television screens or listening to their radios throughout the world.�
There was a silence when Shaw had finished and then the argument started again. For around an hour the President, grave and anxious, listened intently to all that was said.
* * *
Shaw was given a room where he was able to speak direct to Latymer on the transatlantic scramble line. It was a long talk, in the course of which Shaw passed the whole story, including a r�sum� of his interrogation by the Chiefs of Staff. He said, �It was the President�s own decision that this should be handled my way, sir. I explained how I proposed to go about it, and again it was the President�s personal decision that I should handle it right through myself rather than they should put an American agent on at this stage. The fact I�d done a job over here before went in my favour.� As a matter of fact, the President had had some extremely flattering things to say about the handling of that earlier job. �All the same, the brass wasn�t entirely behind him by any means, and if anything goes wrong he and I are going to be right out on a limb so far as they�re concerned� but at least they�ve conceded the principle that Britain�s also involved.� He grinned as Latymer�s tones of anger exploded along the line. �I gather the President�ll be talking to the P.M. and other allied leaders by telephone any moment now. Meanwhile he�s ordered full defensive measures to be taken in secret.�
�And you�re going to hold Peking off?� Latymer�s voice asked sceptically.
�With Tucker�s assistance � yes!� Shaw outlined his counter-plan and added, �It�s going to work out.�
�God dammit, Shaw � it had better! You know what happens if you come a cropper?�
�I�m not underestimating the dangers��
�Dangers! Listen � if anything goes wrong with your timing by so much as a second, Shaw, and the States loose off any missiles before a Chinese attack actually develops, the West�ll be the aggressors! You know what that means, I presume?�
�I know very well indeed, sir, and I�ve been making that very point over here. I also know something else � if China attacks America, we�re all at war anyway. Don�t worry � I�ve got timing well in mind!�
The line started to crackle at him. �You know something else, I trust? You�re making hay of diplomatic procedures and you�re cutting swathes through international and transatlantic relations. I can�t guarantee our government�s approval� though I�ll promise you my backing, God help me. I�m not��
�That�s what I�m paid for, sir � to take short cuts!� Shaw slammed down the receiver and gave it a grim smile. The Chief wouldn�t like being hung up on� but then the transatlantic line wasn�t all that reliable anyhow and he could always blame it on that. Latymer was obviously badly rattled; if he hadn�t been he wouldn�t have wasted time yattering about proper procedures � that wasn�t like him at all.
* * *
Kirkham said, �I�ve fixed for you to see Thorssen tomorrow at 11.00 hours Central Standard Time, that�s local time in Little Canyon � twelve noon here. That gives you a little over twenty-four hours from then until the broadcast to make arrangements with Thorssen direct.� He added, �Remember the broadcast starts at 1300 hours C.S.T.�
Shaw nodded and asked, �Thorssen being?�
�He�s the President of the Pan American Associated Television Corporation in Little Canyon. As President, he�s the operating boss under the Chairman. He�ll take you around the building and give you the lay-out � location of master control-rooms, studios and so on. Officially, you�ll go in as organizing secretary of a mid-West businessman�s association, the Dodge City and District Retail Food Store Operators, to make final arrangements for the visit next day of a party of your members arriving by coach to go over the building as guests of the corporation. The food men were in fact genuinely booked, so there won�t be any question of arousing suspicion among Tucker�s men in the building. They�ll be sidetracked � their coach will divert to some other destination at the last minute. You can leave that to me. A coach-load will arrive at the television building on the morning of the next day, at 1000 hours C.S.T. to be exact, but they won�t be food men, they�ll be special agents hand-picked by me personally, and they will all have been briefed on the overall picture. When they reach the television building, they come under your orders and you�ll be responsible for briefing them in detail in the light of what you work out with Thorssen, who is being informed of the background by a top secret hand message that�s on its way by special messenger now.� He added, �Thorssen, by the way, is one hundred per cent reliable, he�s absolutely clean security-wise � he�s worked in government service, on special duties in connexion with army communications, and we have a file on him on that account.�
�Thanks a lot,� Shaw said. �And the coach-load of agents � they�ll be armed, of course, all of them?�
�You bet! Each of them will have a collapsible sub-machine-gun stowed about his person, a quick-firing weapon that re-assembles in seconds. Now � anything else you want from me, Commander?�
�Just a gun for my own use, something that�ll fit in a shoulder-holster. And a padlock of a type I can describe to whoever supplies padlocks to the Pentagon� together with a short but tough steel spike � or a jemmy might do just as well.�
Kirkham had been scrawling notes. �That�ll all be seen to right away,� he said, looking up from his desk. �Anything else?�
Shaw grinned. �A spot of immunity from the police would be a big help,� he said.
* * *
Already the defensive measures as ordered by the President were being put into effect. Soon all missile sites in the States proper and in Alaska would be lined up on the Chinese mainland and brought to instant readiness for blast-off. The targets for special saturation would be the military assembly areas and the strike force airfields. The same would apply to all Polaris submarines, a squadron of which was currently with the United States Seventh Fleet not so far off Chinese waters. The fleet would also have its own strike aircraft airborne for missile attack if necessary; the encyphered orders were already going out across the seas. The Atlantic Command in Norfolk, Virginia, had been alerted and the Sixth Fleet would proceed to sea, ostensibly on man�uvres, early on the morning of the Presidential broadcast. The Chinese aircraft were not due over Norfolk until Tucker finished speaking, which gave the fleet time enough to clear the Virginia Capes and scatter. All Nike X and ABM sites were at instant readiness to intercept and destroy any I.C.B.M.s in case China should go into that stage of the attack plan. Immediate warning would be given by the radar screens of the joint U.S.-Canadian North American Air Defence Command, scanning from their subterranean strongpoint deep in the Rocky Mountains. Internally, measures were in hand to give instant protection to the Pentagon and other places in the case of attack by subversive elements.

Chapter Twenty-Three

In London Latymer had also got matters moving rapidly.
A conference of service chiefs had been followed immediately by a cabinet meeting and after that the United States Ambassador had been summoned to Downing Street. When the Ambassador was shown in Latymer was already with the Prime Minister, who had returned half an hour earlier from the Palace. During that half-hour Latymer had been having a bad time and now he wasn�t holding back on his opinions. He said acidly, �My dear sir, I know Shaw inside out! I gave him a blasting over the line to Washington for making arrangements without the knowledge of the British Government, I agree� but in point of fact I trust him absolutely to carry this thing through.� He turned to the Ambassador. �So, it seems, does the President, Your Excellency.�
The Ambassador agreed. �That is so. The fact��
Latymer broke in, addressing the Prime Minister. �With respect, sir� I�m not having Shaw�s pitch queered by the politicians now he�s gone in at the deep end. He�s the best man I�ve got and he�s fully experienced in similar situations � and his line�s the right one. This has to be done under cover. I�ll stake my career on that.�
The P.M. reached out a hand to a tumbler of whisky on a table by his chair. He looked at the hand, seeming to study dispassionately the shake that was in it. His voice was quiet and steady when he said, �I may have to hold you to that. But since the American President has initiated this��
�And his own country�s facing the most immediate threat, to say nothing of his own personal position, as the Ambassador will confirm��
�Yes, Latymer, I know all that. Just hear me out.� The Prime Minister walked slowly across to an ornate chimney-piece and stood with his back to it, gazing the length of the room. �I was about to say� we�ll play it your way��
Latymer said fervently, �Thank God for that!� He mopped his face.
��and Shaw�s. We all know Communist double-talk is more than capable of presenting active defence of one�s own country as naked aggression. But like America, I shall order internal defensive measures so we�re fully prepared to meet any emergency as it comes. Police, armed forces, Civil Defence� they�ll be needed at strategic points for the protection of life and the places Shaw has reported as being under the first threat. The B.B.C. and the independent TV stations, Houses of Parliament; the various Government buildings, Buckingham Palace.� He paused. �Unlike America, however, that is the sum total we�re required to do.�
Latymer nodded heavily. �Or able to do,� he growled. �We can�t get tough with a tom cat. Which is just one more reason why I prefer to rely on Shaw�s somewhat less obtrusive methods! God help us if we�re expected to strike back at China, assuming they get as far as attacking.� He added, �There�s one more thing. There�s going to be a number of very itchy fingers on triggers at the time Tucker�s TV appearance is due. I think we should make it absolutely crystal clear that the Negroes in this country aren�t to become the victims of a witch-hunt. We have to bear in mind that the Coloured races � though I�m far from whitewashing the extremists among �em � are being duped, misled, used for purposes they know nothing about. They�re no more than cat�s-paws in this, most of �em.�
�That�s entirely agreed,� the P.M. said. �I think all of us realize where the blame lies. I�ll be in touch shortly with the Special Branch� all known Communists will be placed under strict surveillance from now on��
�Strict � but discreet, I trust?�
The Prime Minister smiled. �Very discreet,� he said. �And you can take it from me � there�ll be no victimization of the Coloureds.�
* * *
Throughout the White world the preparations continued clicking smoothly into gear. With something like forty-five hours to go before the Presidential broadcast, no time was being lost and no one was showing any complacency. The West had been thoroughly alarmed by the urgent messages that had crackled out from Washington� to Paris, Bonn, Moscow, Rome, Ottawa, Canberra, Wellington as well as London. Men moved to their stations throughout all countries, not knowing why, assuming some exercise to be imminent. In the United States the Continental Air Defence Command at Colorado Springs was on an immediate alert to intercept any enemy aircraft; the Strategic Air Command would shortly be continuously airborne with its nuclear bomb-loads ready. The long, probing fingers of the missiles stood ready now to be lifted electronically through their sealing doors, to nose up from the earth and await the blast-off that would carry them across the ocean to the Chinese mainland. At sea, the commanders of the nuclear-powered, Polaris-carrying submarines, all of which were re-deploying into the Pacific, had received their stand-by instructions and would remain at instant readiness to execute the final order if it should come, if Shaw should fail in the last round against Tucker. In its station near Chinese waters, the U.S. Seventh Fleet turned on a course to take it farther from the mainland � a feint, in case the Chinese should be tracking them on their radar installations, or send over reconnaissance aircraft. But the Polaris squadron remained on station, lurking deep down and undetectable, while the surface ships steamed away at slow speeds. The whole fleet would be well within striking distance if its services should be required. America was determined, if the worst happened, to throw in all she had and to hit the Chinese hard from every direction.
