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Аннотация
The U.S. spacecraft Skyprobe IV hurtles in orbit nine hundred miles from Earth, to investigate the possibility of exploration beyond the moon. When Commander Shaw hears of a threat to the spacecraft, the Security Services in Britain and America are thrown into action, for the lives of the spacemen, the prestige of the U.S., and the stability of world peace are at stake. In an attempt to contain this threat, Commander Shaw travels from London, via Hong Kong, to Russia's Sea of Okhotsk, against a background of mounting world tension, as Skyprobe IV passes on its orbit, only hours from splashdown — the moment when any act of interference with the U.S. space probe must result in global atomic war!


Philip McCutchan
Skyprobe


ONE

“Excuse me, please,” the man said, pushing past Shaw to the bar. Shaw knew the man had been tailing him from Savile Row. He’d spotted him for what he was outside the Civil Service Commission in Burlington Gardens. Shaw’s intention had been to take advantage of one of London’s really nice winter mornings — it was a clear day, with puffy white clouds scudding before a light wind across a blue sky — by walking through to the London Hilton where later a girl would be expecting him to buy her lunch. But the tail, who wasn’t particularly skilful, had looked interesting; so Shaw, strolling casually on into Bond Street and crossing into Stafford Street, had paused for a moment outside The Goat tavern. He had gone in. The bar was packed. Shaw had pushed through the crowd and ordered a Scotch-on-the-rocks and from the corner of his eye he’d seen the tail coming in. A roll-your-own cigarette was dangling messily from the man’s lower lip.
Shaw said genially as the man pushed past, “Don’t mind me, squeeze in.”
The man looked flustered. “Thank you so much,” he said, taking up the invitation without further pressing. He ordered a Worthington. Shaw fancied there was more than a trace of a Polish accent. The tail was a tall man, thin, balding and grey — around sixty-five at a guess, could be more, and far from robust, though he had an ex-officer look about him. Army — he carried the stamp of it, in spite of the dangling roll-your-own cigarette. That wasn’t in character, was probably part of the tail act, a pathetic attempt to alter his image. Taking the change from a ten-shilling note the man turned over the few pennies he had been given, examining them closely.
Shaw had a feeling he wasn’t all that unfamiliar with the British coinage. “Interested in numismatics?” he asked casually.
The man looked up, looked back at Shaw with large, dark eyes, sad eyes like a spaniel’s. “When they are worth more than their face value, yes,” he answered. The crowd at the bar jostled him; his thin, fragile body swayed, then was held against the bar by a fat, heavy man whose red neck over-bulged a stiff white collar. The tail looked with wry envy at Shaw’s slim-waisted, deep-chested steadfastness. “Pennies of the 1950’s are worth, perhaps, ten shillings each. You see, not many were minted in those years.” Shaw put on a look of interest. He said, “Yes, I’d heard that.” The man wanted to talk to him, but not about pennies. He lifted his whisky, looked at the man over the rim of the glass. “I wonder if you happen to know any other… out-of-the-way facts, by any chance?”
The man stiffened, swallowed, then nodded. The pupils of his eyes seemed to contract, and sweat broke out in beads on his forehead. He was very close to Shaw now and his mouth wasn’t far from Shaw’s ear. He said in a whisper, scarcely moving his lips, “Commander… I would like to talk to you privately. It is urgent — believe me.”
“Tell me a little more, if you can.” As an agent Shaw was always on duty and he had no quarrel with the fact; but the girl in the Hilton was attractive and she didn’t enjoy being kept waiting, and he’d had his share of cranks. Also, he disliked wasting his time.
The voice only just reached him. “Not here. I dare not. There is a man who would kill me — a man named Rudolf Rencke, of whom you have perhaps heard.”
“I’m sorry, I haven’t.” Shaw felt certain he’d been right about the man being a Pole. “Who are you, if I may ask?” The man hesitated. “I prefer not to say.”
“You’ve been a soldier. Polish Army?”
The man didn’t answer but Shaw could tell from the look in his eyes that he’d been right chi the beam. Shaw waited, looking unco-operative; there was a long silence and then the Pole whispered, “There is a threat to the American spacecraft, Skyprobe IV, now in orbit. I will say no more here.”
Shaw felt a stab of alarm, automatically took a swift look around the bar. Skyprobe IV was hot, very hot. He said, “You don’t need to. That’s good enough. Leave here as soon as you’ve finished your drink. Be in Green Park in twenty minutes… the centre path running down to the Palace from immediately opposite 94 Piccadilly. Find a bench — join me when I walk past you. We’ll go for a stroll.” He gave the man a sharp, appraising look. “You’re sure you haven’t been tailed here?”
“I am sure.”
“Right, then.” He nodded; the Pole finished his drink and left, the cigarette still dangling. Shaw took his time over his whisky, wondering what form a threat to a spacecraft that had already been thirteen days in orbit could possibly take. After ten minutes he left The Goat and headed for the rendezvous. It wasn’t the lunch-hour yet and there were not so many people about as there would be soon. Half-way along the path, beneath the trees, he saw the Pole, sitting in the corner of a bench by himself. He was leaning against the arm-rest and he looked ill, but when Shaw reached him he saw the man was stone cold dead. He opened the jacket. Blood was draining down the front of the shirt and a razor-sharp tip of steel protruded a fraction of an inch through the chest wall and the shirt. That steel had been slid through from the back and had probably penetrated the heart on the way. Shaw pulled the body towards him and saw an inch of metal, round like a rod, sticking out between the shoulderblades. The steel was no more than a quarter of an inch in diameter and it had two deep grooves ringing it. The killer had most probably used a detachable haft, and very possibly this had been spring-loaded, so that the spike would drive in without anyone who happened to be around seeing more than a piece of wood. The dead man’s skinny body wouldn’t have needed more than six or seven inches of steel at the most. There probably hadn’t been time for the killer to withdraw the spike; somebody would have been coming along the path.
Rudolf Rencke, whoever he was, evidently couldn’t be trifled with.…
Shaw let the body sink back in its corner; to the casual eye, the Pole merely looked as if he were sleeping. Shaw went back fast for Piccadilly and got hold of a policeman. He took the officer into the park and showed him his special pass from the Ministry of Defence. “From now on,” he said crisply, “I don’t come into this. I want you to have the body taken to the Yard — and then you forget about me. All right?”
“I don’t know about that, sir,” the constable objected. He leafed through his notebook. “You’ll have to—” Firmly, Shaw interrupted. “I’ll have to do precisely nothing at all. You’ll find your own bosses’ll confirm that. In the meantime, do as I say and leave me out of your notebook and your conversation in the canteen, or you’ll have the Home Secretary himself hurling you pensionless out of the Force with his own hands!”
Shaw made for a telephone box. He rang the Hilton and left a message. Then he called the Defence Ministry. When he was put through to the Special Services Division of Defence Intelligence he spoke to Latymer’s confidential secretary. “Tell the Chief I’m on my way to see him,” he said. “This is urgent and it won’t keep.”
* * *
Thirteen days before at Kennedy, in the very early hours, the men had walked one behind the other towards the gantry elevator, past the central blockhouse where the technicians were scanning the control panels as the countdown drew inexorably to its end. Awkward in their cumbersome gear the men rode up in the elevator, tense now, not speaking at this stage as they approached the final moment of separation from the earth. That separation would last for twenty-one days in an orbit farther from the earth than had ever yet been attempted by a manned vehicle. There was an aeromedic with them as well — a slight, fair man with a pink-cheeked face who was also silent as they rode up along the length of the great rocket that stood caged in the gantry’s framework. Without appearing to do so, he was watching the men’s reactions closely, making a last-minute appraisal of their fitness to endure an extended orbital flight that would open up wider possibilities of space exploration than had so far been thought possible, and would put even the moon-probe miracle in the shade eventually.
At the top, as they stepped out of the elevator, they looked down on the concrete apron far below, and away beyond it to the huge Vehicle Assembly Building in the High Bay Area of America’s Moonport a few miles northwest of Cape Kennedy itself. Searchlights played— there was light everywhere, and noise — above all, noise… demoniac, fearful — noise that drummed and reverberated against the ears, the shriek of pipes channelling in the liquid oxygen, the raised voices of the men still at work around the capsule, somewhere below them a siren wailing like a banshee in the night, even the sound of their own heartbeats and the blood pounding in their ears. Around them now and again through the steam vapour they could see the men in their white coveralls, checking and re-checking.
Now they were level with the entry-hatch to the capsule, waiting for them in its neat plastic sheath. The doctor put a hand on the shoulder of one of the men. “Okay, Greg,” he said. “Let’s have you aboard now. You’re fine.”
“Sure we are, doc.” The astronauts moved on towards the steps leading to the hatch. They climbed in stiffly, awkwardly, and settled themselves into the contour seats.
“Good luck,” the aeromedic said, smiling for the first time. He looked into the capsule. “It’s luxury,” he remarked, “when you think of the early space vehicles, the museum pieces. You’ve got all the room you want.”
Talk… easy, meaningless talk, as always at the last moment. They looked back at the aeromedic through the transparency of their visors.
“Don’t forget the fitness checks. Be seeing you.”
The hatch was closed on them.
Thirty minutes later the inertial guidance system hummed into life and there was a hissing sound as the pressurization gas forced its way into the capsule; soon after this the umbilical connection that carried the power and air feeders — the last link with earth — fell away beneath.
Seconds later the blast-off came. Orange-yellow smoke burst from the rocket’s tail. Skyprobe IV climbed from the Kennedy base to its orbiting position 900 miles up in space, climbed fast and steady to the dark, high arch of the heavens, carrying with it, besides its human cargo and a
massive amount of new and highly secret equipment, the prestige of the United States and an expenditure of around 780 million dollars.
They were given a ‘go’ and a few seconds over forty minutes from blast-off, the spacecraft, using a brand-new fuel that was also under an experimental try-out, entered its first orbit at 27,000 m.p.h., then turned around to keep station on the 60-foot second stage of the launching rocket that had followed it into space.

TWO

“A dead Pole — and Rudolf Rencke.” Latymer rolled a round ebony ruler in his well-kept hands and looked at Shaw through a cloud of cigarette smoke. “The fact Rencke’s involved gives this thing a very nasty ring of truth. And I say nasty with a careful eye to my choice of words.”
Shaw said, “I gather you know him.”
“I know of him. I’ve never met him.”
Shaw lifted an eyebrow.
Latymer put down the ruler and arranged the various objects on his desk carefully and then spoke with precision. “Rencke,” he said, “is a bastard — in our sense of the word, that is. I know nothing of his birth. He’s a big, bald, square-headed bastard with a surplus of gleaming white teeth — I’ve seen photographs. If he’s in this country, it’ll certainly be under an alias. Rencke — he’s a Swiss, by the way — is an international manipulator, known to be ready and willing to sell his services, and they’re pretty unsavoury, to anyone who makes it worth his while. He’s also other things…
“Such as?”
Latymer stubbed out his cigarette in a jade ash-tray and took another from a silver box. He passed the box to Shaw. Shaw flicked his lighter. Latymer said, “He’s a murderer several times over. And a rapist. And a sadist… but he’s also a man of great intelligence, even if you wouldn’t think so from his photographs. Possibly cunning would be a better word than intelligence.” His hard green eyes stared shrewdly at Shaw. “Didn’t this Pole give you any clue at all as to how Rencke might be involved?”
“No, sir. Nothing apart from the fact he might do him in.”
“And you’ve no idea who the Pole was? He didn’t ring any bells at all?”
“None — as I said, it was obvious he’d been in someone’s army. Judging by his age, I’d say he could have been in the war, probably one of the Poles who came over here to carry on after Hitler went into Poland. That’s all I can offer.”
“H’m… Latymer sat back, running a hand over the skin grafts in his face. After a moment he took up the ruler again and aimed it revolverwise at Shaw’s head. “I’m taking this report seriously — and not just because of Rencke. Your Pole died to try to pass his message on, and the very fact someone thought him worth killing before he said too much, lends his words a certain additional weight! Now: if anything does happen to Skyprobe IV the future of space exploration will begin to look pretty bleak. Quite apart from the fact there are men up there in space, we have to remember there’s never yet been any kind of threat to the space programmes of either East or West. There’s any number of nasty implications in this for the future, Shaw. Retaliation’s just one of them.” He paused, leaned back, looked up at the ceiling for a few moments, then returned to the vertical and stared unblinkingly at Shaw. He asked suddenly, “What the devil could a threat to an orbiting spacecraft consist of? What’s your theory?”
“I haven’t one,” Shaw answered. “It has me beaten.” He blew smoke thoughtfully. “Unless someone means to send up something to meet Skyprobe IV head on!”
Latymer gave a cold, sardonic smile. “Somehow I doubt that.” He leaned forward. “Tell me, Shaw — what do you know of Skyprobe IV? Don’t bother — I’ll tell you, to make sure of covering any gaps in your space education. To start with, as you’ll know from the Press and television, the capsule was blasted off thirteen days ago from Cape Kennedy and it has another eight to go, orbiting at a far higher level than has ever yet been attempted, and at a higher speed too. But that’s not the whole story. Briefly, and this is classified information, the Skyprobe project was planned as an exploration flight — and the underlying object is, to open up possibilities of establishing staging posts for interplanetary travel beyond the moon. These staging posts would naturally extend far beyond the manned orbital space stations belonging to the moonprobe boys. If the flight’s successful, and so far it has been, then the West is going to be put firmly ahead of Russia for many years to come. It could be revolutionary in terms of space exploration. And there’s something else, Shaw.”
“Yes, sir?”
“How many men,” Latymer asked slowly, “do you suppose that capsule contains?”
Shaw said, “Why, two, sir. Majors Schuster and Morris of the US Air Force.”
“That,” Latymer said flatly, “is where you’re so wrong. There are three men aboard.”
Shaw stared. “Three!”
“That’s what I said. It doesn’t go beyond this room, I need hardly say. The Press boys never got a smell of the third man. Both NASA and CIA did a first-class security job on that. Naturally, a biggish number of technicians and so on had to know there would be a third man aboard, but mostly they don’t know his identity. The reason for the secrecy is simple: the very name alone of the third man would have given away something of the nature of the flight’s objectives. So apart from the heads of NASA and CIA and the men directly concerned with the flight — aeromedics and so on — the third man’s identity is known only to the President, the Secretary of State and the Chiefs of Staff in the United States, and over here by the Prime Minister, the Defence Minister and myself. Also, of course, his wife. The reason we in Britain were told is because he happens to be a British subject by birth. He’s a naturalized American citizen now, but because of who he is, we were still informed.” Latymer paused. “Is that enough to give you a clue?”
“Are you speaking of Danvers-Marshall, sir?” Shaw’s tone was disbelieving. He leaned forward and jerked cigarette ash into the jade receptacle. “He's in the capsule?”
“He is. And that’s one reason why, in my opinion, we as well as the United States come into this. Professor Neil Danvers-Marshall — none other — is orbiting with Schuster and Morris. He’s a man who likes to see for himself, to feel the same strains as his team, though as a matter of fact this is the first time he’s actually been in continuing orbit. This present distance-probe is his pet project. What d’you know about him, Shaw?”
“Not much, frankly, apart from his reputation as a space scientist… and that in spite of his British birth he’s one of the top men in the US Space Administration—”
“The very top, Shaw, in his particular line. He’s responsible only to the Head of NASA. He’d been working for years in the closest co-operation with the US on space research before he went over there permanently… as a matter of fact, it would be perfectly true to say he’s the one single man who’s got at his finger-tips all the West’s space secrets, all the data of past flights, details of projected plans and so forth. He’s a practical scientist who is also a brilliant administrator, co-ordinator, and planner. He’s a man of great brain and foresight, with the ability, so it’s said, to think constructively well into the future. He’s decades ahead of his time.” Latymer’s eyes searched Shaw’s face. “Now — would you care to tell me what he’s not?”
Shaw grinned. “All right, sir — I get you! He’s not the sort of man any hostile Power would want to smash a blunt object into—”
“Exactly — so your theory of a collision in space isn’t on at all. To my humble mind, they’d be much more likely to want to get their hands on him alive and intact — so they can get all those secrets out of him, including the details of a certain brand-new fuel Skyprobe’s using. Also the new fuel used in the launch rocket. Believe me, it’s a fantastic achievement to get a manned vehicle orbiting at the height Skyprobe IV has reached — and basically it’s Danvers-Marshall who put it there.”
“So you’re suggesting there’s been a leak and we’re facing a kidnap job, organized by the Communists. But I don’t see how anybody can possibly be kidnapped in space.”
Latymer gave a hard, mirthless smile. “Frankly, nor do I. There just isn’t the machinery for it! The Russian manned orbital space stations can’t help — they can’t interfere one way or the other. Nor can the American stations combat any funny business.…” He had closed his eyes now, leaning back once more and thinking aloud. “They can’t put vehicles into orbit — they’re equipped for direct rocket flight only. No… they’re out. As to a vehicle from earth, something to dock on… that’s out, too. I can’t see anyone risking a fight in space, nor can I see them managing to dock on without co-operation from inside Skyprobe.…”
“Nor me.” Shaw ran a hand through his hair. “It all sounds like a hell of a lot of quite unnecessary trouble. Wouldn’t Danvers-Marshall be easier to deal with on the ground? A straightforward kidnap job in the States?” Latymer opened his eyes. “On the face of it, yes,” he answered smoothly, “but it doesn’t necessarily follow, does it?”
Shaw shrugged. “Well, there’s no FBI or CIA up there in orbit, certainly—”
“Quite. It’s not so easy to smuggle a high-powered scientist out of the States. Any hostile Power, mentioning no names, could have other methods up its sleeve anyway — for instance, I’ve no doubt Danvers-Marshall could be nabbed on splashdown, before the recovery fleet reaches him. The same applies if in fact it’s the capsule and not any of the crew they’re after. These people could have submarines on station in the Caribbean easily enough. Even the US Navy can’t be one hundred percent certain of being able to keep tabs on all the submarines our hypothetical Power could send into the area — not even by using Aga Thermovision mounted in aircraft. It’s dicey, Shaw — very dicey.” Latymer drummed his fingers heavily on the desk. “We’ll have to act fast now. Since this thing has arisen here in London, it’s up to us at this stage. The Americans will expect a full report in double-quick time,
including a complete breakdown on this Pole. I want you to drop everything and find out precisely what the threat is. I suggest you’re most likely to do that if you first find Rudolf Rencke. I’ll see the ports and airfields are watched for a start, but Rencke’s slippery — he’s been sliding through check-points for years. In the meantime, get cracking and dig up all you can on the dead man — that could lead to Rencke. Of course,” he added, “all our theorizing could be wildly off the beam. All the same, there’s something else… something that could link up. Don’t ask me how or where.” Latymer reached into a drawer and brought out a thin folder which he pushed across to Shaw. “This came in late yesterday from the FO for my personal attention.”
Shaw took the folder, saw that on Page One it carried the Top Secret stamp followed by the somewhat rare instruction, FOR UK EYES ONLY. He recognized the various ‘twiddles’, as the cross-references to other relevant classified documents were known within the department. The information itself was brief and to the point: British agents working inside the Communist borders had reported greatly increased activity in the Russian space research establishments, and had reported also that certain new developments appeared to follow closely those recently evolved by the United States; the clear inference being that space-programme data could have been finding its way into Communist countries from the West. No details were given and there were no indications as to likely sources. But, as Latymer had suggested, there was at least some possible if tenuous affinity between these agents’ reports and the message, whatever it might have been, that the murdered Pole had intended to pass on. If the intelligence reports were accurate, and there was no prima facie reason why they should be doubted, then the East was already on the ball spywise. And there was a note in the Prime Minister’s own hand to the effect that, notwithstanding the FO instruction about the limited circulation of the document, the information was to be passed at once to Washington.
Shaw closed the folder. “Has Washington been told yet?” he asked.
“Yes. I don’t know the reaction yet, but I’ve no doubt they always expect a certain leakage and won’t be too worried.” This was true; no-one could ever be certain all staff had been one hundred percent investigated, however tough the screening procedure. “But this threat, vague as it all is, could be the crystalization of any previous leaks, if you follow.”
Shaw nodded. “What’s your guess as to America’s likely action now — once they’ve heard about the threat, that is?”
Latymer lifted his shoulders. “I’ve no idea. Ultimately they may order the spacecraft to ditch ahead of schedule, but I should think they’ll want something very much firmer to go on before they do that. This flight, I repeat, means a hell of a lot to the West, Shaw — us as well as America— not least prestigewise. Nevertheless, there’s one overriding consideration I trust they’re going to have well in the front of their minds, and it’s this: if the Communists are allowed to carry out successfully any kind of threat to an American spacecraft in flight, then public opinion in the States isn’t going to settle for anything less than a full-scale war.”