Everywhere agents kept their ears to the ground, their fingers on a very sensitive pulse, but they were able to detect, as the hours wore on, no sign of any leakage, of any fresh apprehension among the Negro populations in the White countries, no sign of any fresh appreciation of the situation being made.
* * *
From cover outside the Hound-Tucson property, Shaw watched and waited until he saw Spice and Vilera leave the premises. He had had a long wait in the dark but it had been worth while. The men drove off in the Cadillac� and when they were out of sight, Shaw moved in. He moved in openly through the gateway and jumped up on the ramp and went quickly for the door into the office. When he banged on the door, which was locked, he had a gun in his other hand � a Webley �38 pocket revolver loaned to him by Kirkham.
From inside Bum Walley answered; Shaw remembered the voice only too well. �Yeah? Who is it?�
�Customs,� Shaw answered, using a Brooklyn accent.
�What d�ya want� this time of night?�
�Open the door and you�ll find out, mac.�
�Ain�t openin� no � door for no � Customs.�
Shaw said, �I�d reconsider that noble stand if I were you. If you don�t open up I�ll fetch the cops and get �em to blow the lock if need be. And if they have to do that, I�ll assume you have something you don�t want seen and I�ll go right through the warehouse and everything else and I won�t stop till I�ve found something to hang a charge on. It�s your choice entirely.�
And a hell of a choice for poor Bum, Shaw thought with a grin. He�d be sweating drops of blood with the sheer worry of making up his mind. After a pause Walley said placatingly, �Aw, to hell. Okay, I�m coming.�
The key turned in the lock and Walley blinked out with the light behind him. Then his mouth sagged open. He looked as if he�d seen an evil spirit as he travelled backwards with Shaw�s gun in his belly.
Shaw said, �All right, Bum. Just keep very, very quiet and you won�t get hurt.� He pushed the door to behind him. �First, though, lock this door again � and put the bolts on as well.�
�What you want?� Bum asked, shaking badly as he obeyed orders. �We had word you was dead,� he added in an awestruck voice.
�Well, I�m not, as you can see. What I want is something you keep down in that private morgue. I�m going down and you�re coming with me. Is there anyone down there at the moment?�
Bum shook his head. �No,� he muttered, eyes flickering around. �Ain�t no one, only the stiffs.� The door locked and bolted, he moved away from it into the office.
�Where�s the Chinese who usually keeps an eye on you, and the other Puerto Rican beside Vilera?�
�They�re away in Pittsburgh. Ain�t nobody down there.�
�I hope you�re right,� Shaw said, �because you�re going down just in front of me and if there is anyone down there, I�ll blow your backside right through your guts, Bum. If you want to alter your statement, now�s the time to do it.�
Walley repeated, �Ain�t nobody down there. Do I have to go on repeatin� that? This place is closin� down.�
�That makes sense all right,� Shaw murmured. �But I�m only taking your word about the cellar�s emptiness because I have to. I hope you�re going to live, Bum.�
Walley nodded his agreement; and then asked anxiously, �What happens after that, then?� He licked his lips, eyes darting still.
�Once I�ve done what I�ve come here to do,� Shaw told him, �you come with me to police headquarters. There�ll be somebody there who wants a word with you, and if you co-operate nicely, and sing all they want, I doubt if they�ll send you to the chair. So it�s well worth trying to stay alive till then. You agree?�
�Sure,� Bum said uneasily, �sure��
�Good! And now � the morgue.�
Bum nodded and turned away for the door into the passage. Evidently he wasn�t always as slow as he looked for, as he turned, he slewed past an open drawer in the steel filing cabinet and the next time Shaw sighted his hand it held a gun. This was no time to take chances and Shaw was faster than Walley anyway. He squeezed the trigger of the Webley and the gun jerked out of Bum�s grip and Shaw�s bullet went on, having been slightly deflected off course, to enter Bum�s stomach. Bum sagged to the floor and gave a brief, rattling cough, and then there was a gush of blood and Bum died.
Shaw murmured, �Sorry, Bum, but that was a trifle silly of you.� He stepped over the corpse and made for the passage and the recess behind the stairs at the end. For the best part of ten minutes he groped around on the wall, then at last he found the section which, when pressed, moved fractionally inward. He pressed hard for fifteen seconds, there was the inward movement, followed by a loud click, and the stone stairway was wide open.
Carefully he moved in.
It was anybody�s guess whether or not Walley had spoken the truth when he said there was no one in the cellar. Shaw went down quickly, with the Webley ready to shoot. But Bum had been genuine; only Osterman and his grand-daughter remained, waiting still to catch that boat for Peking. Good evidence, those corpses� Shaw looked around; the central tables were bare of bottles. He went across to the oven stowage and drew from inside his trousers a thick steel spike. He inserted this in the ring of the padlock and put all his weight on it. It took a while but in the end it gave. The ring-end broke free of its moorings and Shaw, breathing hard, pulled the whole padlock away and put it in his pocket. Then he opened the oven door and poked around inside. He brought out the aerosol container that Doc had used to prepare the Osterman bodies for their long sea voyage.
He shoved this into his jacket pocket, pulled out the fresh padlock that Kirkham had got for him, and snapped it into place through the hasp. He took one more quick look around; he had left no traces of his visit. Only Walley, so very dead in the office above. It was unlikely Spice or Vilera or anybody else would check the contents of the oven � unless they had another body for dispatch, and presumably, if this place was due for closure, they wouldn�t have. Even if the container was found to be missing, its disappearance certainly wouldn�t be connected with a man lying dead at the bottom of earthquake-riven ground in Kansas state. And as for Walley, his demise could be covered easily enough.
Shaw snapped off the light and went on up the steps.
At the top he closed the masonry noiselessly, sealing off the morgue. With his gun still ready to shoot, he went back along the passage and kicked open the office door. The room was still empty, except for Bum Walley lying in his thickening pool of blood.
Shaw got to work on the office.
He pulled out all the drawers of the filing cabinet and the desk and then, after sifting quickly through their contents and finding nothing of any interest � Spice would be too fly for that � he scattered papers everywhere. There was a tin box of cash, probably a petty cash till, lying unlocked in one of the desk drawers. Shaw took possession of sixty-odd dollars and some loose change, pushing the lot into a pocket. Then he unlocked and unbolted the outer door and looked down briefly at Bum. This, when Spice and Vilera returned, should look like a clear case of robbery � with murder in the course of it. Incredibly, Bum Walley would have died in the execution of his duty, protecting the boss�s interests. At any rate, Shaw still wouldn�t come into the picture. Shaw was still as dead as Walley.�
* * *
Shaw walked away from the Hound-Tucson pier and picked up a cab. He told the driver to take him across to Grand Central. When he reached the station a bunch of sailors were coming off a train from Eastville � sailors from the threatened fleet in Norfolk, Virginia. Leave was being given as usual. No outward signs� Shaw hoped those sailors would be able to rejoin their ships and find each of them in one unatomized, workable piece.
He caught a train through to Washington. Until tomorrow there was nothing more he could do, but as the train rattled on through the night to the capital he had plenty on his mind� including what would be happening to Flame. In the early hours he reached the room allotted to him, for security reasons, inside the Pentagon itself; and when he found a message telling him to call Kirkham�s office urgently, he had a nasty feeling that something, somewhere, had come unstuck.

Chapter Twenty-Four

Kirkham said, �We believe there�s been a leak.� His face was strained, shadowed with fatigue and a gnawing anxiety; his responsibilities were frightening at this time. �If so, it�s not entirely surprising. I�m not passing any bucks anywhere at all, but I do have to say that no security service in this world could clamp down a totally effective screen around the size of preparations we in the Pentagon have had to make.�
�What�s the evidence of the leak, General?�
Kirkham pushed things around on his desk. �Around midnight,� he said, �two quite separate, unidentified radio broadcasts were picked up, one of them on short wave. Each was a message in code � and each originated in Kansas.�
�I see!� Shaw�s lips tightened. �D�you think these messages were going out to Peking?�
�Could be the short-wave one was,� Kirkham said. �Wherever they were addressed, we can�t crack the code � and we�ve had experts working on that, I needn�t tell you. Now, shortly after those messages went out, our monitoring equipment picked up a number of other messages on different wavebands, all coming from different locations around the States, about the same length but in a different and equally uncrackable code. And this I do not like at all.�
�Nor me.� Shaw frowned and lit a cigarette. �Look,� he went on after a moment, �did they all come from places really far apart � not what you could call reasonably adjacent to that hide-out of Tucker�s?�
�They came from all over. The only ones to come out of Kansas state were the first two. Why do you ask, Commander? See a pattern emerging?�
�It just occurred to me that Tucker could be using that mobile sound broadcasting unit I told you about, the one in a truck. That way, the monitors wouldn�t pin him down. But I doubt if he could tote around equipment powerful enough to raise Peking, not without attracting too much attention with aerials, anyway. Just where do these other transmissions come from?�
Kirkham got up and went over to a section of the wall to the right of his desk. He pulled back a curtain and revealed a large map. Small flags were stuck in, covering a wide area but chiefly in the bigger population centres. San Francisco, New Orleans, Dallas, Nashville, Norfolk, Boston, New York� Pittsburgh, Chicago, Omaha, Cheyenne. Kirkham said, �The transmissions from those places followed mostly within an hour of actual time of the second transmission from Kansas. I guess you can see a pattern in that, all right?�
�Yes, I can.� Shaw�s gaze swept over the map. �That first short-wave transmission might certainly have been to Peking, the other could have been fresh internal orders going out from Tucker to change the plan � orders that were then repeated from cities or towns that are central to pretty large areas. Those flags could in effect represent Tucker�s area command posts. And those posts could have radio links on varying wavebands for contacting their subordinate section leaders out of town.�
�That�s it, Commander. Our communications branch has reported unidentified transmissions roughly from those same areas before now, I�ll admit, but they�ve never all come on the air together so far as we�ve ever known.� Kirkham turned away from the map and resumed his seat. �Unidentified transmissions are not rare occurrences and previously we�ve not been alarmed, though as a matter of simple routine we always check the area concerned for a while after � with no result in the cases I mentioned.� He shrugged. �Well, after all, Tucker�s mob can�t be fools. Hindsight makes it clear they�ll have been shifting their transmitters after each broadcast, right along.�
�Quite.� Shaw�s breath hissed through his teeth. �This doesn�t look too healthy, I�ll admit. If things were going according to plan, I doubt if Tucker would have any more orders to pass, with only around thirty-six hours to go. He�d surely have planned to keep the air clear at this stage, rather than take a big risk of being pin-pointed at the last by opening up with a powerful transmitter� he wouldn�t be taking any chances at all unless the message was vital. And��
�And a vital message at this stage has the ring of changed orders about it?� Kirkham rubbed at his eyes. �I�ll say it has! So what now?�
Frowning, Shaw ran a hand through his hair. He got to his feet. He went back to the map and studied it thoughtfully, then took a few turns up and down the room. He stopped by Kirkham�s desk and said levelly, �We have to assume there�s definitely been a leak, that�s the first thing. Obviously, in the circumstances we can�t do anything else. Now, on that assumption, Tucker�s certainly not going to appear in the Little Canyon studio the day after tomorrow. He�s not going to walk into a prepared trap. He may be crazy, but he�s not that kind of crazy! So � what does he do?�
Kirkham said worriedly, �You tell me!�
�Right, I will! We know � or rather we assume � that he�s called an addressee on short wave and we agree the chances are it was Peking. If he wasn�t using that radio truck, then he�s got another and more powerful transmitter in his Kansas headquarters, which quite clearly he wouldn�t use except in emergency. Now, he still won�t realize the location of his headquarters has leaked, because he still won�t believe anything other than that I�m in that rift in the ground. To him, I�m still as dead as ever � remember there�s as good as eye-witness evidence on that��
�Then where, for God�s sake, does he think the leak came from to make us alarmed enough to start big-scale defensive measures?�
Shaw lifted his shoulders. �Tucker must always have had a leak in mind, General. Some Negro, someone partially in the know somewhere, could always have talked, either indiscreetly or with the full intention of stopping Tucker�s game. I�m damn sure he hasn�t got all his race with him � they won�t all want to be under Red China! Naturally, only his fully trusted top men would know the details and he�ll know we haven�t brought in any of his brass � but just the same I don�t suppose for a moment Tucker will find a leak any more surprising than in fact we�ve found the leak the other way round. The point is, to him it can�t make all that much difference now. The hide-out�s believed to be 100 per cent watertight � and thus, safe for Tucker. As I see it, Tucker will cut the television appearance and accept the loss of impact that�s bound to entail. He�ll have radio-ed Peking to send the air strike force in as planned and I�d guess the attack�ll come after the real President finishes what will now be an uninterrupted speech. Tucker will simply use the President as his signal for action instead of himself, which seems in fact the obvious thing for him to do now. And he�ll have told his local leaders to go into action, again just as planned, at the same time. The one thing lacking will be that personal appearance of his. He�ll stay safe in the hide-out till the revolt has started � and while he�s there he may for all we know be able to speak to the world on radio. It depends on what sort of equipment he has, I know � but he may be able to link himself in to some world-wide hook-up on the same scale as he would have done on television. All this is guesswork, I admit, but I�m pretty sure it won�t be all that far from the facts. And,� he added, �I think we have to go ahead on that basis now.�
�Uh-huh.� Kirkham stubbed out a cigarette. �Just which way do you switch the counter-plan, then?�
Shaw said, �In my opinion it�s still absolutely essential Tucker should make that television appearance so we can exhibit his failure to the widest possible audience. If it�s the last thing I do, I mean to put that little drama on the air! So what I�m going to do is to take that Kansas hide-out, General, with Tucker in it, before the President goes on the air. I�m going to inhibit Tucker�s broadcasting system��
�Inhibit it?�
�Smash it up,� Shaw said succinctly. �And I�m going to take Tucker himself to the Little Canyon studio to act out his piece. If he�s already told his supporters he won�t be appearing after all, as by my way of thinking he most probably has, then the mere fact of his appearance � just that alone � is going to throw them into confusion right from the start.�
�This all depends on if you can be sure of getting control of his H.Q.,� Kirkham pointed out. �If you can � fine! I call that a pretty big if.�
Shaw grinned. �Not so big it worries me too much! If you can fix me a team of army engineers and a helicopter, I�ll go in after dark tonight.� He glanced at his watch. �Meanwhile, I�ll catch up on some sleep. Then, before attacking the hideout, I�ll be keeping my appointment with Thorssen at the Pan American Associated building. Oh, and let me have your coach-load of phoney food men as arranged � I�ll still need them at the studio. There�s one more thing I�d like fixed,� he added, �so I can talk to you when necessary, and that�s a scrambler line put into Thorssen�s office by tomorrow morning.�
* * *
No one knew for certain what to expect now.
In point of fact the whole thing could have been called off. Peking and Tucker could be waiting for the next opportunity. Peking especially had waited years already for world revolution; there was no need whatever on their part to put haste before discretion now. Shaw was extremely worried, much more so than he had let Kirkham see, as he flew westwards early that morning for Little Canyon after another emergency meeting with the Chiefs of Staff. Cancellation now meant only postponement; the threat remained. Peking would wait only until this lot had blown over and the panic measures had been relaxed, the eyes of the security services that much less vigilant. Then they and some new Tucker � or even Tucker himself if Shaw failed to take the hide-out and Tucker subsequently vanished � would strike; and the chances were that next time no-one would have the least idea of the time-table of events, even of the re-emergence of the threat.
The issue had to be forced now.
* * *
It was late afternoon in London as Shaw�s plane circled over Little Canyon.
In London�s Wellington and Chelsea barracks, and elsewhere, troops were standing by for fast movement in armoured vehicles or by helicopter � already waiting, in view of the possible leak and its incalculable potential � to go at a moment�s notice to Westminster and the television studios and Buckingham Palace, or anywhere else that might need them quickly if trouble spread. A reinforced detachment of the Guards � a detachment of near battalion strength � had already taken up quarters inside the Palace itself. All Metropolitan and City Police divisions would be at full strength next day, with the calling out of special constables, and all leave had been cancelled. The R.A.F. was ready for immediate action with its ground-to-air missiles and supersonic fighter aircraft on instant stand-by. Members of the Cabinet and their staffs, and other Ministers together with the area controllers whose duties would start with the opening of hostilities, were ready to go underground in the nuclear-attack-proof Regional Seats of Government scattered throughout the British Isles. The pattern of police and military preparedness was being repeated throughout the country, with special precautions being taken in the Midland towns and the seaports, where the White backlash would be watched for with particular vigilance by Chief Constables and military commanders. The orders, which would be firmly enforced at all levels, had been precise and to the point: in case of rioting, Whites and Blacks were to be treated with strict impartiality.
Everywhere in the meantime life was going on precisely as usual � on the surface. The evening crowds window-shopped in Piccadilly and Regent Street, unworried because there were others to worry for them and shield them from truth; later, the rush-hour mobs fought their way into homeward tubes and buses, the cars began to stream slowly out of the capital for Sutton and Northwood, Wimbledon and Epping and points north, south, east and west. Cursing the delays, cursing pedestrians, cursing the numbers of police they found everywhere, sunk in their little worlds, isolated in their cramped little wheeled boxes, not knowing what was going on across the Atlantic and what was being prepared for them in Red China, concerned only with passing the car in front, and then the car in front of that, as though their very lives depended on it.
* * *
After Shaw had been announced � as a Mr Crossley of the Dodge City and District Retail Food Store Operators� Association � Thorssen of Pan American Associated TV looked at his secretary and said, �Leila, I�m not, repeat not, to be disturbed on any account. Right?�
�Very good, Mr Thorssen.� The girl turned away and clicked on shapely legs out of Thorssen�s room. The television boss, a big, courteous man in the middle forties with a large, completely bald head, looked across at Shaw and said, �As you�ll know, Commander, I�ve had an outline of the situation from Washington. What time do you expect the ball to start rolling this end?�
Shaw said, �As a matter of fact, there�s been a change of plan, but so far as you�re concerned, Mr Thorssen, it�s only slight. Things won�t start moving much before the time of the President�s appearance in front of the White House cameras.� He told Thorssen about the suspected leak and added, �Tucker�s still going to make that broadcast from your studio tomorrow, and he�s still going to cut out the President � only when he does so, it�ll be under orders from me. The reason for that will become perfectly clear when he goes on the air.� He paused. �By the way, you haven�t managed to identify any of your people, White or Black, who�re likely to be part of Tucker�s set-up?�
�No,� Thorssen admitted. �I�m sorry to say I don�t have a line on anyone at all. However, I can promise you I�ll be personally hand-picking the men I feel I can most rely on, to be in the studio at the time of the broadcast.�
Shaw said, �Fine� and don�t worry too much about it � there�ll be enough armament around to deal with any trouble. The special agents from Washington, my supposed food men, will be here as arranged at 1000 hours your time, and I�ll ask you to have them handy for the power switches, master control room for the particular studio Tucker�s using, and so on. You�ll know best where to position them, of course, but they must be in their stations by 1230 hours local time. With your staff standing by to feed Tucker into the system from here, we take over from the President � I�ve arranged back in Washington that he�ll be faded out just as originally planned by Tucker before the leak. When I�m ready, I�ll call the White House and give them the go-ahead on that, and then Tucker goes on the air.� He added, �I assume you have telephones in the studio that can be put through outside lines to the White House and the Pentagon? We�re fixing scrambles for the pretelecast calls but after that open lives�ll do. All right?�
�Sure, that�ll be okay.� Thorssen nodded his bald head vigorously.
�Fine. I�ll put one of Kirkham�s boys on the line to the Pentagon. He�ll keep that open so we can get reports through as to the whereabouts and intentions of the Chinese strike aircraft, which�ll be over the States at the time the President�s due to start speaking. I�ve got to persuade Tucker to send them right back where they came from.�
Thorssen asked, �How do you do that?� He sounded sceptical.
Shaw smiled slightly. �You�ll see! Well now � I make Tucker start his speech and I intercept him when he�s said enough to have got his audience. From there on out � I play it by ear.� He stood up. �I�d like to have a look around the building now, if I may, Mr Thorssen, to get the geography fixed in my mind� you�ll know what I want to see.� He pulled a long-shaped object from his jacket pocket, an object wrapped in brown paper. He said, �In the meantime I�d be grateful if you�d keep this somewhere very safe and don�t handle it more than you have too. It�s an aerosol and it�s lethal and I�d like it back after I get here tomorrow. All right, Mr Thorssen?�
�Sure,� Thorssen said. He took the aerosol gingerly but without comment, put it into his safe, and twirled the combination knob. Then he and Shaw left the room.