THREE

In Scotland Yard’s mortuary Shaw took a closer look at the Pole. There was nothing remarkable about the body except for one thing: the fifth toe on the left foot was missing. There was also an old appendix scar; but there was nothing whatever in the way of moles, war wounds or other distinguishing marks.
But that missing toe could be a big help.…
Shaw asked, “Have you any idea when it was amputated, Doctor?”
The police surgeon shook his head. “That’s quite impossible to say.” He rubbed his chin musingly, then added, “All I can tell you is that it doesn’t really strike me as having been done particularly recently.”
“Could it have happened in the war, say?”
“I don’t know… it could have, yes. Even before that— I’m afraid I really can’t possibly be precise.”
“I see.” Shaw looked down thoughtfully at the thin body on the slab. In life the man had looked anxious — a man whose worries had shown in his face; in death that face was still hauntingly anxious, perhaps because of the unaccomplished mission… Shaw had a strange feeling that he owed it to this dead man, in a personal sense, to see to it that he hadn’t been pierced by that needle-sharp length of steel entirely in vain. The brown eyes — sad eyes in life — stared blankly at nothing. Shaw turned away; there was nothing more to ask here, in this clean, bleak, melancholy room. Already he had taken the body’s measurements and a detailed description, plus a cast, of the teeth, and he had a posthumous photograph of the dead man. He had gone through the corpse’s possessions as found by the police in the pockets; here again there was nothing of interest. There had been the usual clutter from a man’s pockets — tobacco, cigarette-papers, the miniature do-it-yourself outfit, and also a packet of Benson & Hedges, which confirmed Shaw’s original theory that the man’s roll-your-own act was no more than background colour for a new identity. It had been clumsy, to carry around those ready-mades.… There was a Ronson lighter, an expensive one; a handkerchief as innocent of identifying marks as the rest of the clothing — the shirt and underwear, right down to the socks, were all new and were all drip-dries, so wouldn’t have been near a laundry. The pathetic collection was completed by a ball-point pen and a pocket-book containing money but again no identification, no addresses, no letters, the only revelation being the gilt imprint: REAL CALF MADE IN ENGLAND.
Shaw gestured to the attendant, who pulled the sheet over the body; then, as anonymously as he had arrived, he left the Yard.
* * *
An Army Records Office somewhere in North London yielded up the medical histories of Poles who had come to Britain to continue the war of liberation after Hitler and then Stalin had overrun their own country back in 1939.
The files were many and dusty and yellowed, and seemed not to have been disturbed for the last two decades or so. Shaw took the officers first. Aware that, despite the dead man’s instant reaction to his question, he could have been quite wrong in his assumptions as to nationality and calling, he searched carefully, minutely, painstakingly for hour after hour.
A taciturn, middle-aged woman, wearing rimless spectacles and the uniform of a staff-sergeant in the WRAC, brought him seemingly endless cups of lukewarm Ministry tea.
* * *
With its three occupants Skyprobe IV continued on its interminable orbits, still travelling at 27,000 m.p.h. and now at a height of something over 970 miles. The electrical connections that had fed power from the Titan 6C launching rocket still trailed from its plastics-covered rear. The two Air Force majors sat side by side in their contour seats, making the routine checks and keeping in periodic contact with the earth. Early on there had been a little trouble with the fuel cell, but they had got it operating again quite quickly by means of a cross-feed valve, and now all they needed to do was occasionally to check the fuel cell pressure. Danvers-Marshall sat behind them with little to do at this almost two-thirds-through stage but watch out of his window and observe now and again the dials of the special instruments that had been put into the spacecraft for his own purposes of study. The British-born scientist was a thin, dark man with a perpetually tensed-up look about him and a noticeable twitch below his left eye, a twitch that had grown worse as the long flight progressed and the state of weightlessness had affected him, as it had affected them all. Now and then he made notes on a pad of paper. From quite early in the flight the men had been orbiting in their underwear, discarding the heavy, cumbersome spacesuits whose restrictions would have exhausted them long before the end of their 21-day span had they worn them continually. One by one, time and time again, the tracking stations had come up, friendly voices from a familiar world to keep them in touch and to watch over them and record their progress: the Canaries—
Nigeria — Zanzibar — West Australia — Hawaii — California and back again to mission control at Kennedy… from all these places the disembodied voices had called them.
From Kennedy, soon after the start thirteen days before, the families had spoken to them. Gregory Schuster’s wife Mary had come on the air first, feeling a little foolish and self-conscious, not knowing what to talk about in the hearing of so many eavesdropping ears.
“How do you feel, Greg?” she’d asked.
A laugh came down to her and Gregory Schuster’s voice said cheerfully, “Fine, just fine… all bright-eyed and bushy-tailed! How’s things down there, Mary?”
“Oh,” she said, “fine too… we’re okay, Greg, but missing you a lot. The kids are so dam proud, too… but I guess I want you home, Greg!”
Again the light laugh, banishing fears. “Why, honey? I’m safe, up here!”
“Safe?”
“No girls, honey. Gee, you couldn’t have me in a safer place, you know that?”
Down there now, in their Florida homes, the two families went on waiting, ticking off the days, none of them aware that the British Defence Intelligence Staff in London was in any way involved with the men in orbit., Mary Schuster was kept busy, as she had been ever since blastoff, answering the endless questions from their three children — Jane, Lester and Jimmy. Questions that had to be answered sanely though she could scarcely concentrate for worry about her husband. The last thirteen days had been a long-drawn nightmare, the remaining days right through to splashdown would be as bad if not worse. In the past Gregory had often said his job was easy, hers the hard one. He would be all right, he had insisted repeatedly, she wasn’t to worry when the day came. Space flights were routine by this time, nothing in them, they had all the answers. The experimental days were long past and soon there would be a commuter service to the moon. But she knew this wasn’t entirely true, that this current flight at all events was the sheerest pioneering and highly experimental; and she had worried — badly. She hadn’t been able to keep back the tears that day when Gregory had driven down to Kennedy for the final checks and routines that had culminated in the blast-off. It hadn’t been so very different with the Morrises either, though Linda Morris was perhaps a mentally tougher and more carefree kind of girl.
Linda Morris was now answering the same kind of questions as Mary — for the hundredth time.
“Mom… say, mom — do you expect Pop’s feeling sick?”
“I don’t know, Bobbie. I hope not,” was all she could answer to that one, throwing back her fair hair as she did so and shielding her eyes to look up into the sky… as if she was expecting to see Skyprobe IV sailing past with a wave from her husband.
“Don’t they get anoxious, mom?” Bobbie persisted.
“Anoxia… maybe they do, Bobbie, but that’s not sickness, or is it?”
Bobbie wrinkled his nose. “Gee, I don’t know… but if it is, being sick’d be awful messy in the capsule!”
“Will he black out?” This was the elder — Wayne junior.
“No… no, of course he won’t.” A hand went to her breast. “Please, Bobbie — both of you — no more questions for a while. Run away and play.” She suddenly felt distracted, as if she’d had a premonition. Unlike her, that.… And nothing had gone wrong with any space flight so far, not once the capsule was in orbit, but then there had always to be a first time. That was a cliche if ever there was one, but cliches could be real enough, real enough anyway to a wife for the next eight days. There had been that trouble with the fuel cell, too. She said, “I’ll fix lunch.” The boys nodded abstractedly and she turned and went into the house and a few minutes later she saw them zooming around the garden… being spacemen.
Danvers-Marshall hadn’t any children and his wife Katherine was not, currently, in America. At about the same time as Shaw had been in The Goat tavern she had received a cable that had made her book an immediate flight to London and she had flown out from New York to join her mother-in-law in a small village in Suffolk.
* * *
Shaw, his fingers dark with the accumulated dust of ages, was rewarded at last.
He came upon a file of a man who appeared to fit the specification: a man with an appendix scar and a missing left fifth toe. The body measurements, at least as to height, fitted also, so did the details of the teeth in some respects; also the probable age. The man whose file Shaw held in his hand had been Stefan Aleksander Spalinski, then a major in the army of Poland. When the female staff-sergeant brought Spalinski’s service file Shaw found that the man had been trained in Fife in Scotland as a paratrooper and had fought, apparently with some distinction for he had been mentioned in despatches and had a Polish decoration, with a Polish brigade in North Africa and Italy. He had been demobilized in June 1946 and had given his address as 14 Girvan Square, Kilburn.
None of the information on the service file was especially interesting in itself, except possibly for one thing: the dead man had been married during the war to an F.nglish girl named Vanessa Burnside, a widow. According to the pay documents the marriage had taken place on 4th December 1941 when Spalinski had been 34 years of age, and marriage allowance had been credited from that date until the end of his service, together with an allowance for one step-child, female, name Caroline Anne Burnside. There was no follow-up to this information; after demobilization the record ceased. The army, at any rate, had lost interest in Major, by this time Lieutenant-Colonel, S. A. Spalinski.
“Perhaps,” Shaw remarked to the lady staff-sergeant, “security hadn’t quite lost all interest. It might be time well spent finding out.” He sighed; at the time of his so recent death Spalinski — if indeed he had found the right man— could have been a widower, could have been divorced and re-married or could have remained single — or there could be a family waiting at this moment for his return home.…
But where, in that case, was home?
When Shaw examined the back files in the Foreign Office’s security section something emerged about home— but again, not very much. He discovered that records, — not particularly comprehensive ones, had in fact been kept of all Polish servicemen who had survived the war. Colonel Spalinski had, with his wife and step-daughter, returned to
Poland in the May of 1948, having lived at the Kilbum address until then; and there, the whole known story of Spalinski ended. There was no note of his return to the United Kingdom; this could have been because security had lost interest by that time — or it could have been because Spalinski had re-entered the country under an alias and with false papers.
A visit to 14 Girvan Square, Kilburn, admittedly a long shot after so many years, produced another blank. No-one could recall the Spalinskis.
* * *
Shaw went to talk discreetly with a noted space expert, a small earnest man with a large head and protuberant forehead, a man with a curiously bird-like expression and a high, squeaky voice. This man expounded eruditely on the problems of space travel and the possibility of some interceptory manoeuvre.
After a while Shaw interrupted the discourse. “In your opinion,” he asked carefully, “what could be used to, say, actually bring down a capsule from its orbit… and perhaps land it at some selected place by cutting out the normal control of the crew?”
The little man looked at him bleakly. “I can only suggest magic, my dear fellow,” he said. His tone had been highly disparaging, but a train of thought had been started in Shaw’s mind, a train of thought centred on the fact that Skyprobe IV was one of the new generation of spacecraft that made its re-entry into the earth’s atmosphere with its stem section intact. Because that stem section did not detach before re-entry, the capsule would retain its radio and fuel cells right through to splashdown and after… for what that was worth as a clue.

FOUR

Late that night the security line, the scrambler that gave direct communication with the Special Services Division, rang in Shaw’s flat. He reached for the phone. “Shaw here,” he said.
“Ah — Shaw.” It was Latymer. “A news item, for what it’s worth. Danvers-MarshaU’s wife has landed at London airport ex New York. She’s gone straight to her mother-in-law in Long Melford, that’s in Suffolk — near Sudbury. Apparently the old lady’s ill.” The voice paused. “It just occurs to me you might find it useful to have a talk with her.”
“Oh… yes, sir?”
“Don’t sound so damned skeptical. She’s the closest thing we have to Danvers-Marshall, and women have an attribute they call intuition. Or so they tell me. I’m authorizing you to break security on this and tell her there’s some possibility of trouble. She might come up with something that’ll help. You’ll have to be cruel to be kind— get her worried about her husband’s safety and the results could be quite surprising. You see, if we assume the chief objective of the people behind the threat is Danvers-Marshall himself, then these people just might have cast some sort of shadow before them, if you follow. Something that might have been noticed by a woman — in retrospect that is, once she has cause for anxiety. I may be talking nonsense, but I don’t propose to neglect any possible avenues, however remote. This thing could be dynamite, Shaw… if that isn’t too old-world a simile.”
“I know that, sir. What’s the reaction from the States?” Latymer said, “Cautious disbelief that anything could really happen, except possibly some interception attempt by submarines on splashdown, as I suggested. They’ll be covering that, naturally. They say nothing can go wrong otherwise, but they’ll be on the alert for trouble and the CIA boys are already digging. For the time being they’re not saying anything to the men in the capsule — they don’t want to load them with the extra anxiety unnecessarily. What they do next, depends on what emerges. The wife’s name is Katherine, by the way. She’s also British by birth.” He passed the Danvers-Marshall address then abruptly rang off.
* * *
Skyprobe IV was over West Australia as, early next morning, Shaw let himself into his garage. The astronauts were looking down from the intense purple-blackness of the heavens at the vast expanse of the Southland, at the far-distant, twisting eddies and currents and tides of the sea off the Leeuwin and right along the coast to King Sound and beyond — indeed almost all Australia could be seen in a glance. Schuster and Morris felt almost like gods., all-powerful, all-seeing, as they cruised on through space. By the time Shaw was backing the NSU Wankel Spider two-seater convertible out of the garage the astronauts were already over the Brisbane River and Danvers-Marshall was snoring gently in a light sleep. As the capsule headed out across the Pacific and began to come within the calling area of the tracking station on Hawaii, Shaw was punishing the Wankel — she was a new acquisition, a gem of a car with a single rotor Wankel rotary piston engine, rear-mounted and with rear drive, capable of acceleration from zero to sixty in 14.5 seconds, and with a diaphragm clutch and four-speed, all-synchromesh gearbox. Shaw reached the straggling village of Long Melford soon after 0900 hours, finding the Danvers-Marshall home dose to The Bull inn. It was early for a call but there wasn’t time to worry too much about the conventions. A still-attractive woman of around fifty, with grey eyes and a mass of greying auburn hair — a woman with a shy, withdrawn manner that he found appealing — opened the door to him.
He asked, “Mrs. Danvers-Marshall?”
“Yes?” She looked back at him enquiringly.
“May I come in?” Shaw produced his pass. As she examined it he noticed the sudden whiteness in her face, the lines of worry around eyes and mouth that seemed to have deepened already. She asked, “Is this to do with my husband?”
“Why do you ask that, Mrs. Danvers-Marshall?”
She flushed this time as she met his eyes. “Why, he seems the only likely link with you people, Commander Shaw.”
He nodded. “Yes, I suppose you’re right. It does in fact concern your husband, and you may be able to help us.” He repeated, “May I come in?”
“Oh yes — of course.” She moved back jerkily from the door. “I’m so sorry, I—” She broke off and Shaw followed her into a cool hall, dark with old oak, and from there into a long drawing-room furnished with expensive antiques. She told him to sit, but remained standing herself, with her back to a big fireplace. He thought: she’s badly on edge.. the Ministry pass has done that… it’s natural enough. Maybe. She was going to have a worse shock in a few minutes; irritably Shaw wished Latymer would run out on bright ideas. He was unconvinced that this was a good one.
Katherine Danvers-Marshall said, “Well, Commander?” The ‘a’ sound was short, flat; she had been too long in America for her British accent to survive entirely.
Shaw looked into her eyes. “First, I have to ask you to treat all I say as secret information.” He hesitated. “Can we be overheard?”
She shook her head. “There’s no-one in the house— except my mother-in-law, that is, and she’s in bed. The daily’s not here yet.”
“Right. Now, what I have to say mustn’t be discussed with anyone at all — not even with your mother-in-law.” Again he hesitated. “I’m bound to add this: the Official Secrets Act could be invoked in the event of any breach of security.”
“I understand all that,” she said with an underlying edginess in her voice. “I’ve lived with security a good many years now! Will you please get on with what you want to say, Commander?”
He said, “Yes, of course. I'll start by telling you we’re asking for your help so as to prevent any possibility of anything going wrong with Skyprobe IV while your husband’s in the capsule.” He caught the sudden look of fear in her eyes. “I’ll give you the facts straight, Mrs. Danvers-Marshall.” He told her briefly of his encounter in The Goat in Stafford Street, and of the killing of the man who had tried to pass him a message, and of the possibility of trouble developing with the spacecraft as its centre.
Her hands were shaking now. She saw he had noticed, and she clasped her fingers behind her back, standing before the fireplace like a man warming his backside. She asked, “Have you no idea what this… this threat might be?”
“No,” he told her. “I’m sorry to say it, but we have no ideas at all at the moment, no leads. I was wondering—”
“Who was the man?” she asked sharply.
He said, “I don’t know that either — not for certain. But I believe he was a Pole, and—”
“A Pole?”
“Yes… He looked at her searchingly, alerted by something in the rigidity of her stance. “Yes, he was a Pole. In fact, I believe him to have been a Colonel Stefan Aleksander Spalinski.” He stopped; her body had swayed a little and her face was a bad colour. He was about to get up and go to her when she stopped him with a gesture of her hand.
She asked, “Just what do you know about this Colonel Spalinski, Commander?”
Gravely he returned the question to her. “What do you know about him, Mrs. Danvers-Marshall?”