By the time Shaw took his leave of Thorssen he had a very clear picture in his mind of the lay-out of the building�s operational sector; and a plan had been agreed in detail for the orders and disposition of the agents from Washington. Shaw didn�t anticipate any trouble, and neither did Thorssen, in taking over all vital positions from any of the staff who might decide that Tucker was worth sticking to after all. Nevertheless Thorssen wasn�t looking too happy and Shaw didn�t blame him for that. It wasn�t every day the boss of a commercial television station was called upon to help prevent a war.�
* * *
Shaw was driven to the airport and from there he flew to a prearranged appointment with the Commanding General of the U.S. Fifth Army in Chicago. There he spent some time in conference with a group of army engineers and personnel specialized in rock climbing. Then, after dark on that last night before the President was due to speak to America and the world � and possibly thereby still to touch off catastrophe � Shaw and a selection of specialist volunteers went aboard a helicopter and headed south and west into Kansas state.

Chapter Twenty-Five

The weather conditions were against Shaw that night; the sky, it seemed, was disinclined for peace. There was a moon and plenty of good, sharp delineation. Very nice for picking up the landmarks � otherwise, as Shaw remarked to the pilot, bloody.
�How far off�d you reckon we are now?� he asked.
The pilot checked his instruments. �Around fifty miles, maybe a shade more. Once we pick up the road out of Kansas City, I�ll leave it to you to navigate, Commander.�
Shaw nodded. �Right.�
The pilot went on, �I�ll close a little more yet, then I�ll drop right down. From the map, the lie of the high ground around where you want is such that we won�t be seen coming in at low altitude� not from the hill where you say this hide-out is.� The American�s lean face was puckered with concentration as the dim light from the instrument panel showed the hard outline. No one spoke much from then on. They sat and waited in the darkened cabin; they were showing no lights anywhere except for the instrument panel. Like some great dark bat they swooped over the American interior, coming around their target area in a wide arc to take them beyond and to the eastward, into a position for an approach run from the south, well away from the mountain that covered Tucker�s headquarters. As they neared the vicinity of Kansas City the pilot identified the highway where Shaw had picked up his lift; Shaw told him to follow this highway. Farther on, getting his bearings from the map, Shaw said, �Not far to go. Keep to the south of the highway, Lieutenant. I�ll tell you when I want to cross to the north.�
�Okay.� The thin line of highway, white beneath the moon, ribboned away into desolate country. A little later the pilot took the machine right down until they seemed to be skimming the earth�s surface, lifting now and again as they came to higher ground or trees. Shaw, watching closely the run of the hills and checking every three or four seconds on the map, began to pick up the landmarks; soon he had identified the hill range he had crossed after climbing out of the crevasse-like rift so short a time before. He said, �Swing her north of the road here, Lieutenant, and take her across that range. If I�m right, there should be a sizeable forest area the other side.�
The pilot acknowledged, swung the machine off northwards, and climbed to clear the hills.
The forest was dead where it should have been, so was the great rift that Shaw had climbed out of. �Couldn�t have been more spot-on, Commander,� the pilot remarked, giving Shaw a sideways glance. �Navigation okay!�
Shaw grinned. �It hasn�t got all that rusty,� he agreed. �You can put us down anywhere you like, this side of the forest area. We�re far enough off not to be heard, and they certainly won�t have seen us.�
Within a minute they were down. For a full quarter-hour they sat as still as statues, with a side hatch open, just listening. There were no sounds except for the occasional cry of a night bird, and the shriek of some small animals in the dark trees ahead.
Shaw looked round at his party of specialists. �Right,� he said crisply. �All out, and follow me. It�s a long walk, but we have time in hand.�
He jumped out.
Three men with knives strapped to their thighs came out behind him, three more still aboard started manhandling some boxes and half a dozen sub-machine-guns down to the others, then jumped down themselves. Seconds later, as the helicopter, with a final wave from the pilot, took off for base, Shaw and his volunteers started in single file for the trees and the hills beyond, heading for the fissure where the earth tremors had originated.
* * *
They came carefully round the side, the side away from Tucker�s headquarters. Shaw went ahead, sliding along, as he had before, on his stomach. He hadn�t any real doubts that the entry would be left unguarded, for there was � so far as Tucker could possibly know � nothing whatever to guard against in the fissure; but he was taking no chances. The place, however, was as wide open as he had expected and there was no life around. Shaw crawled into the entry, then called to the six men. Once they were inside he said, �Lights, please.� An enlisted man opened up one of the boxes and brought out a powerful lamp on a lead attached to a battery in the box itself. Shaw took the lamp and shone it ahead. The place seemed to be just as he and Flame had left it a couple of days earlier. He said, �Right ahead there you�ll see the tunnel Tucker�s boys blocked. We have to get right the way along there, past the blocked section, and then we hit the tunnel that leads to the pit under Tucker�s entry passage.� He added, �Remember, when we reach the end of that tunnel� watch your step!�
After that he went right ahead and led the way to the rubble-blocked section of the fissure and began climbing until the lack of headroom forced him down as before to a wormlike, slithering advance. Behind him, the enlisted men did the same. It was a curious feeling, to be going back up that narrow, flesh-tearing way. Lumbered with the boxes and the guns, it took them a long while to do it, though this time they had the assistance of the lamp. The dead man Shaw had left behind was still wedged in the rubble. At last they reached the end and turned off along the easier tunnel leading to the deep pit. Here the going was fast until, more than an hour later, the lamp showed the wall of blackness beyond, the lip of the thousand-foot drop.
Shaw let out a long breath of relief; all along, he had feared that he might find the last lot of tremors which had opened up the rift in the valley would also have caused a shift of earth somewhere in the fissure or the tunnel and that he would find his way blocked. He said briskly, �Climbers, please!�
Four men came forward; their leader, a sergeant named Adler, a man with enormously powerful arms and shoulders, took the lamp from Shaw. He approached the edge with it. Standing nonchalantly on the brink, Adler shone the beam down into the blackness. It struck fire off polished rock sides but if it failed miserably to find bottom.
�Deep right enough,� Adler said laconically, and shone the light upwards at the roof. This time the beam picked out the bottom of the vehicle trap, showed it up brightly and in detail. Two vast wooden doors, with a quarter-inch gap in the centre filled with grit and small chips of rocks, and below each a heavy steel bar set in brackets driven deep into the rock at either end. Adler studied it a while and then said, �I reckon the way it works, when some bright boy up top jabs a button those brackets just move away outwards and release the support bars. See � they�re kind of hinged� all ready to slip away, I guess. The bars are only held by a quarter-inch of their length, that�s all. When they slip, the whole lot drops through.�
Shaw nodded. �Could be. And when they want to replace the doors after someone�s gone for the long drop, I suppose they could do it from up top easily enough, taking one side at a time and shipping new bars into the brackets. The doors�ll probably have double hinges, so they can lift them right up, slip the bars in place, then lower the doors down on to them again.� Themselves, they had to rely on Tucker having a back-door bolt-hole, or maybe the engineers of the party could build a makeshift bridge. Shaw looked around. �Now � can we climb through from here after we blow the trap? Having seen it, what�s your opinion on that?�
Adler grinned, flexed his shoulder-muscles, and said, �That part of it�s okay. I�m still worried about the bang, that�s all.�
�So am I,� Shaw said grimly, �but we just have to accept that, as I�ve pointed out before � and then move like greased lightning afterwards. So long as you think we can make the climb, we�ll go right ahead.�
Adler flashed the lamp along the wall above his head again. �Dead easy,� he confirmed. �Nothing in that� for trained rock climbers. The four of us can nurse you and the engineer corpsmen along, Commander.� He brought the lamp back in and jerked a thumb at the engineers, who were looking somewhat sick about the long drop. �You two, get the boxes of charges strapped to your bodies. Pete,� he added, swinging round on one of the climbing party, �just bring out the spikes, will you.�
�Okay, Sergeant.� Pete dug around in another of the boxes. While he was doing this, Shaw had an idea. He took the light and shone it up once again at the trap-doors, examining them critically.
�Come and look, Sergeant,� he said. Adler joined him and looked upwards. �See those brackets � the ones holding the bars?�
�Yuh?�
�Couldn�t they be pushed aside and one of the bars let go � so the door just drops open without too much noise?�
Adler said thoughtfully, �I reckon maybe� yes. No reason why not, I guess. They�re hinged, after all, and they should be workable independently of the control circuit.� He looked at Shaw. �What you mean, Commander, is we climb up and hang on under the nearer door, and let the other one go?�
�Something like that. It�d save all the racket of the charges. After that we just haul ourselves across to the lip of the remaining door, which�ll be held firm � and up we go! Those bars are rough pieces of work � they�re a shade bent and in places they don�t fit all that closely to the trap. There�s room to get a hand round, and swing from there.�
Adler nodded. �I reckon that�s right,� he agreed. �So we won�t need the charges?�
�Not for this job, but I�ll want them carried through for use later.�
�Sure.� Adler turned away and gave the climbers a detailed briefing. The enlisted men went into action with all the speed and precision of real experts, men to whom no climb was too difficult. Adler himself led them, driving in his spikes with a hammer muffled with a heavy cloth, while Shaw held the light. Inside minutes Adler was wedged below the inner door and another man was going up. As this man reached him, the sergeant stretched out for the bar securing the nearer door, and, ape-like, swung himself away into space above their heads, reaching with his free hand for the bracket on the far end of the outer door. Holding this, he snapped an order to his companion who also got a grip on the inner bar, then swung out in the same way as the sergeant and held the second bracket. Adler looked down. �All ready?� he called to Shaw.
Shaw said, �Let her go.�
Adler nodded at the other man and counted, �One � two�three!� On three he and the enlisted man pushed the brackets outwards simultaneously and at once swung themselves clear. The bar fell free, straight as a plumb, and the door dropped on its hinges, banging against the rock face behind it. Stones, grit and other disguising debris showered down. Shaw held his breath as they waited. Minutes later, it seemed, there was a distant clang from far below as the steel bar hit the bottom.
The jarring of the door�s sudden crash opening could have aroused a sentry but there was no time to worry about that now; they had to get up into the tunnel fast. Shaw moved out over the drop, another man now holding the lamp, and, as Adler and the second climber swung themselves up on to the topside of the other half of the trap, he began the climb, keeping his eyes on his goal and trying not to think of that thousand-foot drop below. Reaching the last of the driven-in spikes, he stretched out for the remaining steel bar, got a grip, and swung his body outwards. As he swung under the lip of the door, he grabbed wildly with one hand at the wood, found his hold, and steadied. Then he heaved his body over the edge into the comparative safety of the entry tunnel, between the two bends. One by one the other men followed, Shaw and Adler reaching down to help them, burdened as they were with the heavy boxes and automatic weapons. And they had barely got their sub-machine-guns ready for action when they heard the footsteps crunching on loose grit, coming along the tunnel towards the inner bend leading from Tucker�s central square.