FIVE

The only sound in the room came from a clock which ticked the seconds away behind Katherine Danvers-Marshall’s back. Shaw waited for her to answer his question, watching her face meanwhile. There was fear and anxiety in her eyes but after a while she said in a clipped tone, “It was bound to come out, wasn’t it. Sooner or
later? I knew that. I always said so to my husband, but he wouldn’t listen. You see, he was so wrapped up in his work. He refused to risk any interruption in that” Suddenly her shoulders drooped; she had a defeated look. “If he’d been… entirely honest they’d have taken him off all work involving a security risk, wouldn’t they? Anyway, that was what he believed. Myself, well, I never did think they’d have gone as far as that, but he always said they would.”
She stopped. Shaw sat very still. When she didn’t go on he said promptingly, “I think you have quite a lot to explain, Mrs. Danvers-Marshall.” He repeated his question, his face hard now: “What do you know of Stefan Aleksander Spalinski?”
* * *
It was a slightly sordid but wholly understandable story of promiscuity and evasion. Katherine Danvers-Marshall had known Spalinski years before; her husband, she said, had never met him — but, for a very personal reason, she, at least, owed much to Spalinski and his wife. Spalinski’s wife, the woman who had been the girl Vanessa Burnside, had been married previously to Katherine Danvers-Marshall’s cousin Arnold Burnside, who had been killed at Dunkirk. Katherine, who had been deeply attached to her cousin, had grown fond of Vanessa also. At about the time of her cousin’s marriage Katherine, then aged nineteen, had fallen very much in love with a young man a few years older than herself; at twenty she had borne his child, a girl. After this she had never seen him again (and later had heard, more or less by chance, that he also had been killed at Dunkirk.) As soon as they were able to, the Burnsides had adopted Katherine’s illegitimate baby legally. Katherine had been heartbroken but her parents had made difficulties and in fact the child couldn’t have had a better home. Thus, owing to the cousin’s death in action and Vanessa’s subsequent re-marriage, to Spalinski, it was Katherine Danvers-Marshall’s daughter who was now living, presumably in Poland still, as Spalinski’s stepdaughter. The Spalinskis had taken her there when they had left England in 1948 and Katherine, who two years after they left had married Neil Danvers-Marshall, had had no contact with them since. She had told Danvers-Marshall everything, and, apparently, he had understood. Nothing of the past had ever been talked about to anyone, never even mentioned except between themselves, and by the time of the marriage, which was almost twelve years after the birth of Katherine’s baby, with a world war between, none of their friends knew anything of the story; also, Katherine’s parents were dead by this time and she had never been back to her old home. Thus when Danvers-Marshall had been screened by the security people in the States, nothing had been known and Danvers-Marshall had never volunteered anything. Katherine admitted that he had given deliberately untruthful answers to certain questions and had falsified forms, but this had not been from wrong motives. He was anxious only that nothing should stand in the way of his work; and he was convinced that such a connection in a Communist country would ensure that he was turned down on security grounds.
“He was probably dead right,” Shaw said grimly. “Especially in the States! He’d be considered wide open to persuasion. That’s precisely the kind of pressure the Communists love to exploit. Now — let’s have a little more about Spalinski.”
She said, “I can tell you one thing, they could never have pinned Communistic leanings on Stefan — or on Neil, of course.”
“If Spalinski wasn’t a Communist, why did he return to Poland?”
She said quietly, “Because he loved his country and had never quite settled to English life. And also because he had been a pre-war officer in the Polish Army. He wanted to fight for Poland in the only way left to him once the war was over — underground.” She added, “When he was still in England, after the war, he became a member of the NTS. I believe he went back to Poland as an agent for them.”
“Did he indeed? That’s extremely useful to know!” Here was an avenue that could well yield up whatever it was Spalinski had been trying to tell him; Shaw knew precisely where he could find the British agents of the anti-Communist organization known as the NTS. The Popular
Labour Alliance — which was the translation of the Russian name — was in fact a Russian set-up but it had many sympathizers and active supporters in the satellite countries. Its aim was consistently to organize anti-Communist forces with the object of fostering revolution by peaceful means. To this eventual end the NTS, as directed from its operational centre in Frankfurt, maintained representatives in all important seaports. These agents contacted seamen from Communist-bloc ships in order to disseminate literature and establish contacts with members inside the Communist countries. In addition the NTS organized frontier crossings into these countries and had even, from time to time, dropped parachutists inside the Communist borders. Perhaps this was how the Spalinskis had entered Poland in 1948—completely with forged papers, to start a new life. The Polish authorities could scarcely have been unaware of Spalinski’s connection with the NTS; as Spalinski, he could hardly have expected to remain alive for long once he had crossed the border. He would have been provided with a completely new identity, but Katherine Danvers-Marshall couldn’t be expected to know about that.…
Shaw asked, “Have you any ideas as to what this threat Spalinski spoke of could be? In your personal relationship with your husband, can you find any clues, any pointers?”
She was puzzled. “How do you mean, exactly, Commander?”
Shaw frowned; it was a hard question to answer. Latymer had failed to convince him that a woman’s intuition could pierce the intricacies of a Communist plot in advance. He said off-handedly, “It just occurred to me that you might have noticed something off-beat… that’s all really.”
“Men lurking around Florida with cloaks and daggers?” She laughed, cynically. “Doesn’t the British Defence Staff or whatever it is, know better than that, Commander?”
“I apologize,” he told her, smiling. “I just thought you might have been aware of something in the air — that possibly, for example, your husband had had something on his mind, that he might have made unscheduled trips perhaps, during which, let’s say, he could have been approached by persons who wished to talk to him privately?”
She stiffened. “Do you mean Neil might have been in touch with foreign agents, Commander Shaw? Why, that’s just ridiculous! He just isn’t—”
“No,” Shaw broke in. “I don’t mean that — at least, I certainly don’t mean to suggest he’d ever had initiated anything of that sort. But, you see, I do find it hard to believe the Communists would be planning anything that might say, destroy Skyprobe IV unless they had first contacted your husband with a view to getting him to part with information — or whatever it is they want — while he was still on the ground. After all — he’s a pretty valuable property to both sides. He’s not expendable. Do you follow?”
Her mouth was still tight. “Yes,” she said. “I follow, all right. But there wasn’t anything like that, I assure you. He’d have told me — I know he would. And if there had been anything likely to go wrong, and if Neil had known about it, or if approaches, as you call them, had been made to him… well, he’d scarcely have cleared the flight at all, would he? He’d have reported to NASA or CIA or someone and called it off!”
“It was just an idea,” Shaw murmured, “and obviously a poor one! In any case, this threat may not exist at all for all I can say at the moment.” He didn’t want to add to this woman’s worries by reminding her that Danvers-Marshall was still liable to pressures on account of the girl in Poland and that, if approaches had been made, he could hardly report them unless at the same time he was prepared to reveal that he had come in on a dirty ticket years before. In the light of what he had heard, and of what Latymer had told him the previous day, Shaw was currently unhappy about Neil Danvers-Marshall; but all he said, when he got to his feet, was: “I don’t think I need bother you any more for now, Mrs. Danvers-Marshall. You’ve been a lot of help, and I’m grateful.” He paused, then said casually, “As a matter of fact, though, there is just one more thing. Do you know a man called Rudolf Rencke, by any chance?”
“Rudolf Rencke?” She frowned. “Heavens, what a name… no, I’ve never heard of him. Should I have?”
He shrugged. “Not necessarily.” He turned for the door, but she stopped him.
She asked, “What about Neil… afterwards?”
“Once we’ve bowled this thing out and the capsule’s down safely?” He felt she was going ahead a little too fast, perhaps. He wanted to let her down lightly for now, even at the expense of a white lie. He went on, “I’m bound to report what you’ve told me, you’ll realize that, and I can’t forecast the official reaction. But I doubt if after all these years they’d drop a man of the Professor’s stature just because of an omission in his original security statement, still less make any charges public.” He didn’t add that that would apply only if Danvers-Marshall hadn’t in fact had any contact with hostile agents that he had failed to report; he left her to fill that in for herself.
* * *
By lunch-time Shaw was back in London.
Wasting no time he drove through to the car park at Tower Hill, where he left the Wankel. He walked quickly through to Houndsditch where half way along he took a turning to the left. He crossed the road, went on for another thirty yards, then entered a dismal-looking shop over which was a fascia board inscribed P. J. Fetters. Stamps — Coins — Curios. A bell gave a tinny sound as he pushed the door open. There was a musty smell, a smell compounded of dust and mothballs, decay and mildew and damp. Shaw waited at the counter; behind it, a door led into P. J. Fetters’s private apartments but no P. J. Fetters appeared. Shaw went back to the door and operated the bell again. He returned to the counter and banged on the wood. When this produced no result he went behind the counter and opened the inner door and he found P. J. Fetters stone cold dead on the floor of a shadowy room overfilled with stuffy Victoriana.

SIX

P. J. Fetters had been an old man with silver hair. That hair was covered now by a black skull cap, a fitting tribute to the dead. Shaw knew all he needed to know about him. He had been a White Russian, and one of the founder-members of the NTS in London. His name at birth had been Serge Neruyin, and his father had been an officer of the Czar’s court at St. Petersburgh. Shaw looked quickly round the room. On either side of an empty fireplace were armchairs, dilapidated and overstuffed with bulging horsehair. The small space was burdened with a proliferation of P. J. Fetters’s wares — stamps mounted on sheets of squared paper, coins in frames and in specially fitted velvet-lined presentation boxes, curios ranging from stuffed baby crocodiles and the coloured shells of sea urchins to fearsome-looking weapons from all over the world. In a cage in the grimy window a dispirited canary sat glumly on its perch, staring at P. J. Fetters’s body with beady-eyed unhopefulness of ever again being fed. The floor and the general clutter of stock in the area below the suspended cage were liberally sprinkled with discarded birdseed husks.
Shaw bent down by the body, which was lying face downwards on the floor amid the clutter it had owned in life and debris from ransacked desk drawers and cupboards. There was a small hole in the back of the shabby jacket and when Shaw rolled the body over he saw the blood on the shirt-front around another tiny tear. The weapon had been the same as before, only this time the steel shaft had been withdrawn before the killer had left.
Shaw laid the body gently back. There was nothing he could do for P. J. Fetters now, but there was just a chance that the old man’s possessions might still yield up a few secrets — if the killer hadn’t done his job properly, that was; an unlikely enough thought.
Shaw began a quick but methodical search of the room. When he was about half way through and had found nothing the telephone bell rang. He reached for the instrument, pushed his handkerchief over the mouthpiece, and said in a brilliant imitation of an old man’s high, shaky voice, “Ya?”
There was a pause then a girl’s voice said in a foreign accent, “I am speaking to Mr. Fetters?”
Shaw said, “Ya… Mr. Fetters.”
“Ingrid Lange, Mr Fetters.” The voice was cool and competent. “It is about the translations. You understand?”
“I onderstand, ya.”
Again there was a pause, then the voice went on, “Savoy Hotel, in one hour. Please come to my room. This is convenient?” He assented and the girl rang off. He put back the instrument, frowning. This sounded interesting. He completed his search; it took him another twenty minutes and he still drew a blank. He looked down once again at P. J. Fetters, shrugged, and went out into the shop, closing the door of the private room behind him. As he went out into the street the shop bell gave its tinny knell. Shaw walked back to Tower Hill, not hurrying, keeping a sharp watch for anything likely to be a tail. He couldn’t identify one, though in fact it was only too possible that Spalinski’s and Fetters’s killer would assume he would be contacting the agencies of the NTS.
On the way through he stopped at a telephone box and rang Scotland Yard. This done he got into the Wankel and drove off, using a roundabout route, for the Strand and the Savoy Hotel.
* * *
By this time the men in the capsule had reached a high degree of weariness and apathy. They had had all the sleep they wanted and their condition was due more to the fight against their weightless state and to the sheer boredom of prolonged space travel. Schuster and Morris talked together a good deal — Danvers-Marshall seemed the odd man out. He hadn’t the shared link of an Air Force background, and up here in space the difference of nationality also seemed in some curious way accentuated. In the early stages he had found plenty to do and he had in fact been fully occupied; now, with much of his data collected and ready to be fed into the computers, he had time on his hands; and time, in space, hung heavily. The eyes of all three men were now red-rimmed and shadowed, and eyelids dropped constantly. All three, even though they had each other’s company, were feeling the effects of the utter alone-ness of space; to them this was perhaps their biggest enemy as they half-drowsed their way through the universe, passing time and again over the friendly voices of the ground stations so many miles below, making their routine checks, obeying medical orders and taking their ration of xylose tablets as necessary. At times they had all suffered from space-sickness, a feeling like sea-sickness brought on by the effects of weightlessness. It did curious things to their equilibrium, and Danvers-Marshall had had odd sensations of hanging upside down, or of being crouched like an animal on the floor.
As they passed yet again over Kennedy their families came on the air once more. The wives and children were well, but for the wives at any rate, as for the astronauts themselves, time was passing slowly and they would be relieved and happy once their menfolk were safe aboard the carrier that would be standing by in the Caribbean.
There was still no word from mission control of the threatened trouble.