Shaw whispered urgently, �Back against the rock, all of you! Don�t shoot unless I say � they�ll just have come to find out what the noise was about, they won�t be suspecting anyone could actually have got in here. If we can knock �em off without gunfire, we still have the element of surprise against the rest. If you need weapons � use your knives.�
Adler�s big hands clenched and unclenched.
Tense and silent as the beam of a torch started to flicker on the rock wall from beyond the bend, they waited.

Chapter Twenty-Six

The footsteps crunched nearer over the grit.
There were two men, Shaw thought. He waited just around the bend, with Adler immediately in rear of him. As the first man came round behind a torch, Shaw was on him, his hands sliding around the throat. The man fell with Shaw on top of him; with all his strength Shaw squeezed the throat and smashed the back of the head hard against the floor of the tunnel. When the body went limp he scrambled up and saw, in the light of the lamp that one of the enlisted men had switched on, that it was one of the Negro guards; then he saw the man Adler had attacked � Sanderson, that semi-maniac cowboy character, lying very still on the floor with his head at a curious angle. He looked dead and he was.
Adler said, �Reckon I broke his neck when I hit him, Commander.� Ruefully, he looked down at his large fists. �Don�t know my own strength sometimes.��
�You needn�t worry about Sanderson,� Shaw said grimly. He hadn�t forgotten that stockwhip that had flayed Flame�s sun-tanned skin. �So far, so good! Leave these two here and keep behind me, all of you.�
Adler asked, �Where to now?�
�We go in the direction they came from,� Shaw answered. �Tucker himself is the objective now� and then we have to look for the girl!�
They went ahead, weapons ready, hands itchy on the triggers, moving quickly but silently round the bend and on towards the pool of light ahead, the square Shaw had likened to a parking lot the day he had first come here. They saw no-one; they were of course inside the sentries, inside the men manning the concealed gun-posts either side of the tunnel farther back. If no one else had heard that steel bar falling � and it was quite possible Sanderson and his companion had only been on a routine patrol anyway � they could have a clear run in. Nevertheless Shaw approached the inward end of the tunnel slowly and carefully, making as little sound as possible. Behind him, the sergeant and the five soldiers moved equally silently.
* * *
When they came right into the square the first thing they saw was the truck containing Tucker�s mobile transmitting outfit then a moment after that they saw a woman: Flame, white-faced, tear-stained, loosely chained with her face to the wall beyond the truck� Flame, looking round, staring as Shaw came in sight, staring as if she couldn�t believe it possible.
Shaw ran forward, his mouth hard.
She was crying and she couldn�t speak. Shaw noticed the heavy red weals across her body. He felt a cold rage towards Tucker, a cold and sheerly murderous rage. Flame, he fancied, was here as a kind of Aunt Sally, a White girl to be jeered at, derided � hit, perhaps, every time one of Tucker�s men went past, or wanted some sport, an ever-present reminder to the revolutionaries of what lay waiting for them when the coming war was won � a totem, a promise and a spur for the future.
Shaw reached out to her. �Try not to worry any more, Flame,� he said. �We�ll soon have you out of��
He broke off as he heard Alder�s shout: �Look out, there!�
He whirled about. Tucker had come out from the tunnel leading to his private apartments, Tucker with his beautifully proportioned body shiny with sweat and dressed only in a pair of white trousers, Tucker clearly shaken rigid at seeing Shaw alive. The look on his face was murderously disbelieving but he knew he wasn�t seeing ghosts and he had a heavy automatic in his hand � but he was already covered by six sub-machine-guns and Shaw�s Webley.
Shaw called urgently, �Don�t anybody shoot! We have to get this man alive.� His voice was naked steel when he turned on the Negro. �Tucker, it�s the end of the track for you. Sanderson is dead already, but believe me, I�m very much alive!� Briefly he explained how he had rolled to safety in the chasm. �I want you to give yourself up now, without us having to use guns on you, but that doesn�t mean I won�t shoot if I have to. The whole show�s bust wide open and we�re going to get you whatever happens, so you might as well make it easy for yourself.�
Tucker laughed.
It was a crazy sound � a hideous sound, but a sound of triumph also; in spite of the shock of Shaw�s resurrection, the Negro was in full control of himself. He said, �Commander Shaw, you are talking nonsense! You will never leave this place alive � neither you nor any of your men. You know very well that the entrance is guarded��
�Yes, but I�m going to use you as a hostage for safe passage, Tucker��
�You do not impress me. I have only to give an order and at once my men will surround you and shoot you down. I call upon all of you to throw down your arms immediately.�
Shaw was watching the man closely; he seemed fully confident still. Shaw said, �I�ll drop you the moment you utter, but if that�s what you want, go ahead and call out those men of yours. All of us are combat trained � your men are not. It�ll be interesting to see how many of them survive.�
Tucker shrugged. �I have something more interesting for you to watch,� he said. �You see the woman over there.� He spoke softly, but there was venom and lust behind the velvet. �When she was working for me in Harlem, I was not good enough to go to bed with her, because of the colour of my skin.� His lips curled in a sneer. �She has lost some of her fastidiousness in the last two days� but now my men have had enough of her, and she is dispensable. So, my friend, what you will see is the death of the woman.� He raised his voice. �If you do not at once do as I tell you and throw down your guns, all of you, I shall shoot her � and that will act as a signal for my men to come out and take care of you all!�
Shaw sweated.
Without a doubt, Tucker meant exactly what he said, but Shaw had no right, no mandate, to consider the girl now; the world was depending on his judgement. He couldn�t take risks and so long as he and the enlisted men remained armed, Tucker knew he could die in a split-second. Whatever else Tucker wanted, he could hardly want that.
Steadily Shaw said, �Wait, Tucker. Just wait. You must know quite well I�m not going to do as you ask. You�d��
Tucker�s gun jerked and pumped out lead; so, in the same instant, did Shaw�s Webley, aimed to wing the man. But Flame died with a line of reddening holes showing up the length of her body. She gave a series of silent jerks and then sagged in the chains that held her. Six sub-machine-guns sent bullets slamming towards the mouth of the tunnel � too late. Tucker had gone, was dodging up the tunnel towards the bend. A moment after that the square space was a battle-ground as Tucker�s mob poured out from the doors opening on to it. Shaw and the G.I.s threw themselves behind the radio truck. Adler went down coughing blood, his chest a shambles. Shaw grabbed the gun from his hands and came out from cover, firing in a swinging arc of lead. Negroes fell in twos and threes. Shaw felt a stinging pain in his left arm, and chips of rock flew above his head. Two more of the enlisted men, coming out to cover Shaw, went down, the rest kept up a concentrated and well-directed fire that easily outclassed the undisciplined, wasteful firing of the inexperienced Negroes and their largely obsolescent arms. They had never remotely expected an attack from within and the issue wasn�t in doubt for long. Black bodies lay everywhere, in the twisted attitudes of sudden, violent death. Then two of Tucker�s men ran for the tunnel entrance, dropping their guns. Three only were left to carry on the firing, and those three died fighting. Shaw came out from cover and went over towards the bodies. Finding a man still just alive he asked savagely, �Where does Tucker transmit from � to Peking? He has somewhere other than that truck. Where is it?�
The man looked back at him, rolling his eyes in fear, but he didn�t answer. Shaw lifted his gun and rammed the muzzle through the man�s teeth, hard. Pouring sweat he said, �Tell me or I�ll burst your head apart.� His eyes said he meant it beyond a doubt, and the Negro, gagging now and coughing blood, wasn�t ready to die just yet.
Shaw pulled the gun back through the blood and saliva and smashed teeth. �Talk,� he said savagely.
The Negro gave a low moan. He said with difficulty, �Up� the passage.�
�Towards Tucker�s room?�
�Yuh� third door off, right.�
Shaw stood up. �I want one engineer to come with me,� he said harshly. �Bring one of the boxes of explosives. The other two stay here and guard the entrances to both tunnels. If you have any trouble, shoot to kill first time � so long as it�s not Tucker. That bastard�s still needed alive.�
With the engineer corpsman he went ahead into the tunnel, fast. As they went along he said, �Lay the charges and run the firing lead out into the square. Have enough slack so we can take the end out with us when we leave in the radio truck. We�ll blow the charges once we�re heading clear for the exit.�
Reaching the door indicated by the dying Negro Shaw kicked it open and stood aside. There was no reaction, nothing but a hum of dynamos and the tortured whine of electrically-operated machinery. He went in, with the G.I. close behind him. At first he thought there was no one in the place; then he saw Tucker, who evidently had heard nothing; the Negro, his semi-naked body streaming sweat, was struggling violently with some mechanism in the centre of the room, something that seemed not to be working, unless it was Tucker himself who wasn�t working to capacity � one arm hung limp and his white trousers were bloodstained; at least one of those bullets had hit the target.
Shaw called out loudly, �All right, Tucker, drop that!�
Tucker whirled about.
Looking murderous he lunged towards his automatic, which was lying near the Morse key of a large transmitter. Shaw swung his gun and fired and Tucker gave a howl of pain as lead nicked his hand. The bullets, travelling on, smacked into the transmitter and there was a flash of bluish flame. Then Tucker charged, straight for Shaw, straight into his gun. Shaw stood rigid as the big Negro came for him with one hand raised ready for a vicious Karate blow. Shaw played him like a bull. At the last moment he dodged the Karate-toughened palm, moving lightly aside; and as Tucker, a shade too slow to check himself, lunged on past him he lifted his heavy weapon and brought it down in a hard crunch on the back of the Negro�s neck. Tucker collapsed into a ruinous heap.
�Right,� Shaw said crisply to the engineer corpsman. �I�ll watch this bastard. Just you get those charges placed, then we�ll all get to hell out!�
While the man opened up the box of explosives Shaw took a walk around. This place was crammed with expensive equipment that could probably reach the ends of the earth with its signal. Down the centre drove a huge telescopic mast � the thing Tucker had been trying to manipulate � trying, presumably, to raise for a transmission. It was seated in a deep well in the floor of the compartment, and above it ran a shaft, closed now, up which the mast would be raised whenever Tucker needed to transmit. Probably he could use it only at night; when fully extended that mast would stick out from the mountain and be visible for miles in daylight. But this time Tucker had struck a hitch and he wouldn�t have been able to transmit at all.