SEVEN

In the Savoy Hotel Shaw told reception, “I’d like to see Miss Ingrid Lange.” Somehow, the ‘Miss’ fitted; the girl hadn’t sounded married. “She’s expecting me.”
“Yes, sir. What name is it?”
“Fetters. P. J. Fetters.”
“Very good, sir.” The clerk got on the phone and after a brief conversation said, “The lady would like you to go up, sir. Suite 604.“ He signalled a bell-hop. Shaw was whisked upwards in a lift and followed behind the bell-hop along a corridor, discreet, well-carpeted, quiet. The bell-hop knocked at Suite 604 and the girl’s voice came through faintly, “Please wait. I am just coming,” and a few moments later the door was opened and Shaw walked past the bell-hop into the lobby of the suite with his hand on the butt of the Beretta in his shoulder-holster.
The girl was around twenty-seven and as attractive as her voice. Her eyes widened but she stood demurely, with her hands behind her back. The bell-hop closed the door and left them to it. The girl said, “What is this? You are not Fetters?”
“No, I’m not. You’ve met him, Miss Lange?”
“No, but I know he is an old man.” She didn’t look scared and one reason for that became obvious when she brought her hands to the front. In the right was a tiny revolver aimed at Shaw’s guts. It wouldn’t hurt much at any range worth mentioning but right here in the small lobby it would make a lethal enough hole. “Who are you, please?”
Shaw said easily, “Let’s just say I’m Smith. As a matter of fact it was I who talked to you on the phone, believe it or not, an hour ago… from Fetters’s back room. You won’t need that gun, Miss Lange, I promise you. Can’t we go into your sitting-room and talk this thing out comfortably? My intentions are strictly honourable, I might add, though I fear it’s going to be quite a strain keeping them that way.”
Her eyes — blue eyes, reliable eyes — were steady as a rock over the top of the gun-hand, and that was steady too, but there was the faintest glimmer of amused appreciation in them. “Where,” she asked peremptorily, “is P. J. Fetters?”
“Fetters, I’m sorry to say, is dead.”
“You killed him?”
He shook his head. “Certainly not. He was dead when I arrived. I’d hoped to find him very much alive.”
“Why?”
Shaw grinned. “For one thing because I hate to think of anybody on my side not being alive. For another, and more important currently, I wanted some information from him.”
“And you are here because I happened to telephone, and you think I may be able to give you some information in his place?”
“That’s it exactly,” he said cheerfully. “May we go inside now?”
She frowned; the frown, wrinkling her brows, made her even more desirable. Shaw could see now that she was beautiful — really beautiful, as few women are. She was fair — exceptionally fair, with very fine hair twisting around and below her ears… small ears, caressable ears— sensitive ears, perhaps, in more ways than one? Her body was slim — she was tall, and long-legged, with shapely breasts thrusting against a vivid blue dress. The eyes were large and direct, and innocent despite the efficient handling of the gun. She was obviously Scandinavian, and the accent struck him as Swedish. The name, of course, might or might not be her real one.
Meanwhile she was observing him as critically as he was observing her. Her eyes were narrowed now as she came to a decision. After a few more moments she said crisply, “Very well, Smith. We will go inside and talk, as you say, in comfort. Please walk past me, and sit in the chair by the window.”
He did as he was told. She kept the gun pointing at him all the way and remained standing when he sat. She said, “Now, please, tell me what is going on?”
“That,” he said, “is what I was about to ask you. I’d say you were an observant kind of person, Miss Lange, and—”
“I am,” she said, “and I would say you are not called Smith, for one thing. That does not make me trust you… though there is something in your face that I would call, I think, honesty.”
He grinned. “Thanks! Maybe I'm not Smith, but I’m afraid it’ll have to do for now.” His own eyes narrowed suddenly. “Miss Lange, what were you going to talk about with P. J. Fetters?”
She answered coolly, “Is that your business… Smith who isn’t?”
“I believe it could be.”
Her eyes had taken on a steely look now and she was puzzled — but also interested. In him. Very. She said abruptly, “Tell me in what way, Smith.”
He said, “Two men have died — Fetters and one other. Do you know who the other is, Miss Lange?”
“I do not.”
“He was a Pole, and his name was Stefan Aleksander Spalinski, once a colonel of the Polish Army in Britain.” Her eyes were perfectly steady. “I do not know this man,” she Said. “I have never heard of him. You will have to do better than that.”
She was speaking the truth; the Fetters and Spalinski wires failed to cross with this girl. Shaw changed his line of attack. “What are you doing in London?” he asked. “I’d assume you don’t live permanently at the Savoy — so when did you arrive, and where did you come from?”
She shrugged. “I do not mind telling you this. I arrived only last night, from Switzerland, and—”
“Switzerland?” he asked with sudden interest.
She nodded. “Zurich. You ask what I am doing. I will tell you that too. I am a kind of literary agent.”
“With a gun? You deal with publishers at gun-point, Miss Lange?”
“Oh, no, not always, that is!” There was amusement in her face again. “What is this Spalinski who died? What has he to do with P. J. Fetters?”
Shaw said, “Spalinski had a message for me. He was killed before he could pass it on. He was killed in precisely the same manner as was Fetters not so long ago today. That seems to me a kind of link, for a start.”
“And you went to Fetters to find out what the message was?”
“That,” he said, “is more or less correct.”
“And now you come to me, also to find this out.”
“You’re doing pretty well!”
She said flatly, “Then I am so sorry. I have no knowledge of any message.”
“But you were in contact with Fetters.” He shifted in the chair, crossing his legs and leaning back comfortably. “And there’s one more link between Spalinski and Fetters.”
“And this is?”
He said with deliberation, watching her face closely, “Both of them were members of the NTS and I believe you are as well, Miss Lange.”
A shadow crossed her face and her mouth tightened; that had gone home. Shaw smiled and said, “It’s all right, we’re all on the same side. Spalinski, Fetters, you — and me. I’m going to trust you. I’m an agent of British Defence Intelligence.” He reached into his pocket and brought out his special pass, showing the cover only. “Do you believe me?”
After a pause she said, “Yes, I think I do, Smith.”
“Then put the toy pistol away. I’ve a much better one in my shoulder-holster, and if I’d wanted to, I could have had it out long before you could have got me with the peashooter.”
She gave a sudden laugh. “Very well, Smith, I shall do as you say.” She picked up a handbag from a small table and slid the miniature revolver into it. Then she sat down opposite Shaw, and he looked with appreciation at nyloned thighs as her dress slipped above her knees. She went on, “I was telling you the simple truth when I said I did not know of this Spalinski. Therefore it follows that I cannot help you over the message of which you spoke. My business with Fetters was not in any way concerned with that, I assure you, Smith.”
“What was your business?”
She said slowly, “I had better explain, perhaps. I have already told you I am a literary agent, but one with a difference. I act, you see, as a link with writers of the Communist countries — writers who are not Communists, writers who have a message for the non-Communist peoples, writers who in fact are largely members of the NTS and who wish their works to be published outside their own countries — in the West, that is. Sometimes, if they are brave men, they wish to publish under their own names. More often, however, they publish under pseudonyms. I build up for them contacts with Western publishers, secret contacts, and act as their agent in all non-Communist countries. I have, you understand, very wide contacts of my own, built up over the last few years.”
“And Fetters?”
She took the end of a lock of hair and twisted it around below her nose, holding it there for a moment between nose and pouting upper lip. “Fetters was to be my contact in this country insofar as my activities for the NTS are concerned—”
“I thought you said—”
“Wait, Smith. Let me explain. What I said was the truth. On this occasion I am in London very strictly on literary business, and I had arranged with Fetters by an exchange of correspondence for him to translate a book by a Russian author, an old friend of his from very many years ago. This, and the contracting for the book with a London publisher, whose name I shall give you if you wish, is the sole reason for my visit. This I must stress. It is perfectly true, Smith.” She added, “It is also true that I have never met Fetters. It happens that so far I have never undertaken any commission for the NTS in this country.”
Shaw was disappointed. He said, “I see. Well — if you’re only here on literary business I doubt if you can be much help, Miss Lange. That is unless — since you come from Switzerland — you happen to know a man called… Rudolf Rencke?”
“Rencke?” The girl reacted instantly. Her body jerked and her eyes hardened. “Rudolf Rencke… why do you mention the name of that man?”
“Before Spalinski died, he told me that a man of that name might try to get him. I don’t know if the killer was in fact Rencke, or not — but he could have been. Even if he wasn’t, if I could get hold of him, he might be persuaded to tell me what Spalinski’s message was.” He paused, looking at her searchingly. “What do you know of Rencke, Miss Lange?”
Her tone was clipped now, and tense. “I know too much of him, Smith! He is a killer, as you suggest. He is a man whom the police of many countries would like to bring in and charge, but he is too clever for them all. Nothing has ever been made to stick. He has very many interests and all of them are — dirty. He is a brute, Smith, a fiendishly cruel man, a man who is unhealthy in mind and in appearance. He is out for his own ends entirely. I have heard it said that he has worked for the Communists. What his politics really are I do not know, but evidently he is willing to take Red money when the chance offers. Does that help?”
Shaw said, “Yes, Miss Lange, it could help. It could fit. You don’t happen to know his present whereabouts, I suppose?”
“No,” she said, “I do not. From what you say, he could obviously be in London, but I would not know where to look for him. Which is perhaps just as well, Smith.”
He looked at her sharply. “Why’s that?”
In a low voice she said, “Smith, three years ago in Switzerland, I was forced to watch while Rudolf Rencke raped my sister and then murdered her. I do not wish to go into details… but somehow I got away from him, and I went to the police and reported what had happened, but Rencke had too many friends, if one can call them that, in high places — men whom he had in his pocket, men he could blackmail. What happened to my sister took place in Vevey on the Lake of Geneva.. and next day Rencke had produced no less than five prominent persons, one of them a banker and another a member of the Ständerat, who swore that he had never left Zurish and that I must be mad — or vengeful, as a cast-off mistress, which in fact I never was. Since then he has believed me powerless — had he not believed that, he would have tried to kill me. He wants my body, that I know… I swear to you, Smith, if ever I met Rudolf Rencke again, I would do all in my power to kill him.”
* * *
She was quite a girl, Shaw reflected as he drove away from the Savoy, but she hadn’t been able to help much. Once again, it seemed that with Spalinski all leads ended in complete blanks, which experience had taught him was the fate of most leads. This time, however, the impasse seemed unbreakable. He wasn’t even within sight of getting off the ground on this job. No-one knew a thing about Spalinski; Fetters was dead and most likely anybody else who might have any knowledge was in danger of dying at any moment. And meanwhile Skyprobe IV had just another seven days to go to splashdown.
Shaw drove along the Strand, headed up for Piccadilly and on to his flat, and when he let himself in and went into his sitting-room he found someone had got there before him and was reclining grandly in an easy chair, drinking Shaw’s own whisky from one of his own crystal tumblers and holding a nasty-looking semi-automatic weapon pointing straight at him as he came through the door. His visitor was big and bald and square-headed, with a mouthful of teeth, and he looked a bastard. He had a puffy white face and moist red lips, very full and sensual, and in general looked unhealthy as well as a bastard.…
Calmly Shaw walked up to him, into the snout of the gun. “Rudolf Rencke, I presume?” he asked.
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“At your service, Commander Shaw.” Rencke smiled, showing three gold teeth among the white. “You will please take your gun from your shoulder-holster and drop it by your feet.”
“If you want it, you’ll have to come and get it.”
The bald man said, “I prefer waiter service.”
“Then you can get knotted.”
Rencke smiled puffily and said, “Moss.”
Shaw turned in a flash, his hand already inside his jacket for what the Beretta was worth against that heavy gun, but he was a fraction too late. Two men came at him from behind the door and each seemed to land on his shoulders. He crashed over backwards. Reacting fast, he brought his legs back and sent one of the men flying into a china cabinet. The other man had a lock on his neck and arms. The man in the cabinet emerged from the wreckage shaken but intact and came back to help his companion. Shaw was lifted to his feet and held up in front of Rudolf Rencke. Rencke fit a cigar and smiled gendy. In a soft voice he said, “What a troublesome man. Moss, you and Horn hold him tight and bring him nearer to me… that’s right.”
Rencke took a pull at his cigar and closed his eyes. Then he opened them again, smiled as charmingly as he knew how, and lashed out with his right shoe. His leg muscles must have been enormously strong. The kick took Shaw right in the groin and he whitened with agony as the men kept his body upright. Twice more Rencke repeated the performance and then, through a drumming in his ears, Shaw heard him say, “That will be all for now, thank you, Moss. We shall remain here until after dark, then it will be quite safe to remove him.”
* * *
Shaw was slugged from behind and given a jab with a hypodermic that put him out like a light and he didn’t know another thing until he came to in the back of a large car travelling fast through the night. There was a blinding pain in his head and he felt sick. Vaguely in the lights from passing cars he saw that Moss was driving. He himself was flanked by the other man and by Rudolf Rencke who, when he felt Shaw stirring, pushed a gun hard into his side.
Rencke said in that soft, suave voice, “No movements, please, and no sound.”
“Where are we going?”
“There will be no questions.”
“Have it your way,” Shaw answered. He closed his eyes, tried to ignore the throbbing in his head. Everything swung around him and he opened his eyes again, looked out at the tracery of trees and hedges as they came up ghost-like in the white beams of the headlights. Wherever they were heading, they were certainly well outside London already. In front Moss wound his window down a little way and cool air, refreshing air, swept over Shaw. The night was very dark, with a hint of rain to come. The land looked flat and low-lying and Shaw picked up the smell of the sea and ships; they were probably somewhere around the Thames estuary. A little after this they came to Purfleet, thus roughly confirming his geographical estimate, went on through and then came upon scattered houses. Moss swung the car into the drive of a big early-Victorian house standing isolated in its own ground about half a mile beyond its nearest neighbour. The car was driven to earth in a garage and Shaw was ordered out and escorted across a cobbled yard that had evidently once been a stableyard,
towards the kitchen regions of the house. Once inside he was led to a cellar entry. His hands were tied behind his back and he was thrust through the doorway. A light was burning and he saw that he was at the top of a greasy, crumbling stone stairway. He moved gingerly down five steps and then something shifted under his feet and he fell the rest of the way. It was quite a long descent and he landed up on large lumps of coal. But he knew how to fall; he wasn’t hurt. Before he could take a look at his surroundings the light went out. He was left in pitch blackness. A voice from up top called down, “You can’t get away, so don’t try. If you do, we’ll know all about it. Just remember, we have a very effective alarm system but we won’t be too pleased if it sounds off in the night.” After that the door was slammed shut and Shaw heard the lock and bolts operate.
* * *
Across the Atlantic, down south in the soft early-evening air of Florida, a four-seater aircraft made a neat landing at the Kennedy base and its occupants hurried to a waiting Thunderbird that drove them fast to the National Aeronautics and Space Administration executive building. The top brass of NASA was getting rattled and the executive chief had called yet another conference and had asked that a representative be sent from the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Washington had sent the Vice-Chief of Staff, US Air Force, and three aides. The Chief of Staff, together with the Secretary of Defense, had already been working almost non-stop on the report that had come through from Whitehall.
Also present at the Kennedy conference were physicists and space-research men from Professor Danvers-Marshall’s own ground team, the top aeromedic and an assistant, and technical and executive officers from mission control. The aeromedics affirmed that the routine checks showed the men in the capsule to be fit and well, if tired; they had reported feelings of sickness but there had been no vomiting. Everything was going according to schedule and there was no suggestion of even the smallest degree of anoxia, which was one of the biggest worries in the health line. Mission control, too, said there were no problems
from their angle; the flight was proceeding perfectly smoothly. The research men were satisfied with the results they were getting. Naturally, the reports had not yet been fully analysed and it would be a matter of weeks rather than days after the capsule was down before the value of the marathon high orbiting could be properly assessed and all the information duly computerized and evaluated; but meanwhile the performance of the new fuel was known to have been entirely satisfactory.
No decisions were taken, but the possibility that they might have to order a premature splashdown was much on everyone’s minds. When the meeting broke up the NASA chief, Leroy Klaber, was left with the man from Washington and his own Personal Assistant. Klaber, a short, grey man, thickset and with a prematurely lined face that showed his current anxieties, walked across to a wide window, uncurtained now, from which he had a panoramic view of the base, of the gantries and the hangars and the service towers. Tonight he was on edge, his movements were jerky and nervous; he didn’t want to see anyone get hurt and he didn’t want to see a fiasco, by which he meant a panic splashdown, either. Skyprobe IV was breaking new ground and the flight had to go right… it just had to. Klaber stood with his hands in his pockets and his shoulders Slumped, drooping so that his chest seemed to slide down into his stomach, looking out and down at the lights and the activity… the activity, he thought to himself, that was constant at Kennedy, day and night, night and day, world without end, Amen.…
Harry Lutz, his PA, said suddenly, “What was that, Mr. Klaber?” and Klaber realized with a start that he’d said the last few words of his thoughts out aloud. He turned from the window and walked slowly back towards the conference table. He said, “It wasn’t worth repeating, Harry.” He passed a hand across his eyes. “General,” he said to the Air Force officer, “if anything definite comes through — if this really is a threat the British have dug up, and remember there’s been no backing, no follow-up to it yet— no-one will recommend immediate splashdown quicker than I will. You know that. But… we’ve just nothing to go on — nothing! Only what this Shaw has picked up.”
The Vice-Chief of Staff lit a cigarette. He blew a stream of smoke. He said quietly, “I told the conference, Mr. Klaber—”
“That Shaw is known to the Pentagon and he has done a job or two for us already — all right, so now I know that!” Klaber’s tone was distinctly touchy; he was a peppery man at any time. “But it does not have to cut any ice with me, General! So far as I am concerned, so far as I can be concerned, he is just an agent who has picked up something so goddam vague it almost does not signify! The sun does not shine out of the top of his head, General. He could be so wrong, you know that?” His face creased up like a monkey’s.
The general nodded. “Sure he could! I hope he is. But can we deliberately, in view of his report, leave three lives at possible risk, to say nothing of all that top secret new equipment aboard the capsule?”
Klaber made a weary gesture. “We’ve been into all that! We’re doing what we can. I told you, my boys are working right around the clock to get another spacecraft up. I know that won’t save the equipment if the worst happens, whatever the worst is and that we don’t know either, but my men are my first consideration.” Much of the activity going on below the wide window was in fact due to the frantic efforts being made to prepare a launch pad for sending up another vehicle. It could in certain circumstances become necessary to try to transfer the men in Skyprobe IV. “It takes twenty-nine days normally and the second spacecraft currently has a computer fault anyway. It’s probably hopeless and it probably won’t ever be needed if you ask me, but we’re trying all we know how, just as a precaution. Those fives are still my responsibility and I don’t want you or anybody else to think I regard that responsibility lightly, General. But I don’t need to remind you that this flight, if its successful, is going to put us a couple of decades ahead of the Russians, and maybe swing the uncommitted nations round to hitch their stars to us in the West, right?”
“That’s agreed. Militarily, we’re banking on complete success too. So we don’t want to bring the capsule down early, either. Only—”
Klaber went on as though he had scarcely heard. “The world is watching Skyprobe IV. All the world, General!” He slammed a fist into his open palm. “In this country every man, woman and child is going to be watching the TV screens for news of the capsule during all the next seven days. Or that’s what they expect to be doing. If the order goes up to ditch… well, we’re going to look so dam foolish it won't be true, if this thing, this threat, turns out to be all hooey! We’ll have to give a reason, too. You can’t interrupt a flight like this without saying a word.” He pulled out a handkerchief and mopped runnels of sweat from his face. “Look, I have to keep remembering one thing above all till we know some more and I’m going to say it again and keep on saying it: the threat, if it exists at all, could be a deliberate plant, a calculated leak as phoney as hell, just to make us bring down the capsule and finish ofi the project. Bluff us into it. And if we fall once for that particular kind of blackmail… when do we ever get back into business again?”
The airman said heavily, “I’m well aware of that risk, too. But you know my point of view on that, Mr. Klaber. It’s a lesser risk to bring the capsule down now and bring it down intact, rather than let the world see we can’t control our own space flights.” He gave a grim laugh. “Aren’t we going to look much bigger mugs if that happens, Mr. Klaber?”
Klaber threw up his arms. He said, “I don’t know. I just don’t know. All I do know is — I’m going to give it a while longer before I even think about ordering Schuster to fire the retro-rockets. And something else: I’m still clamping right down on telling those men up there what we know— or rather, what we goddam don’t know — from the British security boys!”
The general took up his briefcase, slipped in some papers and snapped it shut. “In that case,” he said, “I’ll get back to Washington.” He stood for a moment looking hard at Klaber, his heavy, dark-shadowed face sombre. “Before I go, however, I’ll remind you, Mr. Klaber, that this time it’s a Presidential decision whether or not the capsule is ordered to ditch ahead of schedule. In the last analysis… you won’t be called upon to make that decision yourself.”
Klaber nodded. “I know the President takes the final decision,” he said, “but only as a result of the advice he gets. And I’m only one of his advisers — I know that too.” He paused. “You know something, General?”
“What?” Again the Air Force officer looked hard at Klaber, frowning from beneath shaggy, overhanging brows.
“Every minute,” Klaber said, “I’m thanking God I don’t have to take that final decision by myself.”
“Sure — I know.” The general was sympathetic now. “It’s a hell of a strain, don’t imagine I don’t know that. There’s a strain on us too — the possibility of a full-scale nuclear war developing if anybody’s allowed to interfere with that capsule. And I still say it’d be a dam sight safer down, and that’s how I’m going to report.” He reached out a hand and took Klaber’s, and smiled. “Sorry. I reckon I’ll be back before long.”
When he had seen the Air Force chief and his aides into the car Klaber went along to his own office leading off the conference room. He spoke to Lutz, who went across to a cupboard and poured two stiff whiskies. Lutz came back to where Klaber was standing and passed his chief a tumbler. Klaber took the whisky at a gulp and said, “That’s better.” He looked up at his PA. “What’s on your mind now, Harry?”
Harry Lutz said, “The Press, Mr. Klaber.” Lutz had a perpetually anxious look, as if he were everlastingly wondering what he had left undone.
“The Press?” Klaber lifted an eyebrow. “So what?”
“So this: suppose something leaks, either here or in Britain? Suppose the Press boys get to this before we release it?” The anxious look deepened. “You thought of that, Mr. Klaber?”
“So far as I know, Harry, I’ve thought of everything.” The space chief smiled bleakly, without humour. “That’s just one of the points. The Press won’t be told a thing without my say-so, and they won’t release it even then, till I say.”
“You sure of that, Mr. Klaber?” Lutz ran a hand over his face. He was always apprehensive of the Press.
Klaber said grimly, “They had better not, Harry.” He looked at his watch, checked it with the atomic-action clock on the wall of his office. “I’m going down for a bite to eat, Harry. Call me at once if Washington’s on the line again.”
* * *
They came for Shaw when a faint daylight had been trying hard for the last three hours to filter through a dirty, cobweb-festooned grating that admitted air to the cellar. He heard the creak as the door opened and then, briefly, footsteps on the stone. The footsteps stopped short of half way down and the outline of a man showed up against the light of day coming more strongly through the door from the passageway beyond.
It was the man Rencke had spoken of as Horn, the one who had been alongside Shaw in the car. Horn sounded American. He called down, “Right, mac. On your feet. You’re wanted.”
The light glinted on metal; it was a .45 revolver and it was wearing a silencer. The Essex riverside probably wasn’t quite the place for the sub-machine-gun Rencke had been carrying the day before, but that heavy revolver could blow a hole in a man’s body big enough to run a fist through. Shaw got to his feet, sliding about on loose coal, unable to steady himself with his tied hands. The American didn’t help out; he just stood there on the steps, behind the gun, enjoying a sense of power. Shaw moved towards the steps and the gunman backed up ahead of him. At the top he was told to turn to the left, and he walked ahead of the gun along a passage until he was halted by a door standing ajar. He was told to kick this door open and when he did so he was pushed ahead into a cloakroom. Moss was waiting inside, finishing a cigarette. While the American covered Shaw with the revolver Moss untied his hands, then leaned back against a tiled wall and, with the hand that didn’t hold a gun, started picking his nose.
“Wash,” Horn said. “We don’t like dirt around here. There’s a shaver ready for you, too. Your host is very particular, mac.” He indicated an electric shaver, already plugged in to a point alongside a mirror. There was also a new toothbrush and an unused tube of paste. The service was good, once away from the cellar. Shaw got to work on himself gladly, and sluiced away the coal-dust. When he was ready Horn prodded him out through the door again and along the passage, and halted him at another door leading off the hall.
Moss walked round Shaw and opened the door.
Shaw stopped short in the doorway of a room where two men and a girl were finishing breakfast; it was one of the most ordinary domestic scenes imaginable. Or it would have been if the characters had been different. One of the men was Rudolf Rencke. The girl, a dark piece who used much eye-shadow, was in her early twenties and looked as if she’d just come in from a night on the razzle. But the other man, seated negligently back from the head of the table with his knees crossed, reading the Times, was nearer Shaw’s mental image of the kind of master this house would have — yet he was possibly the most surprising person to find at this particular table. He was a tall, distinguished-looking man, handsome, with thick, neatly-oiled hair greying above the ears, perfectly groomed in an elegant, expensive and beautifully-cut suit and an Old Etonian tie. Shaw knew that if he had chosen to wear it, the man would have been equally entitled to the colours of the Brigade of Guards. For, on a kind of nodding acquaintanceship, Shaw knew him. His name was Hilary St George Thixey and he worked for a certain department of State as elegant as himself. On the security side.
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“Morning, old man! You’ll have some breakfast, of course?” Thixey was entirely at ease, the perfect host, welcoming, charming. Putting the Times down beside his plate he smiled across at Shaw. “Or are you not hungry, after the unfortunate occurrences during the last twenty-four hours? I’m awfully sorry about the way you had to be treated, by the way — but it really couldn’t be helped, old man.” He brushed a crumb off his cuff.
Shaw asked, “What are you doing here, Thixey?”
Thixey waved a hand, dismissingly. “Don’t worry about all that for now, old man. Don’t let’s discuss business before you’ve eaten. Breakfast discussions were all very well in the more spacious days when one had had a couple of hours’ crack-of-dawn sniping at the wild duck, what? In these days it’s uncivilized — not done! Do sit down, my dear chap.”
Thixey gestured to Moss. Moss glanced at Shaw, moved past him into the room, and pulled out a chair. There being nothing else to do in this astonishing situation, Shaw walked forward and sat down at the table. Moss asked sardonically, “Bacon an’ eggs — fried? Or haddock, for the gentleman?”
“Neither. Just a roll and marmalade.” He didn’t feel in the least like fried eggs or haddock for the time being, but the hot rolls smelt almost appetizing; so did the coffee. He wondered if this was some dream resulting from the blow he’d taken on his head, or from the hypodermic. It simply wasn’t making sense.
Moss said, “Rolls are on the table, aren’t they? Help yourself. Tea or coffee?”
“Coffee — hot, strong and very black.” The girl was watching him, Shaw noticed, with something like approval and desire in her eyes. She looked tough — she was big-built, rather like a layman’s idea of a prison wardress. Any man less tough would be eaten alive. Moss poured coffee and brought the cup to the table, setting it beside Shaw. While Shaw drank, Moss retreated to the window where he slouched against the wall and started picking his nose again. Thixey was watching Shaw, an enigmatic smile twisting his lips. Shaw stared back at him, wondering what the man was playing at, whose side he was on. Thixey had a first-class reputation for brains and initiative, and in his younger days had had his share of field work as an agent. It went without saying that his record was as clear as a bell, that his background and connections were quite beyond reproach… it was inconceivable, surely, that he could be a traitor. Yet here he was, apparently totally accepted by these men, including Rudolf Rencke. Where, how and why — and when — had Thixey deviated? That background of his didn’t lead a man towards Communism — or could it, perhaps? The stately home — Thixey’s home was Weltham Hall and he was by way of being the local squire, or would have been in the more spacious days of duck shooting that he’d spoken of — Eton and Sandhurst and the Brigade of Guards, followed by absorption into high-level security and all that that entailed, could have produced some kind of inner rebellion, a revulsion of the spirit. It had happened before. And agents, of all people, had the best opportunities of making the wrong sort of contacts — they had to, simply in the line of duty. Thixey could have been seduced by cash or promises — he probably wasn’t exactly wealthy according to his standards — or by threats, after an indiscretion? One thing was clear: Shaw had been brought, if not right to the heart of whatever was being planned against the American space mission, then at least pretty close to it; for Hilary St. George Thixey, if he was one of the other side, must, by the very nature of his British standing and his professional knowledge, be one of the bigger boys in the set-up. They would hardly employ a top British security man as tea boy.
Shaw finished a roll and politely Thixey tried to press him to another. He refused.
“Quite sure, old man?” Thixey was solicitous.
“Absolutely certain, thank you,” Shaw felt a strong desire to laugh; the country-house atmosphere was too ridiculous. He stirred his coffee.
“Smoke?”
“Thank you…"
Thixey held out a gold case. Shaw took a Sobrania Virginia. Thixey flicked a lighter; smoke drifted up from his own cigarette, widened into an early sunbeam coming through the tall, elegant window where Moss stood. The girl was still watching Shaw, looking at him now over the rim of her cup as, somewhat noisily, she drank tea. Rudolf Rencke was in the background, just sitting quietly and looking his pasty, unhealthy self. Thixey smiled and asked, “Surprised to see me, old man?”
Shaw gave a hard laugh. “Simply to say yes seems a totally inadequate answer — old man.”
Thixey grinned and leaned back in his chair. He glanced across at the American, Horn, who was still by the door and holding the silenced revolver aimed between Shaw’s shoulder-blades. Breakfast wasn’t really quite the happy, carefree party Thixey was trying to make it seem — the gun spoilt the atmosphere. Moss, too, was keeping a hand loosely inside his double-breasted jacket, ready to reach into the shoulder-holster that showed as a slight bulge in the cloth. Thixey said, “Yes, I quite understand, of course. It must seem awfully odd to you. Don’t be shy in front of my friends,” he added. “They know who I am and what my job is. My British job, I’m referring to.”
“What about your other job, Thixey, the one that fits with all this?” Shaw waved a hand around the room, taking in the company. “How did you get hitched up with a man like Rencke?”
Thixey laughed. “Not so fast, my dear chap! All will become crystal clear in due course—”
“What are they paying you for this, Thixey? Or have they got a file on you, held somewhere safe… complete with compromising photographs, perhaps?”
Thixey didn’t like that; his mouth thinned for a moment, then he relaxed again and smiled. “My dear old man, there’s nothing like that at all! I assure you, I never get myself into compromising situations of that sort. I’m here of my own free will entirely, and—”
“What do you want with me?”
“That’s what I’m coming to if you’ll give me a chance. Mossy, a little more coffee, please.” Thixey held out his cup; Moss came away from the window, took the cup and refilled it. Thixey drank a little, then went on. “There’s one thing I must tell you. I know your reputation, Shaw — I know you’ve got yourself out of extremely tricky situations before now. At the moment you’ve got one thing in your mind, and that is, to find out all you can from me and then get away in one piece so you can pass it on to Whitehall. That’s your form, isn’t it? This time, if I were you, I wouldn’t even begin to reckon the odds because, believe me, they’re all against you. For a start, if you try anything now, our friends with the guns will rip you apart before you’ve moved out of your chair. And I’m as ready to shoot as they are. Next: you can’t get out of the cellar once we put you back in. If you even try to, an alarm system blasts off where one of us can hear it twenty-four hours a day. So be reasonable. We don’t want to have to kill you, old man, but I do want you to understand that if we have to, we will, without any hesitation whatsoever.”
“We, Thixey?” Shaw looked into the man’s eyes. “Just who do you mean when you say ‘we’? And what have ‘we’ planned for Skyprobe IV, Thixey?”
There was an immediate reaction from the others. The girl’s eyes went blank and she looked down quickly at her cup. Moss’s body jerked and the hand went deeper into the jacket, looking as if it were about to come out with the gun, like a lucky dip. Behind Shaw, the American could be heard sucking in a long, whistling breath. Rencke’s heavy square face, suffusing, lost its pastiness and his fists clenched on the table. Only Thixey remained completely unmoved and at ease, his long, well-kept fingers carrying the Sobranie to his lips and his eyes sardonic, amused, even mischievous beneath the fine head of hair. He asked casually, “What do you know about Skyprobe IV, old man?”
Shaw said, “I asked you the question first, Thixey.'”
The girl came to life then. She said sharply, “Watch out. He’s on to something, Hilary.” The accent was Australian — Sydney, Shaw fancied.
“Nonsense, Beatty!” Thixey gave a light laugh, a laugh of amusement, and once again brushed his cuff with his hand. “We know he met Spalinski, after all.” He paused, drew on his cigarette deeply, filling his lungs and then letting the smoke drift out in twin streams through his nostrils. “We think perhaps you’ll tell us exactly how much Spalinski was able to pass on to you. Are you going to do that, old man?”
Shaw said briefly, “It’s not very likely, is it?”
“You may change your mind, you know.”
“We’ll see about that. Is this why you had me brought here, Thixey?”
“Partly, yes. Naturally, we had to get hold of you once you’d met Spalinski — if it hadn’t been for that, old man, we probably wouldn’t have bothered with you, as a matter of fact — but there are certain other things we’d rather like to know before we put our plans into effect. Just because you happen to be here, you know.” Thixey flicked ash off his cigarette. “We’d like to know what Spalinski told you, and what you’ve passed to your chief and Washington — and what action is being taken on it. If you wonder why I can’t find that out for myself through my official position, the answer is that I’m currently enjoying a well-earned long leave overseas and can’t be got at. That being the case, to contact my office or my colleagues just now would look a trifle curious, and would undoubtedly lead to all kinds of awkward questions being asked.”
Shaw said, “I see. Well — Spalinski didn’t, in fact, tell me anything, so you’re dead unlucky, Thixey. Your man got him before he could talk.” He looked across at Rencke. “It was you, wasn’t it, Rencke?”
Rencke smiled; his eyes held a look of warmth. “Yes,” he said. “I killed Spalinski.”
“Fetters, too?”
“Yes, also Fetters.” He looked and sounded happy about it. Quite clearly, the act of killing gave him pleasure for its own sake.
Thixey said, “Rencke’s terribly efficient, you know.” There was an odd note in his voice. “Now tell me, Shaw: what exactly did Spalinski say? Come on, old man — you can tell us that! Spalinski’s dead already, and you’ll save yourself an immense amount of trouble if you accept the inevitable.”
Shaw said steadily, “All he told me was what I’ve indicated by inference already — that Skyprobe IV was under threat. And if I were you, Thixey, I’d get out from under very fast indeed, because if anything does happen to the capsule, it means war. You can take that as definite.”
“We’ll skip the good advice, old man, if you don’t mind. Is that really all Spalinski said?”
“Yes, that’s all.”
“I wonder, old man — I wonder if it was!” Thixey stared at him thoughtfully. “You know… it’s rather important we establish whether or not you’re telling the truth. You see, somehow or other Spalinski had got hold of the whole story—”
“I assumed that. If he hadn’t, he would hardly have come to England to talk, would he?”
“I imagine not, indeed.” Thixey blew smoke. “I’m afraid we can’t possibly take your unadorned word, old man. You’ll have to have a little prompting… you agree, of course, Rencke?”
“I agree very much indeed,” Rencke said softly. “I think it is of little use to keep the velvet glove too long, my friend.” His moist red lips, sensual lips, hung open a little as his glance strayed towards the Australian girl, Beatty. “Yes, it is time we allowed the young lady to see what she can do.”
“Very well,” Thixey said in an equable tone. “Hands, please, gentiemen.”
Moss moved and the American moved and a Luger automatic appeared in Thixey’s hand. Suddenly Shaw felt his arms taken in a powerful grip and his hands were forced down on to the table. Thixey reached out to the girl with his left hand and passed her his cigarette. “All yours. Beatty,” he said.
Beatty took a pull at the cigarette and when the end was glowing really bright and red she leaned across the table till Shaw could see the deep cleft between her breasts. She was very well built in that respect; Shaw kept his eyes and his thoughts steadily on those voluptuous mounds of flesh when the cigarette came down on the back of one of his clenched fists and burned in deep.
The girl kept it there and leaned right across to take another pull in situ to keep it glowing. Through a mist of pain, the breasts seemed to loom over Shaw like flesh-pink balloons at a children’s party.
Rencke’s mouth was half-way open now, the over-red lips drawn back in a curious snarl to show the gold teeth nestling among the pearls. Rencke was enjoying this; there was a sweat of consummated sadism on his forehead. Thixey asked, “Well, old man?”
“Spalinski,” Shaw said between his teeth, “didn’t say a word more. And, if he had, I wouldn’t tell you.”
“Well spoken, indeed.” Thixey murmured. “Very British, very old-school-tie and white-man’s-burden and all that, but, like so much else we used to value, it’s also just a trifle old-fashioned these days and extremely foolish as well. Take the fag-end away, Beatty, there’s a good girl.” Beatty did as she was told. Shaw felt the sweat running down his face. The two men still held his arms and Thixey’s Luger was still aimed at the middle of his rib-cage. The American asked, “Don’t intend to leave it at that, Mr. Thixey, do you?”
There was a barely perceptible pause before Thixey answered easily. “He may be telling the simple truth, you know, Horn. We know Spalinski didn’t have long to talk to him.” He glanced at Rencke. “Right?”
“Right so far,” Rencke said thickly. “But it is still my belief that Spalinski had time for saying more than Shaw has told us.”
Beatty said suddenly, “Too flaming right!” She turned to Thixey. “Hilary, Mr. Rencke’s right. Dead right. Don’t you stick yer neck out for this joker. You know the orders.”
“Of course.” Thixey, Shaw felt, didn’t like the agony angle all that much; he wasn’t basically a sadist like Rencke and Beatty, but he wasn’t strong enough to swim too far against the tide. “All right, we’ll move into Stage Two, then. Tell Kortweiler, Horn.”
“Okay.” Horn let go Shaw’s arm; so did Moss. Horn dug his gun into Shaw’s spine, hard. “On your feet, Limey.”
Shaw got up. As he did so, he side-stepped, neat and fast, grabbed hold of Horn and swung the man in front of Ms body, with one hand like a vice on the American’s gun-wrist. He twisted and the gun dropped. Shaw flung Horn smack into Moss, bent quickly and picked up the revolver. Rencke fired and missed by a hair’s-breadth. Then Shaw had both Rencke and Thixey covered, and as Moss and Horn picked themselves up from the floor he backed away to the door.
Thixey looked undecided as to whether or not to chance beating Shaw to the next bullet, and it was Beatty who decided the issue. As quick as light she had reached inside her skirt and Shaw never even saw the lightweight leather thong flicking through the air towards him before it had wMpped the gun from Ms hand. Beatty jerked the gun towards her and levelled it at Shaw just as Horn and Moss were closing in again.
After that Thixey took charge.
“Leave it!” he rapped as the two men looked like starting to rough Shaw up. Then his tone became bantering. “Calm yourselves, gentlemen! Leave it to Kortweiler.” He walked over towards Shaw. “Don’t try that sort of thing again, old man. It really doesn’t pay, you know. Beatty’s a useful girl to have around. She used to work in a circus, hence the handiness with the wMp.” He glanced at the American and said, “Right-ho, Horn.”
Horn got behind Shaw and this time the prod of the gun was full of meaning and intent. Horn ordered him out of the room and once again they headed for the cellar, this time in full possession, with Moss, Thixey and the girl astern of them. Only Rencke remained behind. As they came up to the cellar door Horn pressed a switch outside and they went on down into light. For the first time Shaw was able to take a full, unhurried look at the place. There was something he hadn’t been aware of in the darkness that had followed close on last night’s fall into the coal, or in the faint flickers of daylight through the grille that morning, and this was a heavy manhole cover in the floor of the cellar with, above it, what looked gruesomely like a makeshift gallows.
Thixey seemed about to say something concerning this gallows when Moss uttered. “Here’s Kortweiler,” he said.
There was a shuffling sound on the stone steps and Shaw, turning, saw a dwarf descending into the cellar. This dwarf had a long, dead-white face, and enormous hands dangling by Ms sides, and he was dressed entirely in black. Beneath a scalp as bald as Rencke,’s he wore a mask, his eyes reflecting the light, beadily, through the slits. Only the axe was missing from the picture.…
Maybe, Shaw thought, this latter-day executioner was another circus turn, like Beatty.
* * *
Already in America certain preliminary precautions had been taken. Units of the United States Sixth Fleet, detailed as the recovery force for the Skyprobe project and standing by in Key West, had been ordered to sea and were proceeding at full speed for the splashdown area in the Caribbean in case the programme should have to be speeded up. Only the Commanding Officers and certain senior specialists in the ships knew that they might be called upon actually to pick up the capsule ahead of time; all other personnel, as well as the Press, had been told that the early movement was merely part of an exercise designed to eliminate any possible hitch in the smooth progress of America’s biggest-ever prestige probe into space. The only exceptions in the lower echelons were those men, including aircraft crews, whose job it would be to operate the equipment that would be watching out for any hostile submarines in the area.

TEN

As Kortweiler reached the bottom of the steps Thixey nodded at Moss; Moss and Horn lined up on either side of Shaw. Kortweiler moved round behind and gave him a sudden violent blow in the small of his back while Horn neatly kicked his feet from under him. Moss and Horn grabbed his shoulders and lowered him to the floor of the cellar. While Horn knelt on his chest, Moss looped readymade lengths of rope over his wrists and ankles. These were hauled taut to heavy iron ring-bolts set in the stone floor. Looking detached, Kortweiler moved away.
Moss looked up. “All ready,” he reported.
Thixey’s face looked white in the glare from the bare electric blub hanging from the centre of the ceiling. He said, “Right-ho, Mossy,” then addressed Shaw. “Now look here, old man. I do want you to realize we’re going to make you talk. There’s really no sense whatever in your being noble and undergoing a lot of discomfort, because you’re bound to crack in the end. You know that as well as I do. We’re all human, old man.”
“Don’t put me in the same bracket as yourself. Thixey.” Thixey flushed. “I know what you must think of me. I’m not going to give you a lecture on the philosophies I’ve come to believe in.”
“Fine. I still haven’t anything to say, though.”
“Well, it’s up to you, then, old man.” Thixey nodded at the dwarf. “Go ahead, Kortweiler.”
Kortweiler lumbered forward again, heavy and slow, breath hissing through a broken-down set of teeth. He seemed to be asthmatical. It was impossible to guess his age. He was no more than five foot in height, with a chest like a rum cask in comparison. There was little intelligence in the low forehead, but the beady eyes showed any amount of cunning as they peered through the slits in the black mask. Shaw felt his flesh creep as Kortweiler approached him, moving on soft-soled shoes across the littered floor of the cellar. He stopped six inches away from Shaw. Everyone was watching closely. The girl Beatty had a bead of sweat gathering on her upper lip and her eyes seemed glazed; her breasts rose and fell rapidly. She was enjoying this; Shaw had a feeling that Rencke, who must have been otherwise and importantly engaged, would be sorry to miss whatever was coming next.
Suddenly, without any warning, without any sound or preliminary movement, without even appearing to bend his knees, Kortweiler jumped.
It was as though he were motivated by some invisible interior spring that acted through the soles of his feet, similar to the action of the spring-hafted steel spike that Rencke had used to kill Spalinski and P. J. Fetters. Shaw knew what was coming; his stomach muscles tautened instinctively and a second later Kortweiler’s full weight crashed down on his midriff. He twitched convulsively, pulling against the holding ropes. He felt agonizing pain. Kortweiler moved away and through a drumming of blood in his ears Shaw heard Thixey’s voice.
“You don’t want that to happen again, do you, old man?” Thixey asked. When Shaw didn’t respond Kortweiler duly jumped again. As before Shaw’s stomach muscles tensed and again there was the searing pain as though his guts were being wrenched out, drawn from his protesting body with red-hot irons, and then came an agonizing retching. Kortweiler jumped once more and dimly after that Shaw heard Thixey ordering a halt for the time being, then he passed out.
* * *
When Shaw came round the others had gone and Thixey was standing over him. When he opened his eyes Thixey squatted on the floor beside him; even in a situation like this, Thixey had an eye for his immaculate appearance— he was taking pains to keep his expensive pants off the coal-dust. His joints creaked a little from the effort. He said, “Well, old man. Are you going to talk now?”
“Not a syllable, Thixey. You’re wasting your time.”
Thixey looked at him thoughtfully. “As a matter of fact,” he said, “we’re not. I believe you’ll talk in the end, but you’re not going to harm our plans in any way if you don’t. You can just make things a little smoother, that’s all — for us and for yourself. We shall succeed, whatever you choose not to do. Shall I tell you something?”
Shaw’s guts felt as if they were on fire. “If you want to,” he said thickly. “Don’t let me stop you.”
Thixey smiled, sat back a little and dropped his bombshell. “Danvers-Marshall is with us,” he said.
Shaw’s body jerked against the ropes. “Danvers-Marshall! Are you trying to tell me he’s a traitor… the same sort of bastard as you, Thixey? You expect me to believe that?”
Thixey nodded. “Yes, I do, old man, because it’s absolutely true. As a matter of fact, he’s been passing information to the East for some time.” He gave a discreet cough. “I — er — understand you already know about his wife’s natural daughter, old man?”
“Yes, I do.” Shaw’s head throbbed. He stared up at Thixey’s face, his mind reeling. “Yes… I suppose it could check.”
Thixey laughed. “It does! If—”
“How do you know I’ve heard about the daughter in Poland?”
Again Thixey laughed. “I’ve talked to the wife. Our agents in the US have also talked a good deal to her in recent weeks… as a matter of fact she’s already en route for Russia, old man. She was driven down from Suffolk yesterday — soon after you’d been to Long Melford. You see, she told us all about your visit… and by the way, there won’t be any alert put out for her till it’s too late. She told her mother-in-law a prepared cover story that’ll account for her absence for quite long enough. It s all been very neatly managed, you know, and—”
“Where is she now, Thixey?”
“She was smuggled aboard a Polish freighter lying off Shellhaven — after the ship had been cleared for foreign by the customs and immigration people. That ship, she’s the motor vessel Czestochowski, has since sailed for Leningrad.”
“What do they want with her?”
Thixey shrugged. “Frankly, nothing. She knew her husband was going to defect, old man, and she wanted to be with him. That’s all. You slipped up in letting her through your net, didn’t you?” He grinned down at Shaw. “There’s nothing anyone can do to stop us now, you know. With Danvers-Marshall’s help, we can intercept Skyprobe at any time from now — or to be more precise, we can intercept her the moment she re-enters the earth’s atmosphere, whenever and wherever NASA orders her to ditch. If you. — ” Thixey broke off as the cellar door opened and footsteps clattered down the stairway.
Horn asked as he descended, “Got any place yet, Mr. Thixey?”
Thixey shook his head, got to his feet, and dusted down his clothing fastidiously. “No,” he said. “I haven’t. We’ll have to go to the limit after all.”
Horn nodded. “That’s what I reckoned,” he said as he reached the bottom of the steps. “We’re all set, Mr. Thixey.” His hand wandered towards a knife that was thrust into the waistband of his trousers. Behind him Moss and Beatty appeared, coming down the steps. Moss was carrying two coils of rope, one stout, the other a good deal lighter. As Moss dropped his ropes on the floor, Horn caught Thixey’s eye. “Okay to go?” he asked.
Thixey said, “He’s all yours.”
“Right.” Horn looked happy. He glanced at the girl. “Okay, Beatty,” he told her. “Untie Mister Shaw.”
The girl bent and loosened the ropes from the ring-bolts, then slipped the nooses off Shaw’s wrists and ankles while Horn and Moss kept him covered. He sat up, flexing his muscles, feeling the soreness in his stomach like a knife-
thrust as he moved. Horn nodded at Moss, who went over to the manhole cover and dragged at it, pulling it clear with an effort. A dank, foul smell seeped up from the open shaft.
Horn, holding his nose in an exaggeration of nausea, said, “Lovely! Shaw’s going to like that, I guess! On your feet, Limey. Move!”
Shaw got up. Horn said, “Don’t worry, you’re not going to die — yet. You’re just going to come close to it, that’s all. To avoid actually dying, you’re going to talk, and talk better’n you talked to Mr. Thixey.” Horn grinned and waved his gun threateningly, then he gestured to Moss and Beatty. “Okay,” he said laconically. “Set up the long drop.”
Moss, dealing with his nose trouble as he did so, picked up his length of stout rope. He threaded one end of it through a hole in the centre of the manhold cover and tossed the other end towards Beatty, who caught it and draped it over a pulley on the gallows. Moss dragged several feet of the rope through the manhole cover, so that a good length appeared on the cover’s underside, made a bowline in the end of this, and jerked the loop over Shaw’s head, pulling it up beneath his arms and adjusting it to his body.
Horn said, “Move closer to the shaft, mac.” He waited for obedience. When it didn’t come he snapped, “Goddam, you heard! If you don’t want a bullet in your bum, mac, do like I said.”
Shaw shrugged and obeyed. Moss now picked up the lighter rope and with this he tied Shaw’s hands tightly behind his back. Horn then passed his gun to the girl and he and Moss lined up on either side of Shaw, taking his arms and forcing him towards the lip of the shaft while Beatty, keeping the gun steady in her right hand, used her left to take up the slack of the rope over the gallows’ pulley, so that it led in a straight line from Shaw to the gallows-head. When it was taut, Beatty turned up the end around a cleat fixed to the standing part of the structure.
“All fast,” she reported.
“Okay, Beatty,” Horn said. “Now, mac. You’re going down till your feet are around six feet clear of the bottom.
You stay right there till you decide you’re going to sing. When you’ve reached that decision, you just yell out. That’s all you have to do — yell. We’ll hear you. There’ll be someone on watch up here from now on out and when you yell, you’ll be hoisted back up.” He paused, breathing hard in Shaw’s ear. “If you don’t sing then, mac, you go back in and you get dropped right down to the bottom for good an’ all.”
Shaw felt the men close in. He was hoisted helplessly over the lip of the shaft and Beatty took the turns off the cleat on the gallows, while Horn and Moss took Shaw’s weight. Then, with one turn still left on as a check, the girl lowered Shaw swiftly down and he slid into the shaft, into an almost tangible darkness and the sick, fetid smell of drains and decay.
Faintly above him he heard Beatty laugh at some remark of Horn’s and then the last of the electric fight vanished as the heavy manhole cover was slotted into place over the shaft.