* * *
Shaw blew the chains off Flame�s body with bursts from one of the heavy weapons and had her covered with a strip of canvas which he found in a store. She was lifted into the back of the radio truck along with the bodies of Adler and the two G.I.s � and Tucker, who was still unconscious. By this time Shaw and one of the enlisted men had carried out a thorough search of the whole headquarters and had rounded up four more of Tucker�s men who had been cowering in store-rooms after the shooting; Shaw had made use of these men to lift the opened side of the trap-door in the exit tunnel. This had proved an easy enough job since lifting gear and a spare steel bar were situated in the tunnel roof immediately above the trap. When Shaw got back to the truck the charges had all been placed in the radio-room and the wire for the electrical firing circuit was coiled down in the back of the truck.
Shaw said, �Right, let�s go. I�ll drive. Wind up all windows � they�re bullet-proof. I don�t know if the men on the gun-posts down the tunnel came along to join the party earlier or not � but we won�t chance it!�
He started up and, with the four remaining Negroes crammed under guard into the back, the vehicle moved ahead through the tumbled bodies of Tucker�s garrison and came into the darkness of the exit tunnel. Shaw switched on the headlights and the beams lit the tunnel like day. His foot went down. There was not a great deal of clearance for the truck, but Shaw handled the wheel expertly. They rounded the first bend and then, as they passed over the re-rigged trap, they heard briefly that hollow boom from below. Then they were past it and round the second bend, travelling fast now and heading right for the gates at the end � gates which, as Shaw had fully expected, were closed. Broad daylight showed beyond them now. From far behind there came a deep roar as the engineer in the back pressed the plunger and sent Tucker�s transmitting equipment into a tangle of shattered electrified metal. A blast of hot air swept past the truck. For a moment there was tremendous pressure on Shaw�s ear-drums and then they had hit the gates, smashing the flimsy disguising structure wide open, and burst through into one of the best dawns Shaw remembered seeing in years.
There was cheering from the back and a G.I. called hoarsely, �No one fired at us, Commander!�
Shaw grinned. �So they didn�t! We must have got the gunners during that lash-up in the main square.� He added, �Let�s hope it�s a good omen!�

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Even now, in Red China, the manned-attack force would be waiting on the runways, the big nuclear-bomb-carrying aircraft ready to lift into the sky and gain height for their long run in across the Pacific with the intention of writing another Pearl Harbor into American history. The dawn, as Shaw took the truck out fast for Little Canyon, was shot with shades of green and pink and the air was clear and fresh and sparkling. Fair weather for an air strike; and a beautiful day to die.
* * *
Shaw took Tucker, still unconscious and still dressed only in his white, bloodstained trousers, direct to police headquarters. He didn�t want the Negro around the television building so early; it was still essential to keep matters as much under cover as possible. At headquarters Tucker and his four men were put in separate cells with a continuous guard of unprecedented proportions in the aisle outside the row of cages. Tucker�s arm and hand were attended to, as was Shaw�s wound. The bodies of the sergeant and the two enlisted men, together with Flame�s, were taken to the police morgue and the radio truck was garaged.
Before leaving Shaw had a private word with the police captain. He said, �I doubt if Tucker�ll talk, but if you can get him to when he comes round, so much the better, of course. We might get a definite line on any change of plan.� He added, �There�s no need to be too gentle so far as my susceptibilities are concerned!�
The police captain didn�t look as if gentleness were in his nature anyway. He said, �Just leave him to me. Where you heading now, Commander?�
�The Pan American Associated building.�
�I�ll have you taken there in my car.�
Shaw thanked him. The three enlisted men remained behind to await transport back to Chicago and Shaw was driven off. It was still early when he reached the television building but Thorssen was already in his office and pacing anxiously up and down, forehead wrinkled. Shaw gave him a summary of the night�s events and Thorssen said, �I�m not surprised you look all in, Commander. Why not have a couple of hours sleep? You�re very welcome to my settee.�
�Thanks a lot,� Shaw said. �I could do with it, but I�ll wait till after the broadcast. I have a few things to do before we�re quite ready.� He added, �I see you have the scrambler fixed. Mind if I go ahead and call Kirkham now?�
�Whenever you want. It�s all yours.�
Sitting on the edge of Thorssen�s desk Shaw took up the phone and called Washington. When he got the security chief he passed a full report of all he had done. Kirkham said, �Fine. Now all we do is pray you�re going to make Tucker televise himself out of a job.� He paused, and Shaw heard the rustle of papers coming along the wire. �I have a report here� the BMEWS station at Clear indicates the Chinese-manned Myasishchevs are airborne� they�re expected to cross the Pacific coast around 1130 hours, our time � E.S.T., that is. Naturally, they�re being tracked all the way in, for what that�s worth. They�re flying at around thirty-eight thousand and they�re well armed against interception. They�ll all be Kamikaze-type pilots too, I�ll bet! We�ll have fighters in the air, but we don�t want to have to use them, Commander.�
Shaw�s face was grim and anxious as he put down the scrambler. After that he went down and checked on the lines in the studio, the lines that would connect him with the White House and the Pentagon after the President started speaking, the time when secrecy would no longer be important.
Promptly at 1000 hours the coach party of supposed sightseeing food-store men arrived.
Shaw talked to them in Thorssen�s office, putting them fully in the picture as to what he wanted them to do that afternoon. Then he detailed the special parties and he and Thorssen went with them to the vital control points where they would be stationed from shortly before zero hour. After that he gave Thorssen a detailed private briefing on certain points and when he was satisfied everyone had the drill he called the Pentagon again on the scrambler and told Kirkham he was all set to go.
Kirkham said, �I have a similar report just in from the White House. Disloyal elements there won�t have a snowflake in hell�s chance.� He added, �Good luck, Commander. I�ll be right there rooting for you.�
�Thanks! What about the Sixth Fleet, General?�
�They�ve gone to sea and will be clearing the Virginia Capes shortly.�
Kirkham rang off and Shaw turned to Thorssen. �Nothing more we can do now,� he said, �except hope � and pray.�
Thorssen nodded glumly. Shaw said, �I�ll take that package back now, please.�
Thorssen went across to the safe and unlocked it. He brought out the brown-paper-covered aerosol. Shaw slipped it into his pocket. Soon after 1100 hours local time the scrambler buzzed and Shaw took it. Kirkham�s voice reported that the Chinese aircraft had crossed the Pacific coast inwards.
* * *
With ten minutes to go Tucker, recovered and fitted out with clothing now, was brought out of a police automobile with a gun in his back and a close escort of six plain-clothes officers surrounding him. The group was met by Shaw. He led them straight to the studio where Thorssen and the camera crews were waiting, the same studio that Tucker would have used to make his intercepting appearance if things had gone his way. As they entered, the men from Washington, dropping their roles as privileged sightseers, brought out their concealed guns and assembled them. Shaw told the studio staff crisply that if anyone failed to obey his orders, those guns would shoot to kill. The technicians and cameramen were clearly startled and incredulous, but no one among them gave any noticeable sign of where his loyalties lay. Shaw glanced at the studio monitor; it was alive with a tuning signal. Thorssen said, �We�re already on the hook-up from the White House.�
�Good.� Shaw took Thorssen aside. He said quietly, �You�ll forgive me repeating myself, but I want to stress two vital points, Mr Thorssen. The sound-broadcast mikes go dead with the television when I cut Tucker � and the second time I put Tucker on the air, that monitor has to stay blank unless and until I say otherwise. Right?�
Thorssen said, �That�ll be taken care of, you don�t have to worry.� His big body had taken on a shrunken look; he was worrying badly himself.
Shaw crossed the studio floor again towards Tucker, who was now seated, with the armed plain-clothes escort standing some eight feet away from him, three on either side, where they would be out of range of the cameras when the latter fed Tucker into the hook-up. The atmosphere had a knife-edge quality as the men in the studio waited for the Presidential image to come on the screen from the White House. Shaw looked down at Tucker, at the thick lips and heavy, scarred face. He said, �Here�s what I want from you, Tucker. I want you to make your speech � just as planned. You�ll start when I tell you and you won�t say one word to indicate that you aren�t here entirely under your own steam. Got that?�
Tucker looked rocked; his eyes narrowed to slits. �Why do you want that?� he demanded truculently. �I don�t see��
�Don�t worry about reasons. Just do as you�re told � if you want to live.�
Tucker glowered; but in point of fact, though clearly surprised still, he recovered his poise quickly and thereafter seemed little worried. The monitor changed its screen pattern, the tuning signal giving way to a thin-faced announcer, who went into a spiel to usher the President on to the air. The seconds ticked away� to very possible catastrophe. Shaw wiped sweat from his face. The gamble was still enormous; if it failed to come off, the White world could be heading for its swan-song within a matter of minutes. All Shaw had was Tucker himself� no one could yet say what the widespread mobs, what the Peking Government, might decide to do � unless Tucker could be made to crack in front of his audience. That was problematical still. Shaw fingered the aerosol container in his pocket, glanced up at the studio clock, his face tight and set. So little time to go� the Chinese high-flying manned bombers, well inwards now from the Pacific coast, would at this moment be streaking across the mid-West for Norfolk.
Shaw looked across at Tucker again; he felt a suddenly increased sense of doubt, of real anxiety, as he did so. Tucker was full of poise, full of authority still. He was calm, almost statuesque, a figure of confident power. His eyes were burning with the fanaticism that was in him � a fanaticism that must have been very close to madness. He seemed quite unaffected by his present situation, as though everything was still going entirely according to plan. It was uncanny and it was bad for Shaw�s nerves. One slip on Shaw�s part, one slip that allowed Tucker to take the initiative, and the race war would still go forward. The police captain had reported that Tucker had refused to talk, even under extreme pressure � even under all-out third degree methods; maybe Tucker knew something yet that Shaw didn�t. Tucker, it appeared, had refused to confirm or deny that he had been in contact with Peking or his outlying command posts by radio, had refused to say a word about whether or not the plan had been altered in any way; and to that extent at least, he did in fact retain the initiative still.�
No one in the studio was speaking as they waited for the preliminaries to be done with in the White House. The cameramen, standing by to feed Tucker into the network when Shaw gave the word, were silent, watchful, tense. Which of them, Shaw wondered, were Tucker�s men? Who, of all those cameramen, of all the technicians who were manning the big gantries running overhead, would in fact obey his, Shaw�s, orders when it came to the final moment? Who would stand by Tucker, despite the guns? Shaw�s gaze roved towards the men from Washington. There were fifteen of them in the studio, plus the six armed detectives and the police captain � enough fire power, surely! Another twenty-five agents, as detailed during the morning, were now scattered around the building, taking control at the vital points, ensuring that no power was cut, no unauthorized interception made to the broadcast.