ELEVEN

A telephone rang on Klaber’s desk at the NASA base. All rings sounded urgent now, and they exacerbated frayed nerves. Klaber’s PA took the call, then passed the telephone across the desk to his chief.
He said, “It’s the President, Mr. Klaber. In person.”
A vein began pumping in Klaber’s temple. He moistened his Ups with the tip of his tongue and said into the mouthpiece, “Klaber speaking… Yes, Mr. President. Yes, sir.” He listened, eyes staring into space, a hand nervously tapping a ball-point pen on a note pad. After a while his mouth thinned and he said sharply, “Why, Mr. President, I don’t agree at all, but… He stopped, his eyes angry now as the voice continued in his ear; then he said, “Very well,
if you give me the order, Mr. President.… Very good, sir. Yes, sir, that’s very fully understood. Yes, indeed.… About six hours as of now.”
He replaced the handset; his fingers shook. Again he moistened his lips. Then, with a visible effort to keep his voice level, he said, “The President has personally ordered the splashdown, Harry. The project is to be abandoned… for the time being, he says. For the time being… we all know what that means!” His fists clenched. “God damn it, Harry, we’re giving in as I said earlier… letting the Communists have a clear field to keep all our space projects grounded for the future—for all time!” He got to his feet and began pacing up and down the room. After a while he came back to his desk and said heavily, “The men up there are to be ordered to go into procedure for splashdown as soon as the recovery fleet signals it’s in position for the pick-up. That should be in around six hours as of now.”
Lutz asked, “Does this mean something new has come through from Britain, Mr. Klaber?”
“Yes,” Klaber said bitterly, “it does! Seems Danvers-Marshall’s wife has disappeared from her mother-in-law’s home in Britain… some time yesterday. The old lady was taken suddenly bad last night and the doctor contacted the police to find Katherine and it turned out she couldn’t be traced where she said she’d gone. Because of who she was, the police contacted security. Shaw, the Defence Intelligence operator over there, has vanished too. Because of that, the President has decided to treat this threat as real and imminent.” He put his head in his hands for a moment. “Well, maybe he’s right at that,” he went on quietly. “Maybe it’s just that I hate giving in — that’s all!” He looked up at Harry Lutz and placed his hands square on the blotter on his desk. “Ring mission control, tell them the orders, say I’ll be over right away.”
Lutz took up another telephone and spoke quietly into it. Putting it down again he looked anxiously at his chief. He said, “A point, Mr. Klaber.”
“Well?”
“The families, sir.”
“What about them, Harry?”
“Do we warn them?”
Klaber said, “No, we don’t warn them, Harry. This whole operation is to be kept quiet till the capsule’s down and the men are all aboard the carrier and heading for home. A prepared statement is being issued to the press. We even have to give the men themselves a phoney reason for the early splashdown.”
* * *
Shaw had no idea how long he had been in the shaft when the manhole cover came off and Horn’s voice came down hollowly. “Ready to talk, Mac?”
“I’m not talking.” He had to spin this out as long as possible; time was all he could hope to gain now, and time could be valuable.
“Okay.” The cover was pushed back into place. Shaw set his teeth, hard. The atmosphere was stilling; quite apart from the close, nauseating smell of the shaft, it was hot and he was sweating profusely, and the rope, with all his deadweight on it, cut into the flesh below his arms and constricted his chest. Ever since he’d been down there he had been straining away at the ropes binding his wrists, but he seemed to have achieved nothing except to make his wrists swell painfully. Moss had done an efficient job.
As the hours passed Shaw lost all awareness of time. His mind raced over what Thixey had told him. Thixey had talked of ‘intercepting’ the capsule… Shaw’s own thoughts had veered in the direction of some sort of radio interception during his interview with the earnest little space expert who had talked so crushingly of magic. Magic was about the right word… but it seemed Shaw had in fact been on more or less the right lines, for what that was worth now — though, if by ‘interception’ Thixey had indeed meant a radio interference signal, why wait for re-entry? That didn’t quite check.… Shaw pondered the facts of Danvers-Marshall’s activities, of the scientist’s forthcoming planned defection to the East. Why, in the circumstances, had the wife opened up to him in Long Melford about the daughter and the resultant pressures on her husband? Why? Was that because she believed Shaw would find out anyway once the heat was on, and she meant to do what she could to disarm the security probe in advance — or was it simply because it didn’t matter any more at that stage? She would have known she was due to be hooked away within hours… probably the whole excuse for her coming to England — the illness of Danvers-Marshall’s mother — had been trumped up. The old lady was probably bedridden anyway, a perpetually valid excuse for a trip to England.
* * *
The men in space had reacted badly when they were passed the first news that they were to be brought down. Schuster and Morris had been incredulous and blasphemous. Schuster exploded, “Why, they must be — nuts! Everything’s going so goddam right! Why in heck bring us down now? You know something? I just do not goddam believe it!” He swung round on Danvers-Marshall. “Hey — Professor! What do you think is eating them, down there?”
Danvers-Marshall’s face had gone grey and he seemed suddenly in a state of high nervous tension. Anxiously and with a touch of asperity he said, “Why, hell, I can’t say— how can I? We have just to wait for more information from mission control, that’s all.”
Schuster fumed. “That’s a heck of a lot of help.…” He flicked his radio viciously to transmit and then swore again, lengthily and to the point. When he let go the switch another tracking station came up at once. The station controller told him, “We’re sorry, but it’s no use getting sore over this, Schuster,” and Schuster, smiling grimly and with angry glee, flipped his transmit switch again and said, “Well, I’m goddam glad you boys down there heard that lot!”
“Maybe,” the station came back. “Listen, you want to know what’s wrong, now I can tell you as best I can. Someone’s picked up an indication in the computerized information that the stresses are not quite okay, not quite normal, in your metal. It’s nothing you can rectify from up there, Major. I repeat we are sorry, and that is an understatement, but you’re coming down. Okay?”
“Not okay. This is failure — and I do not care for that. What if we stay up?”
Patiently the disembodied voice said, “You are not staying up. You do not have to worry meanwhile, but you are coming down. We’re playing safe. That is final, Schuster.” There was a pause; Schuster muttered furiously into his mouthpiece. The voice went on, “Stand by to commence ditching procedure. I repeat, stand by to commence ditching procedure. Over.”
Once more Schuster flipped his switch. “Okay, control,” he said briefly, his face bleak and angry still, full of the disappointment and shock of failure of a mission. Behind him Danvers-Marshall’s hands were shaking; the Britisher’s face had a pinched look. Schuster glanced at Morris. “Okay, Wayne. We have to do as they say. Check list for ditching procedure. Stow away all loose gear. When that’s done, both of you get your spacesuits back on. And don’t forget the dexedrine tablets. We need to be right on the ball mentally… just in case.”
They sped on, with a worm of worry eating into Schuster’s mind as to how the stress fault would take reentry.
* * *
The recovery fleet, well out now from Key West, had passed under cover of the night through the Yucatan Channel between Cuba and Mexico into the Caribbean. They were steaming at something under forty knots into a calm sea, creating their own wind across their decks in an area where currently no wind blew, bow waves creaming back high along their stems. The conditions were ideal for splashdown and by now the men knew that splashdown was coming. The Commanding Officers, in accordance with radio-ed orders, had broken silence to their crews. In all the ships the tannoys had come alive as the Execs passed the information: “Now hear this… orders are received from Washington that Skyprobe IV is about to ditch ahead of schedule. A fault has developed and it is considered unsafe to continue the flight as programmed… there is currently no danger to the men in the capsule and it is expected that recovery will proceed entirely normally… all hands will stand by now and prepare for recovery operations within approximately the next two hours.”
Soon aircraft from the carrier, together with the ship-bound lookouts, would scan the skies for the heavy vehicle from space with its drogue parachute, the invisibly probing fingers of the radar of the ships and the ground tracking stations would plot its course and alert the frigates in advance as to the exact point where it should ditch. Meantime a watch was being kept from all the ships, and from aircraft equipped with Aga Thermovision, for any hostile submarines that might have crept into the area from points East.
The carrier’s speed was reduced as, a little later, the fleet began to enter the actual splashdown area; the frigates were fanning out widely ahead, maintaining their full speed as they diverged out of sight below the carrier’s horizon, to cover all the ocean around the spot where Skyprobe IV would prematurely end its life. Aboard the carrier herself the helicopters stood by to go out and pick up the capsule when it was sighted. Half an hour later the Captain of the carrier, after a close study of the chart, turned to his Communications Officer. Briskly he said, “Report to Washington, in position for pick-up.”
Inside the next fifteen minutes Washington’s acknowledgement of this signal had been received, together with the information that the capsule would be brought down on its next orbit. The retro-rockets would be fired when the capsule was still some 7,000 miles from the expected point of re-entry into the earth’s atmosphere, and, taking its present position on its current orbit into account, the capsule was expected to be sighted in 145 minutes from the time-of-origin of Washington’s signal.
Lookouts, as the time approached, became more alert, scanning the skies and the surface of the sea; below decks, specialist crew members in all the ships were silent and intent, as they watched the probing green fingers of the radar, watching for the blip that would first tell them that Skyprobe IV was back within their reach.
* * *
At Kennedy the fleet’s readiness had been reported to Klaber, who was now standing by in mission control. Tight-lipped, he watched the instruments that showed him the capsule’s course and position in space. The seconds ticked away; soon — all too soon it seemed to the men who were reluctant to see the flight come to a fruitless end — the spacecraft entered its final orbit and began to close the position 7,000 miles from the re-entry point, its crew waiting the moment when the retro-rockets would be fired at their five-second intervals to decelerate the colossal speed.
Klaber glanced at the clock, then looked again at the instrument banks. Schuster’s disembodied voice came out of the vast emptiness of space. “Check okay, check okay… ready to go. Over.”
For some reason Klaber smelt trouble, he didn’t know in the least why, it was just a sudden feeling, a premonition.
…Through a nasty drumming in his ears he became aware of the control chief speaking to him.
He started. “I’m sorry. What was that?”
“She’s in position. Ready now. Okay to go, Mr. Klaber?”
Klaber swallowed and said, “Yes. Give them the clear.” His feeling of unease increased, but there was nothing to be done about it now.
The operation swung right into gear. “Kennedy control calling Skyprobe, Kennedy control calling Skyprobe. Okay. Go into retro-sequence as soon as you like. You have a clear. We’re all ready for you down here.…”
* * *
“Am preparing for retro-sequence. Attitude correct. Zero yaw, twenty-five degrees nosedown.” Schuster paused. “I am about to fire off rockets… am firing—now!”
He reached for the button to send off the retro-rockets. As he did so, Danvers-Marshall moved. He’d had time now to get used to the idea of an early splashdown and he knew what he had to do. His movements were unseen by the two astronauts intent on bringing the capsule down safely through the heat barrier that would hit them as their descent speeded up, as it would after the initial deceleration of the retro-rockets. Danvers-Marshall didn’t, in fact, move far — he didn’t need to do more than reach down by his feet. In his hand he held a tiny metal cylinder which he now placed against a red lead, one of hundreds running all around the capsule’s interior. Once the cylinder was in position he flicked a switch in its base and that was all he needed to do. In front of him Schuster’s fingers activated the retro-rocket control, and Schuster and Morris tensed to take the tremendous backward pressure that would come on their bodies and build up agonizingly as the capsule went into its sudden and rapid deceleration.
After a couple of seconds Schuster, with his ground communication switched to transmit, quietly said, “Christ.” Down below at Kennedy Klaber heard that. Schuster put his hand back on the retro-rocket control, pressed off and on, off and on again. Nothing happened. He tried the alternative system… still no result. They were way beyond their position now. Schuster poured sweat into his helmet. His heart pumping rapidly, he fought down a feeling of incipient panic… mission control had been right after all, in fact had maybe not acted fast enough. There was decidedly something wrong somewhere. They weren’t going to make it. He said harshly, “Something’s gone crazy.”
Then experience and training took over. “Skyprobe calling control… am unable to fire the retro-rockets. Repeat, am unable to fire the retro-rockets… on either system. I am negativing further attempts at splashdown on this orbit. Over.”
“Control to Skyprobe.” The voice was sharp with anxiety. “What is causing the trouble? Over.”
“Come up and tell me!” Schuster’s voice, too, was harsh and strained; his hands were shaking. “Could be it’s the metal stresses — couldn’t it? Whatever it is, there’s a fault We can’t ditch till I have located this. I’ll investigate while making another orbit.”
“You are okay to do this?”
“Sure. I find no other fault. Over and out.”
Behind Schuster, Danvers-Marshall straightened, switched off the metal cylinder and concealed it again in his gloved hand. He had a curious look in his eyes, a look of relief and hope and triumph. On the ground mission control went into immediate emergency routine and all over the world the telephone and cable and radio links got busy. Klaber himself called the Schuster and Morris homes.

TWELVE

Maybe, Shaw thought, he should do something, anything, before he became physically too weak to act at all.
He could have been in the shaft for almost any length of time. It could have been hours, it could equally well have been days for all he could tell. Swinging at the end of the rope in the pitch blackness, touching now one slimy, greasy wall and now another, knocking the crumbling brickwork, he was sick from the filthy smell in which he existed, tired and hungry and thirsty. His head ached and his eyes were stinging and his chest and armpits felt rubbed raw by the rope. Three times more the manhole cover had been opened up, three times he had answered that he wouldn’t talk. He was still playing for time because it was all he could do. Someone might get on the track of Katherine Danvers-Marshall… and the longer he could hang on, the greater the chances of her trail leading to this place.
But — chance was the right word! It was a hell of a long shot.…
And he wasn’t to be allowed it anyway. More hours, days or weeks passed and then he heard the cover above him coming off once again and he saw the bright light streaming down. Horn called, “You’re coming up.”
A moment later Shaw felt himself being pulled slowly up the shaft. It was a long haul and it took a long time before he was lifted right through into the cellar. He was lifted almost to the gallows-head, with his legs clear of the shaft. He was lifted into electric light and the dark behind the air grating told him it was night. He saw Beatty over by the steps with a gun in her hand. Horn gave a curious laugh and said, “You have to die, mac. This place is closing down, just in case of trouble. That being so, we’d rather make sure you’re really dead before we leave.”
Horn lifted his gun.
As he did so Shaw brought his legs up and lunged forward, swift as light.
His feet caught Horn a wicked, crunching blow in the under-side of the chin that shattered teeth and jaw and lifted the American backwards. Horn went over as if he’d been sandbagged — but from behind him Beatty opened up with the gun. Her aim wasn’t too bright; the lead sang over Shaw’s head but in doing so it sliced right through the rope holding him to the gallows. As the rope parted Shaw dropped, instinctively throwing his legs out sideways. He landed lightly, right astride the top of the shaft. Horn was still out cold on the floor. Beatty used her gun again but she was badly rattled, firing blinder than before. The bullets went wide. Shaw jumped away from the shaft towards where the coal was stored. He got his right foot behind a large lump and lifted it into the air, hard and fast and accurate. It got Beatty right on her gun arm and she dropped the gun, and before she could recover Shaw had thrown himself bodily at her and the two of them had crashed to the floor, Beatty underneath with the breath knocked clean out of her well-developed body and her head pouring blood at the back from where she had hit the stone.
Like Horn, she was out cold.
Shaw looked across at Horn. The man hadn’t moved a muscle and his head looked a trifle oddly set. Shaw began to think that kick in the jaw had broken his neck. Whether or not that was the case, Horn was undoubtedly immobile for quite a time to come. And Shaw knew the American had been carrying a knife.…
He got up from Beatty and ran across to where Horn was lying. Speed was everything now, but he had a necessarily long job ahead if he was to free his hands. Dropping down by Horn’s body — he could see now that the man had in fact broken his neck — Shaw pushed at the clothing with his feet, lifting the coat until he had contacted the knife in the trouser waistband. Slewing, he took the haft in his teeth and pulled it away from the corpse. Quickly he got to his feet and looked around for somewhere to fix the knife firmly enough for him to be able to saw the rope across its blade, and he found the place he wanted in one of the wooden uprights of the gallows, where a bullet from Beatty’s gun had slightly separated two continguous battens. With his teeth, painfully, Shaw slid the haft of the knife into the wood, then drove it home firmly with his foot, wedging it down on to a large nail. Losing no time he turned round, felt with his bound hands for the knife, and maneuvered the blade beneath the rope. He sawed away hard, helping to hold the knife in place with the tips of his fingers.
It took him only two minutes of painful effort and a good deal of blood and then he felt a strand of the rope give. He wrenched his wrists hard apart and the rope pulled away. He shrugged himself out of the loosened noose beneath his arms and then, breathing hard, he ran for Horn’s and Beatty’s guns, reloading the latter and taking some spare ammunition for both. He took a quick look at Beatty; she was pale and there was a lot of blood but she was breathing.
With a gun in each hand Shaw went fast up the cellar steps.
He paused at the door, listening out. There was no sound. Carefully he turned the handle and eased the door open, then stepped out into the passage, which was lit by a single electric bulb. Moving slowly on, he made his way quietly along the passage towards the room where he had breakfasted — how long ago? He still had some way to go when he heard footsteps. They were coming down the passage leading from the hall ahead. Between him and the hall, the passage took a right-angled corner. Shaw flattened against the wall and brought up both guns and he had hardly done this when Thixey and Moss and Kortweiler came round the corner, quietly but apparently without any suspicions at all — and then stopped dead.
Shaw fired point-blank with both guns.
The three men pressed back in a panic. Moss wasn’t quite quick enough to get clear and he died with a bullet in his chest, coughing up a good deal of lung before the end came. The other two vanished temporarily. Shaw moved along, carefully, not too fast, waiting for someone to show. The one that moved and showed was Thixey, behind a heavy Luger, but he hadn’t a chance to use it before Shaw’s bullet took him in the throat and he keeled over in a gush of blood. Kortweiler didn’t wait to carry on the battle. He turned and ran into the hall, dodging Shaw’s fire, and made for the front door. Here he turned and aimed his gun at Shaw, but Shaw got him with his next shot, through the chest like Moss.
Shaw lowered his guns.
It was a pity about Thixey, who could have been made to talk, but it couldn’t be helped now. At least the way out was clear — but first Shaw had to make a close check right through the house. Among other things he rather hoped to find Rencke, who had been totally absent throughout all the persuasion proceedings earlier; but in the event the check produced nothing whatever, except Beatty, who was still out cold. It was only too obvious that Beatty would never have been put in possession of any hard facts and Shaw was far from keen to have his getaway lumbered by an unconscious girl… the Special Branch could clean up this place and they could put Beatty into hospital, under a security guard if they felt she was worth it.…
Shaw used some of the rope from the gallows to tie Beatty up securely and then, once he was satisfied he had missed nothing, he left the house and headed through the night for Purfleet. He made the journey on foot. Somebody, probably Rencke who must have pushed off earlier, had already taken the car.

THIRTEEN

“Right,” Latymer said into the telephone. He’d been fast asleep but there had been no sleep in his voice or in his reactions when Shaw had come on the line from a police station. “Get round here at once. There have been other developments — I’ll tell you when you get here.” He reached out and adjusted the shade of the bedside lamp. “Meanwhile I’ll contact the Special Branch and have ’em take over the Purfleet set-up, and I’ll also have another call put out for Rencke — and I’ll see if I can get the Polish ship intercepted.” He rang off, lay back for a moment with his eyes closed, then got busy on the phone again. When some while later Shaw arrived he found Latymer wearing a blue silk dressing-gown and drinking old brandy out of a balloon glass that reminded him irresistibly of Beatty.
Latymer stared. “You look a little frayed, but I’m glad to see you’re in one piece,” he said. “I dare say you can do with a drink. Help yourself.”
“Thank you, sir.” Shaw went over to a tray and poured a stiff whisky.
Latymer said, “I take it you won’t have heard about the spacecraft.”
“What’s new?” Shaw turned, with his glass in his hand. “Washington ordered them to ditch… but the retro-rockets failed. Schuster and Morris spent the next two orbits checking right through and they found no fault whatever anywhere — and I gather it has no connection with the slight fuel cell trouble they ran into earlier. They tried to go into retro-sequence again on the third orbit after, and the same thing happened.”
Shaw whistled. “Anything else known, sir?”
“Nothing. Which is not to say you won’t be able to read all about it by tomorrow evening, or I should say this evening… in all the world’s known languages! This is going to be a Pressman’s dream of paradise, and there’s going to be any amount of speculation flying around.” He lit a cigarette.
Shaw asked, “What’s the official theory?”
“There’s not one,” Latymer said briefly. “NASA’s foxed.”
“H’mmm… Shaw took a pull at the whisky. He asked, “Anything yet from the Special Branch?”
“Give them time, for heaven’s sake.”
“I thought they might have something on Thixey.”
“They haven’t, but I rang a man I know. Thixey was supposed to be on extended leave and he had permission to go abroad. His chief believed him to be sunning himself in Greece. Currently there’s considerable panic in that quarter—”
“I’m not surprised!”
“—and investigations are already in hand.” Latymer jerked ash oil his cigarette. “Tell me,” he said, “ah you got from Thixey.”
Shaw said, “That won’t take long! I told you about Danvers-Marshall. As to the rest… Thixey told me ‘they’ could intercept Skyprobe just as soon as the capsule reenters the earth’s atmosphere. He said that with Danvers-Marshall’s help they could do this whenever and wherever NASA orders it to ditch. He sounded pretty confident. Now, to me, what he said sounds as if they mean to bring the capsule down themselves — in their own way and at some preselected spot which certainly won’t be the Caribbean. Unfortunately Thixey didn’t go into the details of how or where!”
Latymer took a long pull at his cigarette and blew a cloud of smoke. “As to how,” he said, “I would suggest a radio signal… some sort of interference with the controls.”
“I’ve been thinking along those lines but I doubt if it’s quite that, sir. Remember what I told you Thixey said about re-entry — if they were using a radio signal, they could go into action at any time, I imagine. Radio signals aren’t restricted to the earth’s atmosphere, after all.”
“True.” Latymer frowned. “Personally, I prefer to concentrate on where. If we can find their base, we’ve got ’em cold, and the how won’t matter. Now, if the deadline is the moment of re-entry, we have a little over five days in which to dig these people out, and—”
“Why only five, sir? Can’t the capsule stay in orbit till we’ve found them?”
Latymer said evenly, “No, it can’t. Skyprobe, so they tell me, has an endurance limit, a point in time when she must come down. Most unfortunately, that point will be reached only twenty-four hours after her properly scheduled splashdown time. Taking this extra time into account, it gives us just the five days. It’s because of limited fuel and oxygen capacity due to the tremendous load of specially built-in equipment Skyprobe is carrying, and to other technical factors. Before that final time limit runs out we have to find the interference base and inhibit it. That’s a tall order.” Latymer got to his feet and walked across the room towards a picture hanging above a Japanese cabinet. Sliding the picture aside he pressed a button behind it and along the opposite wall a section of panelling slid noiselessly aside and revealed a large world map, illuminated by concealed lighting. Latymer studied this map thoughtfully for some while, then swung round on Shaw. “Well?” he asked abruptly. “Any ideas?”
Shaw said, “Just a few. I was thinking about locations on the way in from Purfleet.” He hesitated. “My mind’s been running on the Pacific, and the North Pacific in particular.”
“H’m. Reasons?”
“From what Thixey said, it appears Russia is behind all this. It’s fairly obvious they won’t be behind it openly. Right, sir?”
“Check.” Latymer was staring at him keenly. “So?”
“So they’re not likely to be operating from inside the Soviet Union — I mean, they won’t want to bring the capsule down inside their own territory. That would be asking for trouble — Skyprobe’ll be tracked all the way down by radar, obviously. Well now — as I see it, they’ll have an extended base somewhere, a base not too far off from which they’ll take over the capsule after it’s ditched, wherever they originate their interceptory signals — or whatever the method is they mean to use. The radio base, if that is the scheme, could be inside Russia, I suppose — but I’m pretty certain the recovery base itself won’t be.”
“Go on, Shaw.” Latymer’s eyes were half closed now. “Where would you suggest we start looking?”
“I’ve already suggested the North Pacific. I rule out the seas north of Russia — we have to make some assumptions and I’m assuming they wouldn’t risk Danvers-Marshall’s valuable neck by attempting to divert the capsule into ice-bound waters. But I repeat, the recovery base would have to be somewhere near Soviet territory because of transportation problems afterwards. Of course, the operation could very well take place from a ship at sea, I suppose — a vessel that could hoist the capsule aboard and into her holds and then head for a Communist port.” He hesitated. “Look, sir. The North Pacific is a pretty vast area… I’d suggest I might be able to pick up something, and narrow the field a little, if I were to use say Hong Kong as a sounding-board. How does that strike you, sir?”
Latymer operated the sliding panel again. The map disappeared. “It sounds fair enough, Shaw, for a try-out. Once we find that recovery base, we’re half-way home — or even nearer than that. We can show ’em up before the world and after that they’ll pack their bags and go home and forget all about Danvers-Marshall and the capsule. Butter won’t melt in their mouths.” He stubbed out his cigarette. “I’ll suggest to Washington that the North Pacific might well be worth giving priority attention to, and as for you — you can leave for Hong Kong by the first available aircraft and see if you can pick up something ahead of the Americans. If you can do that, we might just be forgiven for the export of Danvers-Marshall.”
* * *
Latymer had the Prime Minister and the Minister of Defence out of bed early. A full report for Washington was authorized and encyphered and passed to the radio branch for urgent priority transmission at 0536 hours GMT and this was received in the American capital at 0119 hours Eastern Standard Time. In this message the British Government suggested that there was no point whatever, in view of Thixey’s statement that the capsule could be interfered with at any time it was ordered to ditch, in making any further attempts at an early splashdown. The longer it could remain in orbit, the message said, the better would be the chances of finding the interference base. In the view of the British Government, to find the base before anything happened represented the only hope the West would have of preventing an act of war taking place. There was also a suggestion that Danvers-Marshall himself could possibly, and for reasons not so far known, have intentionally inhibited the retro-rockets in order to delay the premature ditching. This was advanced simply as a theory in the light of the startling information that Danvers-Marshall was known to be an intending defector to the East and that he had a part to play in the interception; it was admitted that such an action did not tie up with Thixey’s statement that the interference programme could be put into effect at any time.
* * *
“It’s screwy and they seem to admit just that,” Klaber said. “God knows, though, we need something to work on!” He was still rocked rigid by what he had been told of the London report concerning Danvers-Marshall and also he’d been having a bad time reading the papers. These had been rushed to him almost on the heels of London’s message, which had been phoned through on the closed line from Washington after decyphering and due deliberation by the President and the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Klaber looked up at the clock; even now the time was only 8:15… his mind went back to the papers. Another carefully prepared statement had been issued by the Press the night before, saying that everything was under control, that the spacemen were unworried and the fault would be rectified shortly. The speculation of the newspapers’ opinion-writers, however, was coming pretty close to the truth — which was, that no-one could even guess at what would happen to the capsule now and no-one had the vaguest idea what to do about it. Klaber went on, “We all know the British are not too clever securitywise, but Danvers-Marshall was screened over here as well. So if he’s a Red we slipped up too — or your boys did, anyway.” The man he was talking to was from Washington, a top man from CIA who had flown south without delay shortly after the British Government’s report had been considered in the capital. “God damn it, Grant, I know Danvers-Marshall, well!” Klaber shook his head; faith in his own judgment showed obstinately in his face. “I don’t see him as a traitor. And what in heaven’s name could he do to the equipment up there and still leave no indications of any fault, even if he could do anything without Schuster or Morris being aware of it?”
Grant sidestepped the question. “Not my job to know that, Mr. Klaber. It’s yours.” He smiled. He was a bleak man, with a pointed face and sharp eyes, wearing a cheap suit possibly because he felt more anonymous in it.
Klaber sighed, got up from his desk and began pacing the room, backwards and forwards. After a while he stopped. He said, “Listen. There’s one thing I’m not having, and it’s this: I’m not alerting those men in space that Danvers-Marshall’s supposed to be a Red, that—”
“But wait a minute, Mr—”
“Wait a minute, nothing!” Klaber snorted. “Look… you’ve never been in space. Neither have I — but I’ve lived a good many years now with men who have, and I’ve been in the simulator for longish periods. That gave me at least a little insight into what it’s like for them. I can understand the stresses and strains on those men up there. I can understand the loneliness, the feeling of being so totally cut off from earth and families and all the ordinary things of life. Those men are up there for a hell of a long time, Grant. Twenty-one days may not seem much to you, it soon goes.” He waved his arms. “Okay — it does, down here! But up there — well, it’s entirely different. I doubt if I can ever make you appreciate fully just how different everything appears. Physically you’re different, too— weightlessness is not just a lack of gravitational pull, it’s a way of life while it lasts. That’s just one point. I could go on for hours if I had the time. But I’ll just add this: any trouble in that capsule resulting from the sort of disclosures you want to make, could lead to minder being done. At the least there could easily be some irreparable damage to the equipment and the control systems and then they’ll never come down again, whether or not these people interfere as London says they will! So — it’s just not on. I’m sorry, but I guess the thought of a fight in space just scares the pants off me. Remember, I’m responsible for the safety of those men, and I just can’t see what’s to be gained by stirring things up inside the capsule. It can’t possibly help the situation, Grant.”
Grant said peaceably, “Now look, Mr. Klaber—”
Klaber snapped, “No-one but the President himself is going to get me to change my mind.”
Grant said, “Uh-huh. Now, if you’ll just let me put my point of view — right? That’s fair, isn’t it?” He looked at his watch.
Klaber’s teeth came together with a snap. He took another couple of turns up and down the room, getting himself under control. Then he sighed. “All right,” he said with resignation. “Go ahead, if you must.”
“Thanks.” The CIA man cleared his throat and pointed his face at Klaber. “I’m going to suggest, and I know I’ll have full backing on this from Washington, that a message is drafted and cyphered up right away for transmission to Schuster, with full information on all we know from the British Government, the message to be despatched from the Pentagon as soon as it has Presidential authority, which I guess it’s going to have in fact after I’ve talked to the White House, Mr. Klaber.” He raised his voice as the NASA chief broke in again. “Please let me finish. I suggest Schuster be told the order to ditch ahead of schedule is now countermanded, whether or not the retro-rockets are serviceable, or become serviceable, unless he himself can deal with Danvers-Marshall and put him out of action so he can’t play his part in the interference programme. Failing this, we follow the British suggestion that Skyprobe IV remains in orbit right to the end of its twenty-four hours maximum extension limit to give the longest time possible to find the base these people are using. Schuster must in fact be told all we know about Danvers-Marshall… just a moment, Mr. Klaber… because if Danvers-Marshall is a defector as we now know he is, and an integral part of the plan, then he should know the whereabouts of this interference base. Right? It’s going to be Schuster’s job to deal with him and get that information out of him if he can. We can’t possibly pass up the only real chance we may have of finding out the whereabouts of that base in time. You see that, don’t you, Mr. Klaber?”
Klaber didn’t answer right away but after a few moments he said slowly, “Why, yes, I go along with you on that.”
“Fine. Now, in the meantime, down here on the ground, our agents’ll be active in trying to find a lead of their own… as a matter of fact we started on the questioning of known Red sympathizers as soon as we had the first word through from London about a threat — now we step it up, but fast! Of course, there’ll be no Press releases about the Communists’ known intentions. There’s no sense stirring up alarm on a world-wide scale and getting public opinion
dangerously emotionalized. The same goes for the spacemen’s families — we do not want any leaks at all on this side of the world, so they’re not to be told anything about this outside threat. That stands unless and until the President says different, Mr. Klaber. You’ll have to dream something up for the papers to cover any queries as to why Skyprobe isn’t after all being brought down early.” Grant gathered up a sheaf of documents and stuffed them into a briefcase. He stood up. The trousers of the cheap, anonymous suit bagged at the knees. “If it’s humanly possible, Mr. Klaber, we’re going to find that interference set-up long before Skyprobe reaches its twenty-four hours extension limit — even if Schuster can’t make Danvers-Marshall sing.”
* * *
Grant had asked and obtained permission to use the security line to Washington and soon after he had gone the White House came on the line and put the President on. No time was being lost, it seemed. The President repeated what the CIA man had said; and Klaber was told that a ‘go’ had been given to the Pentagon for the despatch of the revealing message to the astronauts. The President asked, “What about the second space vehicle, Klaber?”
“Skyprobe V… we’re doing all we can, Mr. President, but the computer fault is not corrected yet and frankly I’m in two minds about the wisdom of sending her up anyway. We don’t want a gun fight in space, and we can surely take it Danvers-Marshall is armed. I suggest that once we’ve reported the situation to Schuster, if that’s what you really want, Mr. President, we’ll be better able to reach a decision on this point. As I see it, from what London has told us, these people need help from Danvers-Marshall… so if Schuster can deal with Danvers-Marshall he should be able to bring Skyprobe IV down safely. Then there’s the point Grant of CIA made — Schuster can maybe get Danvers-Marshall to talk about the whereabouts of the base. In either of these cases, Mr. President, we would not need Skyprobe V—”
“Maybe,” the President broke in. “But if Danvers-Marshall wins out up there, and I agree we have to assume he’ll be armed and may manage to get control — and if neither us nor the British find the base in time, then sending up the second spacecraft to try a docking operation may be the only thing left.”
“But Mr. President… they can’t go into docking procedure without co-operation from Skyprobe IV, and if Danvers-Marshall is in control—”
“I said it may be the only thing left to try, Klaber. If it comes to that, I’ll be banking on Danvers-Marshall losing his nerve once he sees another capsule with an armed crew aboard coming in to dock. Klaber, I want you to go right ahead with the preparations — and keep on remembering we’re right up against the time factor.”
* * *
At 0930 hours Latymer pushed a folder across his desk and said, “Here’s your airline ticket, Shaw. The Governor’s been warned to expect you. Your job is to pick up any leads you can on any unusual goings-on in the North Pacific area. Remember you have to find that base within the next five days. Currently we have two hopes — the second spacecraft, and you. Have it well in mind that if this thing can be kept out of the hands of the generals and the admirals and what-not until we can face the Communists with the truth and show up both them and their base before the whole world — then we’ll have a chance of avoiding war. But once the military moves in ahead of us, we’ve all had it. Admirals and generals shouldn’t be let loose except in the sunniest and most idyllic conditions of perfect peace.” He opened a file on his desk. “Meanwhile, I have a report from the Special Branch. It doesn’t help us at all. All ports and airfields have been closely watched but they’ve failed to produce Rudolf Rencke — he’s vanished. He was probably slipping through our fingers under an alias and with irreproachable papers long before you got away from that house, or he may have gone a similar way to Katherine Danvers-Marshall. Talking of her, that Polish ship, the Czestochowski, has already berthed in Leningrad — so that’s that. The Special Branch has sealed the Purfleet house, but the birds had flown, as I—”
“Flown? They were all dead!”
“Except the girl, Beatty,” Latymer said, looking irritated. “I should have said bird, in the singular. Someone must have gone in to get her before the Special Branch made it.”
* * *
Ten minutes later Shaw was in a fast car heading out for London airport and the first leg of the long flight to Hong Kong.