Again Shaw glanced at Tucker.
Now there was strain in the man�s face at last� but yet he seemed to have no real feeling that anything would in the long run go wrong. The strain was the heady tension of imminent victory, a tension of contained elation. Why? The most likely answer lay, of course, in the Chinese aircraft so far above their heads.
The announcer came to the end of his remarks. The hands of the studio clock moved on to 1300 hours Central Standard Time. There was almost unbearable tension now.
* * *
Members of the British Government were grouped around a television screen in the Cabinet room in Downing Street; an emergency Cabinet had been called to keep the situation under minute-by-minute review and to flash immediate orders to the police and armed forces as necessary as things developed. The Chiefs of Staff were present; so was Latymer. Into a dead silence as they waited in those last few seconds for the American President, the Prime Minister said heavily, �Latymer, you know Shaw personally. What�s his judgement like in this sort of situation? What�s your estimate of the chances now?�
�Fifty-fifty, but nevertheless with a bias in Shaw�s favour, sir. He�s well accustomed to taking chances � and his judgement�s first-class. If he sees a real doubt developing, he�ll advise Washington at once.�
�And then they order the blast-off.� The Prime Minister sounded badly on edge and no wonder. �I�m glad I�m not the President today!�
Latymer glanced at his watch and said grimly, �Or Shaw.�
* * *
The White House cameras cut in to the image of the President. First there was a long shot of him seated at a desk. Two seconds later he was brought into close-up. Tucker�s face remained impassive but his fingers tightened on the arms of his chair. Shaw watched him closely; a nervous tic started in Thorssen�s face. One of the technicians had a cold in the nose and was sniffing. The sniff rasped at tautened nerves.
The President began calmly, slowly and with deliberation and immense dignity; there was not a flicker to indicate the terrible strain, the overwhelming anxiety that must be in his mind, nothing to show his awareness that his very words, the very fact he was speaking at all, might be about to plunge the world into war of a particularly vicious kind. �Fellow citizens of the United States of America,� he began, quietly but resonantly. �I have made the decision to talk to all of you today after much thought. I would like to talk to every one of you, both here in the continental United States and overseas, and indeed I would like, if I may presume to do so, to talk also to all the White and Coloured peoples of goodwill all over the world� this now so-small world in which all of us live side by side, created by the same God in His image, having the same feelings, sharing the same desires to live out our lives in peace��
Noiselessly Shaw moved across to the telephone, the outside line that was now being kept continuously open to the White House. Into the mouthpiece he said quietly, �Shaw in Little Canyon. Fade your end now. Stand by to take over Tucker.� He waited for the acknowledgement, then moved across to where Tucker was sitting. He gave Thorssen a brief nod. Thorssen gestured to the camera team. The cameras swung on to Tucker and almost simultaneously the Presidential image vanished from the screen. There was a momentary blank as the control system switched smoothly over, then Tucker came sharply into focus.
Shaw kept silent. There was nothing more to say. Tucker knew what to do now.
Tucker was still showing supreme confidence. He gave Shaw a curiously triumphant look and then, breaking the tense silence, he began speaking. Leaning forward a little, massive shoulders hunched, speaking as directly into the cameras as had the President earlier, he said, �Fellow Negroes and sympathizers � men and women of our persuasion the world over. I ask you to listen to me very carefully.� He paused, seizing the dramatic moment, the moment when all the world would be plunged into consternation, wondering what was happening in America; he was an excellent actor and he was immensely impressive � and he seemed utterly sincere. �You see history being made before your eyes,� he went on. �You have seen the White man, the former President of the United States� a man who, together with the leaders of the Soviet Union, is one of the most powerful White men on earth. You have seen his image fade� you have seen him give way to me.� For a brief instant, Tucker�s eyes flicked away from the cameras and met Shaw�s. �Even though all has not gone entirely as planned, my friends � and some of you will know what I mean by that � the grip of our people upon the Whites is such that the President has still been forced to give way to me. This is symbolic as well as real, for you are witnessing, my brothers, the fade-out of his power and authority, and that of the White peoples everywhere.� Again he paused, and when he went on there was a strongly vibrant note of passion in his voice; he seemed entirely unaware still of his actual position. �I announce that from this moment I, Ephraim Peter Tucker, have taken over the supreme power of President, that as of now I am President of Black America. For the first time you are listening to the Voice of Black America, and this is a moment for which many of you have been waiting patiently over the years, in full knowledge that this moment was bound to come. Those of you who have not known the facts before must now give me your fullest support. I ask you��
Was this the signal, was this why Tucker had been so confident? At all events, he had his audience now; everywhere men and women would be hanging on his words, on the mouthings of that powerful face.
Shaw snapped, �Cut!�
The image vanished, the screen of the monitor went blank. The sound microphones died.
Tucker�s face took on a full, bloated look and his hands went down hard on the arms of his chair. He started to lever himself up. Shaw snapped, �Stay right where you are or I�ll drop you!�
His breath coming fast now, Tucker sank back. For a moment his eyes rolled upwards at the men on the gantries and he bared his teeth, as if cursing those who were his supporters for not making some attempt to seize control of the studio despite the guns that were ready to swathe them down instantly. Then he glared at Shaw. He said, �You have the impression you have won, Commander Shaw! You have had that impression ever since you brought me away from my headquarters. It is a wrong impression, totally wrong. Everywhere except perhaps in the television studios my people will be going into action. You are too late, Shaw! The take-over has already begun.� For a moment he grinned. �You were foolish to make me appear on the screen.�
�I wasn�t, Tucker.� Shaw moved over towards the man, his gun lined up on the flat stomach. �You had to have your audience. That was essential. And you�re so wrong in what you�ve just been saying. The whole thing has been a total flop. The moment you went on the screen, the authorities went into action � not your people! That was my signal, Tucker! Right now, the biggest round-up you ever saw of your supporters is in progress and soon your arms dumps will be found and impounded.� He paused. �Now, when I give the word, transmission will be resumed from this studio. What I want you to do is to recant � publicly. Carry on with your broadcast� but this time tell your people the truth. Tell them you�re the hired hand of Peking and a bunch of Western Communists, that you�re just a mercenary and a front, a Black front to impress your own people � and never mind what would have happened to the millions of coloured people who would have put you where you hoped to be, who would have put their trust in you and your bosses. Peking would virtually have enslaved all those people, Tucker, and you know it. I want you to tell them that � publicly, and now!�
Tucker sneered. �My dear Shaw, you think you are one very clever man! You fail to impress me. Suppose all you say is true. What good will it do you now? You cannot reverse what has already been begun in China, whatever you may think! I shall not recant, and��
He broke off as an urgent voice cut across the studio, addressing Shaw � one of the special agents, who had established his line to the Pentagon. �Commander, radar reports indicate aircraft now over Nashville, Tennessee.�
Tucker�s heavy face split into a gloating smile. �You see?�
Shaw swung back on Tucker. �All I see is that you�ve got to make that recantation fast � and use the programme to warn your top-level audience in Peking to call off their bombers immediately by radio orders. You�re going to tell your bosses in Red China that if one nuclear bomb lands on U.S. or British territory, or if the U.S. Sixth Fleet is attacked, then every missile site in the United States and every Polaris submarine at sea, will blast off their entire stocks against the Chinese mainland. I want you to do that � no-one else! You�re going back into the network when I give the word, Tucker � you�re going back on the air, all over the world. I repeat, you�re going to back down and you�re going to call off Peking. If you don�t, I shall kill you � but it won�t be a nice, easy death from a bullet. I dare say you�ll recognize this.�
He brought out the aerosol container.
�Back in New Jersey, in the Hound-Tucson warehouse, I had the advantage of a little chat with your tame doctor, the one who prepares the corpses for overseas shipment through the Dead Line. He told me this liquid has very high penetration, that it goes through clothing in a matter of seconds. He left me in no doubt it�s a killer. I don�t know what�s in it, but at a guess I�d say it could be a compound of formaldehyde and raw nicotine, very highly concentrated, or maybe parathion or shadran� perhaps you�ll know more about that than I do. That doctor talked about it being possible to embalm living persons, Tucker. Now, I can�t say if he was just making some kind of joke when he said that� but it�ll be interesting to find out! If that doctor wasn�t joking, then maybe this liquid is going to harden you up like a living corpse. You�ll live a while underneath� stiff as Lot�s wife. A grotesque death�s-head, Tucker, embalmed alive!� He paused, aiming the aerosol straight at Tucker�s constricted face. �Are you going to do as I say?�
There was a dead silence as Shaw waited for the Negro�s answer. Tucker�s face was twisted; his assurance was leaving him now. He said hoarsely, �That�s murder. That stuff�s pure agony. You wouldn�t use that fluid in front of the cameras!�
�Won�t I? Don�t bank on it! If it�s the only thing that�ll make you talk the way I want, I�ll use it all right! Time�s too short for niceties. It�s you or all the world, Tucker.�
Tucker licked at his lips with the tip of his tongue, his gaze flickering around the studio. He sweated. At last he said, �I want to know, what�s in this for me? If I stop the risings and pass a message to Peking� what happens to me?�
Shaw was about to answer him when the man on the phone called out urgently, �Pentagon reports aircraft within fifteen minutes of their position for making their bomb-runs� the President has ordered the missile sites to stand by for blast-off and fighter aircraft of Tactical Air Command are in the air to intercept and shoot down the attacking force. The Sixth Fleet�s already scattered. Washington�s rattled and Kirkham can�t give you much longer.�
Shaw swung round on Tucker, his eyes ice-hard. �You heard what the man said. There�s still time � just � for Peking to recall their aircraft. To be effective, the message has to come from you personally.�
He lifted the aerosol container again and held the nozzle towards Tucker. Tucker made a curious throaty noise that was almost a sob. His face had gone a sickly greenish colour beneath the pigmentation. Hoarsely, seeming physically deflated as he looked in terror at the aerosol, he said, �Don� do it, jus� don� do it. I�ll talk. I�ll help! Jus� hear me out��
Shaw glanced at Thorssen and fractionally lowered an eyelid. Thorssen understood. He nodded to the camera crews and himself flicked off the monitor. There was a yell from one of the Black staff, a yell that could have been a warning, but Tucker didn�t take it in and it was never repeated, because one of the security men opened with his sub-machine-gun and the Black dropped with half his stomach gone. The others took the hint. Silently the cameras came alive, so did the mikes. The monitor screen stayed blank � but Tucker was back on the air.

Chapter Twenty-Eight

At countless points throughout the world men and women saw the cameras in Little Canyon bring the screens alive again, saw Tucker�s image come back, and come back with a big difference. In the coloured areas of the British Commonwealth, in Malaysia and Africa and in the far-flung islands, they watched or listened in consternation and alarm and sheer bewilderment. To the vast majority of those millions outside America Tucker�s quickly-cut-off speech had been the first intimation that the Coloured world was on the move. Those who had known the intended pattern of events had been thrown into panic when the cut had come. In White circles � in Washington, in London and the rest of the world�s capitals, and aboard the ships of the United States Sixth Fleet now steaming on divergent courses under full power into the Atlantic � men watched in mounting tension as reports came through of the continued inward flight of the Chinese strike force, of the counter-measures about to go into operation from the North American continent.
No-one in authority was in any doubt as to what was going to happen next if Shaw�s gamble failed.
* * *
�Jus� hear me out,� Tucker said again. The cameras were right on him, and him alone, but with the monitor�s screen blank and dead he was utterly unaware that his words were once again going out to the world; and in any case it was obvious his grip was loosening fast. �I�ll help� but I have to be okay. I�ll want a guarantee of my own immunity. If you can�t give me that guarantee, jus� bring along someone who can!� There was no response; Tucker mopped sweat from his face, and stared glassily at Shaw and the poised aerosol. He began to gabble. �Lissen,� he entreated in a higher voice than before, �I�ll get Peking to call off the air strike an� the rest. I�ll give you the location of all the arms dumps in the States. I�ll give you the names of who to arrest, in this country and other places. Jus� get me that personal guarantee of safety, that�s all.� His eyes seemed riveted now to the aerosol. �Jeez� I don� want to die that way.�
Tensely Shaw put the final question. �Tucker, suppose I do ask Washington for that guarantee. Suppose they give it. What about the people you were stirring up? Aren�t you asking for any guarantee on their behalf? Don�t you feel in any way responsible for what you�ve led them into?�
Tucker was shouting now. �No� no, I don�! I guess not. I don� wanna die. You get that guarantee for me an� I�ll co-operate like I said, any way you want, mister. The rest can take what�s comin� to them. Like you said, they were dupes. No reason why I should stick my neck out for a crowd of goddam lousy sheep who want the world dropped right in their laps without doin� a goddam thing to help.�� He broke off, his maddened, staring eyes rolling now towards the Black members of the studio staff, who were gaping back at him.
Shaw was grinning. Tersely he said, �You�re on the air, Tucker, and have been the last few minutes. By my reckoning, you�ve just written yourself right off. There�s going to be only one guarantee and it�s this.� He lifted the aerosol. �You say you don�t want to die this way. In that case, get cracking on Peking� and just remind them, if they need it, that they�re within minutes of having their challenge met. The whole world will know soon what China�s been planning and if the issue�s forced, it�ll be China alone against the rest � and good-bye Peking and Chinese Communism when the first American missiles hit the mainland!�
Tucker�s mouth opened, then shut again. He seemed to be having difficulty with his breathing. His face swelled and he clawed at his collar, loosening his tie. That was when it happened, taking Shaw off guard. He heard a cry from behind, then a shouted warning. There were two bursts of automatic fire as he whirled round. One of the security men was lying on the floor with his skull smashed and a couple of Negroes, both of them studio technicians, one of them with a gun grabbed from the security man and the other with blood pouring from a wound in the side, were moving for Shaw, fast. The nearer one was so close that the guards were holding their fire. Shaw dodged aside but he was a fraction too late; the Negro flung himself bodily on him and they crashed. Shaw felt a foot stamp hard on his right wrist, a paralysing blow that forced his fingers open. While the armed Negro swung sharply to cover the studio staff and the security men, the other grabbed the aerosol and ran for Tucker, who lurched upright in his chair and then scrambled to his feet. The Negro was screaming by this time, screaming at Tucker.
�Lousy bastard� by heaven� you goin� to die right now for what you done, Mister so-called President Tucker!�
Shaw was on his feet now, and covered like the rest of the personnel by the other Negro�s sub-machine-gun. If one man moved, that Negro was going to colander the lot and Shaw wasn�t going to risk more lives to save Tucker now. He gave one more order: �Keep the cameras on them � and stand clear!�
Tucker was making groaning noises now, his hands weaving about in front of his face, his rolling eyes staring at the other man. Now they were circling, wary of each other, Tucker watching his chance to go in with a Karate deathblow. They went on circling, like wrestlers, hands out in front of them, elbows and knees bent, heads lowered so that the rumps stuck out. Their heavy breathing filled the otherwise silent studio. Then Tucker appeared to see his opportunity and he went forward like lightning with his toughened hand lifted for the final killer blow.
The Negro was a shade too fly.
He dodged Tucker�s heavy body and Tucker slipped in a pool of blood left by the other man. He went down smack on his back and his attacker moved in with the aerosol � and at that moment, as the container was poised over Tucker, one of the Washington agents fired at the Negro holding the gun. The man swung round with his side shredded, but fired a burst before he died; one of the bullets smacked into the aerosol. The liquid poured out over Tucker�s face and chest. He gave a wild, unearthly scream and staggered to his feet, staring across the studio, right into the cameras, his face changing colour visibly, seeming to change even its very texture as the horrified men watched. The skin took on a leathery aspect, stiffening, the living flesh already looking like a dead man�s. Tucker was trying to speak, trying to cry out his agony, but there was a decreasing mobility in the bloodless lips. He was struggling for air; his eyelids were twitching and his pupils had contracted, were already little more than pin-points. Every part of his body seemed to be suffering from a muscular twitch. He was sweating badly and the lips were drooling saliva. Then his hands went to his stomach as though he were suffering from intense abdominal cramp and suddenly there was a great gush of vomit.
Somehow he remained upright; then all at once there was some curious and horrifying reaction from the fluid, some stricture of the flesh that tightened the epidermis and drew the corners of the mouth upward, parting the lips to show the white teeth. Tucker gave that final, horrible grin to the watching world and then went down, stiff as a dead log.
Sweating himself, Shaw gave the final order: �Cut.�
* * *
The stand-down orders had been flashed and the world was already returning to normal.
Washington had reported minor rioting fairly widespread but no bloodshed to speak of; the Negroes were in the main beating up only their own people, the smaller, local leaders who, along with Tucker, had misled and almost crucified them. Otherwise everything was fully under control and the Army had not been needed even to protect the places Tucker had said were threatened; and similar reports came in soon after from London. Over the United States, the Chinese aircraft had turned away and were running unmolested for home � Peking had taken its cue from Shaw without waiting for Tucker. They had been exposed and the great bid for world power had failed. In the West there were to be no reprisals; Tucker was dead and nobody wanted any more trouble. Many of Tucker�s own disillusioned lieutenants had come across with information and within hours most of the arms dumps had been taken over peacefully and their contents impounded by the Federal authorities. A party had been sent to take apart what was left of the Kansas headquarters. The Hound-Tucson set-up and the other Dead Line depot in San Francisco had already been inhibited equally peacefully. The Sex Kitten had been torn apart so as to nail any undisclosed activities of Tucker alias Big Pete Omofouloo. Spice and Vilera and a number of others had been arrested and would be indicted before a Federal grand jury charged with treason and violation of the constitutional rights of those they had murdered in the name of the Dead Line. With Tucker�s very public death, the whole show had collapsed. World Communism itself had taken a knock from which it wouldn�t recover quickly.
As early as he could that night, Shaw turned in and had a long sleep in a Little Canyon hotel, with a security man watching the door and another two patrolling the grounds below his window; he flew out for Washington next day and when he got to Kirkham�s office he was met by Latymer, who had just flown in from London.
Latymer talked about the final scene in Little Canyon. �It was horrible to watch,� he said quietly. �Horrible� but it worked, and that�s the main thing. It put the final touch to the d�b�cle � which I suppose is why you kept the cameras going. What that Negro did to Tucker was what millions of other Negroes would have wanted to do. You did a good job, my boy.�
Shaw rubbed tiredly at his eyes. �Good or not,� he said, �I�ll be damn glad to get on with an interrupted leave. It�s the Maribu boards for me!� He added, �Perhaps Prunella would care to join me.�
�The girl from the Ministry? Why not? I thought,� Latymer said slyly, �you�d like a few quiet days at sea first, however. At sea no-one can get at you and send you off on another job. So I�ve booked a couple of staterooms in the Queen Elizabeth leaving New York tomorrow afternoon.�
�Two? You mean you want a few days at sea as well, sir?�
Latymer said, �You took the words right out of my mouth.��
* * *
As the Queen Elizabeth came off the pier in the Hudson River and turned to head beneath a clear blue sky for the Narrows and the Atlantic, Latymer found Shaw staring moodily over the rail. �Exercise,� he said briskly, �is good for the soul as well as the body. Let�s walk.� Together they took a fast walk along the deck. The liner gathered speed past the Statue of Liberty, still holding aloft its great torch of freedom, high over the harbour. It looked better from here than it had from the Hound-Tucson warehouse, Shaw thought.� When the liner was well down harbour and passing beneath the 4,260-foot span of the Verrazano-Narrows suspension bridge into Lower Bay, a long line of grey-painted ships began to come into sight ahead beyond Sandy Hook.
�Warships,� Shaw remarked. The wind blew his crisp brown hair about. �Yanks.��
�Oddly enough, yes!� Latymer looked sideways at Shaw with a curious half-smile playing around his lips. He went on quietly, �As a matter of fact, it�s the United States Sixth Fleet out of Norfolk� entering New York, all in one piece.�
Shaw grunted. �Impressive,� he said.
�Very. They�re still a symbol of something� ships. Even today. Perhaps more so today than a few days ago!� He added musingly, �When you think what could have happened to those ships and the men in them, and what that could have led to� yes, it�s impressive, Shaw.� Again he gave that curious, meaning smile. �A steam-past like that � it�s as good in its way as a ticker-tape send-off down Broadway � don�t you think?�
Shaw grinned tightly, mirthlessly. He said, �If you want to know what I think� I think the bars should be open by now. Do you think the expense account could run to a couple of Old Fashioneds?� Flame had liked Old Fashioneds. She�d been a gutsy girl and Shaw, who was feeling bitter about the demands his job made on innocent people, knew she would have appreciated the gesture.
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