FOURTEEN

Mary Schuster, who had got up late after a mostly sleepless night, picked up the newspapers that had been thrown into the porch and went inside with them, reading as she went, her face dead white and her eyes deeply circled. In spite of Klaber’s telephone call warning the families about the fault, in spite of the television news flashes, it was still a renewed shock to see it in black and white.
The children were waiting for her. She had had to tell them; they would only have heard about it at school and that would have been unthinkable. Jane, the eldest, was the spokeswoman now for the three of them. She asked, as Mary came into the room where they were having their breakfast, “Is there anything about pop, mummy?”
Mary said quietly, “Yes, of course, Jane. Everybody’s going to help get him down… that’s what it says.”
“Oh.” Jane scooped up a spoonful of creamy cereal. She looked as drawn now as her mother. On her instructions the boys were not bothering their mother but their faces were filled with the unasked questions. “Will he be all right, mummy?” she couldn’t help asking. “They will get him down, won’t they?”
“Yes, darling, of course they will,” Mary answered firmly. “You’re just not to worry about daddy, any of the three of you. It’s… nothing really bad. Just a technical fault he and Major Morris will put right just as soon as they can. They know all about it.”
With a child’s directness Jane asked, “Why haven’t they put it right already, then?”
“I don’t know, Janey.” There was a crack in the façade now; Mary’s voice shook and tears pricked at her eyes, threatening to spill over in front of the children. “Let’s just trust daddy, shall we… he knows best. He wouldn’t want us to be worrying, Janey. Hurry and eat your breakfast, dear. You’re going to be terribly late for school as it is.”
Jane didn’t comment; she went back to her cereal and ate without appetite. Mary couldn’t face food at all. Instead she read the papers, hungry for news, for reassurance. There wasn’t a great deal of that. The banner headlines leaped at her: FAULT DEVELOPS IN SKYPROBE IV.… CAPSULE UNABLE TO DITCH. And in smaller print, Spacemen unworried says NASA Chief. Then, lower down, the story itself; the failure of the retro-rockets on both systems each time they had tried to fire them and Gregory Schuster’s complete inability to find a fault anywhere. After the facts, which were so bare and stark and simple, the speculators moved in — and they didn’t all follow the optimism of the NASA handout. If the men in space, the speculators suggested, couldn’t locate the fault, how could they hope to put it right? There was no real way of helping them from the ground either, they said bluntly — and Mary knew enough to realize the truth of this. Plenty of advice had been passed up to them but evidently it hadn’t helped. Nor could the manned space stations in their fixed permanent orbits help; they had no means of making physical contact with a vehicle like Skyprobe IV, in her exploratory orbit so far out in space, so far beyond their own positions. It was now known that at Kennedy work was going on around the clock, had been for the last two or three days, to prepare a launch pad for blasting off another spacecraft to go into docking procedure. But even if they could get it up in the time available, which was highly doubtful according to the experts, it couldn’t really be much help — unless the idea was to take the men off and jettison the capsule itself. But it was a curious thing, the speculation-mongers further suggested, that the men at Kennedy had thought it necessary to prepare the second launch at all before the fault had occurred. Had the fault been expected, they asked now — or had it first happened some days earlier? Had the news been suppressed?
Soon after breakfast Klaber arrived at the Schuster home and was given a cup of coffee by the coloured help while he waited for Mary to return from the school round. She was grateful for his visit and he was as reassuring as he felt he could be, but when he left he knew he had failed to convince Mary Schuster that her man was in anything but the gravest danger of a complete non-return to earth. He left her dry-eyed but tense with anxiety and wondering how she was to go on explaining things to the children as time, ran out. She knew very well that the newspapers would' never leave this thing alone and every time she picked one up she would be bombarded with palliatives from the official NASA spokesmen and pessimistic forecasts from the opinion columns.
Klaber found things much the same with Linda Morris when he drove over, and the best he was able to do, by an exchange of telephone calls, was to arrange for the two wives to live out the spell of waiting in each other’s company, both together in the Schuster home. This done, he drove flat out back for Kennedy.
* * *
Irritably Schuster said, “What the heck!” The radio had started crackling out Morse — from Washington of all places; Schuster had recognized the orginator’s code group. He listened a moment before giving the acknowledgement of his call-sign. “Coded groups… why in hell do they start sending messages all wrapped up at this stage of the flight? And what’s the Pentagon on about, for heaven’s sake? Let’s have the decode tables, Wayne.”
Up to this time both Schuster and Morris had still been busy trying to track down the fault on the retro-systems. Danvers-Marshall had made a pretence of helping. The checks and doublechecks had been endless, going on ever since the failure. All had seemed to be in perfect order on both systems; that indeed was the unnerving part of this business. There simply was no apparent fault. And they were quite unable to tie in the failure with the stress fault said to have been found by the ground computers. On the face of it there just was no reason in the world why the rockets shouldn’t fire next time Schuster pressed the button, but now, as the total outside dark of the space-night through which they were currently passing emphasized the utter alone-ness of their situation, Wayne Morris at any rate was convinced that they were doomed to remain orbiting the globe until their oxygen was exhausted and they died up there in space.
In an absent tone as Morris passed across the US decode tables Schuster said, “Thanks.…” The decoding took a little time. When Schuster had written down the first few words of the plain-language version he stiffened, rigid with shock and an utter disbelief that he could possibly be reading correctly… something must have gone haywire with the transcription. He went on to finish the decoding, then without a word he passed the sheet of paper to Morris, whose lips shaped a whistle that never came. The two men sat motionless, side by side, as the capsule headed on its high track around the world, passing once again out of the brief space-night into the brilliance of the day. Behind them Danvers-Marshall’s heart was pumping fast; neither of the astronauts had been able to see the tight, grey look that had come into the scientist’s face when he had heard about the message from Washington. He had assessed accurately and without much difficulty what that message contained. Now he slid a finger into a loop of material in his spacesuit, and ripped away some stitches in the lining. He brought out a small-calibre automatic and pointed it at Schuster’s back. Before Schuster could begin to collect his thoughts and react decisively, Danvers-Marshall said, “Greg, believe me, I’m terribly sorry, but this is where I take over.”
Schuster, feeling the blood drain from his face, but conscious now of no particular surprise, looked over his shoulder and saw the gun. Bleakly he said, “Is that so, Professor.”
“I’m afraid it is.…"
“You know what it says in the message?”
“I have a pretty good idea, Greg.”
“It’s right — what it says?”
“Yes… it’s right, if it says—”
“It says you’re a goddam traitor… a Red.” Danvers-Marshall didn’t react to that directly. He said, “I can’t explain now, Greg. It’s… because of my wife. They put pressure on me, and then later they were able to threaten me with — revealing certain things. I’m sorry, but from now on out you must do just as I say. Carry on flying, Greg. And remember, there’s nothing whatever they can do now, from the ground.”
“You’ll have to keep awake a godalmighty long time… you Red bastard. We have five days to go. The orders say we stay up after all… right through till the last possible minute.”
“Greg, that’s not going to be any problem,” Danvers-Marshall said quietly. He patted at a section of space-suit. “I have tablets that take care of that. I’ll have no difficulty at all keeping awake and on the ball right through to splashdown.”
Schuster said between his teeth, “Where do we splash down, then? The message said the Corns may interfere with our control system by radio, divert us on re-entry. If that’s true, where do they divert us to?”
“Greg, I can’t tell you that because I don’t know, and I wouldn’t say if I did, would I? That’s just what the people down below want to know, isn’t it? Don’t ask me any more questions, Greg, and don’t give any trouble, either you or Wayne. If I have to use this gun, you know what happens. The chances are we’d all die. But I want you to understand one thing very clearly, Greg, and that is, I’m quite ready myself to face that. No-one’s taking me back to America now.” He added, “You needn’t worry any more about the retro-rockets. They’ll fire next time, all right.”
“So Washington’s right you fixed that too?” Schuster asked. He felt profound relief on one point — at least the trouble hadn’t been due to any defect in the spacecraft. “All that worry… all the checking… all that was unnecessary?”
Danvers-Marshall said, “Yes, Greg. You see, I had orders not to allow the capsule to ditch too far ahead of schedule if there were any leaks — just to be sure they were all ready for us at the base… where we’re going to splash down.” He shifted his position, making himself more comfortable for keeping the gun covering the two men. “From now on out, Greg, there’s to be no more talk with mission control. I’m going to play this very safe, and I’m not taking any chances at all… even though, as I said, there’s nothing anyone can do now to stop the plan going through.”
“Don’t speak too soon,” Schuster said grimly.
It was just a few minutes after that when mission control came up again, this time vocally and in plain language. It was Klaber, talking from Kennedy. Schuster was forced to sit in helpless silence under Danvers-Marshall’s gun as the NASA chief tried vainly to raise an acknowledgement. Klaber kept repeating, “Can’t you hear me, Greg? What’s gone wrong with your communication?” until he said in a high, cracked voice that showed his mounting anxiety, “All right, Greg, maybe you just can’t answer, so I’ll just pass the message and hope you receive me.” There was a pause. “We’re doing our best to get another spacecraft up to you, a vehicle that can accommodate five men… Skyprobe V. She’s being prepared for orbit and docking on to you for transfer of personnel. I’ll repeat that.…”
When Schuster had listened to the repetition Danvers-Marshall said, “I don’t believe they can ever do it in the time, Greg, it’ll be a miracle, but if they do it’s not going to help. You’re never going to open up the hatch.”
* * *
Next day the world’s Press had moved closer to the truth. Mary Schuster and Linda Morris read it together. Klaber read it and his apprehension mounted. Harry Lutz looked utterly horrified, but not surprised. Grant, the man from CIA, read it and swore viciously and grabbed for a couple of telephones simultaneously; for amongst other things true and untrue, the news had leaked that Professor Danvers-Marshall was aboard the spacecraft.
Right across the world Shaw, too, read some of the papers.

FIFTEEN

Shaw did his reading when the BOAC jetliner touched down at Bangkok on the last-but-one leg of the Hong Kong flight. The headlines were all about Danvers-Marshall and there was almost feverish speculation as to what his presence aboard Skyprobe IV meant and why the news had been kept so quiet. Typical of the secondary headlines was EARLY SPLASHDOWN CANCELLED — SKYPROBE TO ORBIT ON. That was innocuous enough, but another fresh slant came in the smaller print which said, American and British Security Concerned. In the airmail edition of one London newspaper the scientific correspondent wrote: The American CIA are believed to be investigating the possibility of some outside interference with the capsule. It is probably not entirely impossible for a radio signal from earth to be used in such a way that it could cut out the control system of a spacecraft in orbit. If this is on the cards, it would naturally point to some act of a hostile Power, for what purpose one can only guess. It could be merely to prove that such a signal is effective, in which case one would assume the capsule is being used as an experimental guinea-pig. This, however, seems a totally unacceptable theory when one considers the virtual certainty of retaliation against any Power using another nation’s space vehicle in such a fashion. In the light of the recent leak, one is bound to wonder whether the presence of British-born Professor Danvers-Marshall aboard Skyprobe has attracted the interest of some Power who wishes to gain access to Western space data. The news columns of the same paper reported: It is understood that certain movements of United States sea, land and air forces are taking place in the North Pacific, but official spokesmen in Washington deny strongly that there is any connection between these movements and the possibility of the failure aboard Skyprobe IV being due to circumstances outside the control of the crew. Other newspapers carried similar reports and speculation; every one Shaw read carried a leader on the spacemen’s predicament. The thoughts of all the world were centered on them now.…
Shaw looked up from the New York Times soon after take-off from Bangkok to see the hostess hovering over him. She was a tall brunette with blue eyes and an inviting smile. She asked, “Would you like breakfast, sir?”
“Sounds a good idea.” He smiled back at her and took the menu. “Grapefruit, bacon and eggs, and coffee.”
“Thank you, sir.” The girl hesitated by his seat, seeming reluctant to leave him, and looking down at his newspaper. “Isn’t it dreadful… about those men?”
He nodded. “It is. But I’m sure they’ll get them down somehow.”
“Oh, I hope so!” She looked past him, out of the window of the jetliner. The sky was a brilliant blue above them; below was the endless dark green of thick jungle, stretching away to the border with Viet Nam, and beyond to the South China Sea. “In this job… you have a kind of fellow-feeling, more than most. Perhaps it’s presumptuous to say that.. but we’re all fliers basically, aren’t we? It would be too awful if what the papers say is true.”
He looked up at her, at the clean line of her chin as she went on staring out of the window. “What are you thinking about in particular?” he asked.
“About some outside interference, isn’t that what they said?”
“Yes, but that’s just newspaper talk. They have to fill the things with something, haven’t they? Personally, I wouldn’t say that was the case.”
“Wouldn’t you?” she asked doubtfully. “I’m not so certain. The Communists would do anything. I only hope somebody’s really doing something about it… and not just saying it couldn’t happen that way.”
Shaw smiled. “Sorry!”
She met his eye and flushed. “Oh, I didn’t mean that personally. I’m so sorry. After all, it’s not your job to.…”
“To do anything about it? No… and I wouldn’t worry if I were you. I expect the authorities have it well in mind, you know.”
The hostess nodded and moved away, going forward along the aisle. She stopped at a seat four up from Shaw’s and had a word with a girl who had joined the flight at Bangkok, a girl Shaw had recognized at once, a girl who had studiously avoided him but who was obviously just as aware of him as he was of her. Her presence intrigued him a good deal with its possible implications, for the girl was Ingrid Lange from the Savoy Hotel, London.
* * *
Shaw, who meantime had returned to his papers, looking in vain for any factual reports as to the progress on the launch of the second capsule, watched Miss Lange as they all fastened their seat belts for the Hong Kong arrival. What was she on this flight for? Why was she avoiding him — why was she so obviously anxious for him not to acknowledge her? He intended to find that out as soon as they landed. He glanced out of the window as the jetliner lost height; a mist cloud was touching Taimoshan and the mountain peaks on the Red China mainland, bringing to them a mantle of purple and blue as the sun went down the sky in Eastern splendour. All around, the sea was a darkening carpet of ultramarine.
Once they were down and the steps had been run into place, Miss Lange disembarked ahead of Shaw without a backward glance and preceded him to the customs and immigration check. There, while still totally disregarding him, the girl managed to get next to him for the customs examination, making certain he couldn’t miss her hand-case on which was prominently displayed a label bearing the address, Hotel Shanghai. The name on the label was Helma Tegner.
So — Miss Ingrid Lange, if even that was her real name, had a definite purpose in coming to Hong Kong at the same time as himself and he fancied that purpose wasn’t just to stand with him on some moonlit terrace and watch the harbour fights. Well — he would play it her way for now and not approach her just yet. He found a taxi and told the Chinese driver to take him to his own hotel, a somewhat less glamorous, if equally expensive, establishment where he had been booked in from London and which, as it happened, wasn’t far from the Shanghai. After checking in he kept a discreetly-arranged appointment with the Governor and the Commander British Forces. The Governor was clearly a worried man, his anxiety showing in the tired eyes and the jerky movements of his hand as he brushed continually at a close-cropped, grey moustache.
After the preliminaries Shaw asked, “Which areas have been covered by the reconnaissance forces so far, sir?”
The Governor waved a hand towards Fielding, the Forces Commander. Fielding said, “They’re sweeping north. Both our people and the Americans have flown all the missions possible, but.…” He shrugged.
“And the results?”
Fielding spread his hands. “Blank, Shaw. A complete and utter blank. We haven’t found anything out of place anywhere.”
“Uh-huh.” Shaw moved across the room towards a map similar to the one in Latymer’s flat. He studied it, his eye narrowed thoughtfully. A hunch was forming. He looked at the Sea of Okhotsk, fringed to the east by the chain of islands forming the Kurile group — islands that stretched away northward from Hokkaido, islands that in 1945 had been taken from Japan and handed on a plate to the Soviet Union. The area was Russian, yes — but it was utterly remote and lonely and probably totally unvisited. More often than not the islands were shrouded in thick, clinging fog. Much could go on there that the outside world would never know about. The Sea of Okhotsk itself would be icebound at this time of year, but not so the North Pacific which washed the eastern shores of the Kuriles… and a spacecraft could very well be brought down east of the Kuriles and then quickly be picked up and taken to those Russian islands, and thence to the mainland of the Soviet, where it would vanish from Western eyes.…
Shaw turned to the Governor and asked casually, “What about the Sea of Okhotsk?”
The Governor shrugged. “That’s Russian territorial waters, my dear fellow.”
“I was aware of that, sir. I know the risks, too. I still think the area would be worth attention.”
“There is no authority to violate Russian territorial airspace, Shaw. Both the British and American Commanders-in-Chief of the searching forces are quite powerless to act in that direction.”
Shaw nodded slowly. He was convinced such authority would never be forthcoming. Latymer, for one, would himself be dead against it; the department was accustomed to working in other ways, and Shaw was their man on the spot. He believed in his hunch, so it was up to him to find a way to get inside the Sea of Okhotsk — and he hadn’t much time left now.
* * *
After returning to his hotel Shaw called the Shanghai. He said, “I’d like to speak to a Miss Tegner, Miss Helma Tegner.”
“Yes, sir,” a polite Chinese voice answered, speaking excellent English. “I will have the lady called. What is your name, please, sir?”
“Smith.”
“Please will you hold the line, sir.”
Shaw waited. He waited a full five minutes and then there was a crackle and the girl’s voice said, “Smith? Is it really you?”
“As if you didn’t know. I’m waiting for an explanation.”
“It is so nice to hear you again. I was in the bath. I am so surprised! What is it you want, Smith?”
He answered impatiently. “I’ll give you three guesses. That ought to be two too many.”
Her laugh came light and silvery along the line. Suddenly he wanted her very badly. She said, “Yes, I think one will be quite enough, certainly, Smith!” She paused as if expecting some further comment but when none came she went on, “As you are in Hong Kong also, Smith, you may take me out to dinner somewhere nice. That is, if you would like to, Smith?”
“I’d like nothing better,” he assured her, conscious of the blood racing in his veins, but more than that, conscious that the girl must have something important to talk to him about. “Where shall it be? I’m out of touch with Hong Kong life these days. I don’t know about you, of course. If you haven’t any other suggestions, let’s meet—”
She said quickly, “I am told there is a nice place, offering very excellent food, and not too expensive you will be relieved to know, Smith… in the Ho Teh Road, which is off Ch’ung Street, across the harbour in Kowloon. It is called Mi Ling’s. I will be there at nine o’clock.”
She didn’t give him time even to say he’d be there too. The phone clicked in his ear. He shrugged and went across the foyer into the bar, where a Chinese barman smilingly mixed him a Manhattan. He was vaguely irritated by the girl's reference to the place in the Ho Teh Road being not too expensive. He had a very generous expense account and he enjoyed spending it on a contact when the contact happened to be as intriguingly beautiful as Ingrid Lange… and Latymer had never been known to query an item in the account. Yet.
He finished the Manhattan and glanced at his watch. Time was getting on. He went up to his room, showered in his private bathroom, then changed into a white dinner jacket. He checked the slide of his Beretta and went down into the street where the doorman signalled up a ricksha.
“The Kowloon ferry,” he told the boy. The Chinese nodded; Shaw climbed in and the coolie started off, jog-trotting between the shafts of his vehicle. They passed along streets brilliantly lit with blazing neon signs, along other streets of hanging banner signs — the new Hong Kong and the old, criss-crossed with roads and alleys, all packed with young and old, with pretty, feminine girls, with virile young men and ancient, worn-out beggars. After crossing in the ferry Shaw picked up another ricksha. Here in Kowloon he had largely left the bright streets behind him and was passing along dark, dingy roads where vaguely-seen, shadowy forms flitted in and out of doorways, where now and again a cry was heard and where young Chinese girls smiled invitingly from the few lighted windows along the way. This was a different side of Hong Kong life from the millionaires’ paradise he had left across the harbour. Hong Kong was a strange but thriving medley, a place where East and West met, a busy port and a frontier garrison — with Red China vast and implacable and mysterious on its doorstep, a place still of mystery and intrigue and violence behind the trimmings, behind the wealth on the one hand and the poverty on the other.

SIXTEEN

The Ho Teh Road was a squalid, unlit thoroughfare of decayed, ricketty buildings, mostly private dwellings of an exceedingly doubtful-looking character with a handful of shops here and there, shops that were still open, hopefully but without custom, their seedy proprietors sitting motionless behind their wares, beneath the usual banner signs hanging from the upper storeys. The tops of the crumbling buildings seemed to touch overhead to shut out the clusters of friendly stars. There was a curious, almost overpowering smell, compounded of rotting vegetables and human sweat, and probably opium and many other things besides. Shaw was deposited at the door of Mi Ling’s establishment, where he paid off the ricksha and for a moment watched the coolie as he turned and ran his vehicle back into more auspicious surroundings. Mi Ling’s was a crummy-looking place, with rotting shutters and peeling paintwork, set a little back from the line of the other buildings. A sound of tinny music came to Shaw’s ears as he walked past a muscular custodian and pushed open the swing door. He stepped into an entrance hall and found that the outside appearance of Mi Ling’s was, to say the least, deceptive.
The floor of this hall was of mosaic tiles of brilliant colouring; around the walls, in niches, were set figures of men and women, the women mostly naked, the men old and venerably bearded… it was symbolic of something, that juxtaposition, Shaw fancied, and it probably set the tone of Mi Ling’s… some of the figures were made of compressed silk by a process known only to an older generation of Chinese, others were of purest jade. They must have been worth a small fortune in any man’s currency. The air was filled with an erotic incense, a warm, heady pervasion that seemed to be wafting through grilles set in the walls. As Shaw looked around with interest, a door opened behind a screen. There was evidently some system of warning when anyone entered from the street— not surprisingly, in view of those jade and silk figures. A tall Chinese, a waiter, came through, bowing low as he saw the Englishman.
Politely he asked, “Mr. Smith?”
Shaw nodded. “Correct. I’m expecting a lady.…”
“The lady is already here, master, and is waiting for you. If you will please follow me?”
The Chinese turned away through the door, holding it open for Shaw who followed him along a corridor and up a flight of stairs to a landing. From a door ahead of the stair more music came faintly. The waiter went towards this door and bowed Shaw through. He walked into a dimly-lit room partitioned into private cubicles. At the end of this room some kind of intimate cabaret-in-miniature was taking place and, apart from candles set in lanterns, one in each cubicle, the light from the stage provided the only illumination. In this light Shaw could see that most of the diners were elderly men of varying nationalities, some of them closeted with young women, some of them alone.
The waiter bowed himself past Shaw. “Excuse, please,” he murmured deferentially. “This way, please, master.” He led Shaw to a cubicle half way along on the left of the room, and stopped, bowing once more. From the shadows a voice said, “Smith, you are late, but how nice it is to see you,” and he saw the lantern’s gentle light falling on fine, very blonde hair curling round a pair of shell-like ears, and a thin, clinging, deeply slit dress — a jade-green cheongsam that suited her perfectly.
He said, “It’s nice to see you too. I’m sorry I’m late.” The waiter disappeared. Shaw sat down opposite the girl. “Now perhaps you’ll explain,” he said accusingly.
She said at once, putting a finger to her lips, “No. Here we must not talk — even with the cubicles, it is not entirely safe. Soon we shall talk of the important things.”
He shrugged and said lightly, “All right. For now I’ll just spend the time telling you how beautiful you are!”
She laughed. “Oh, that is corny, Smith, but I shall like it very much indeed! And in return I shall tell you how intriguingly handsome you are, in a craggy kind of way, and how much I admire your kind of man, who is tough, and probably quite ruthless with women. But there are other things you can talk to me about also, Smith.. about Hong Kong, of what I can see while I am here — of the places I must visit, of Hong Kong’s history since the British came, of typhoons and pirates and beautiful, seductive women who lured British sailors to their doom… all that sort of thing, you know?” She gurgled with suppressed laughter, looking into his eyes in the lantern’s light. “It interests me so much, all that. And now, Smith, here is the waiter. Are you good at ordering Chinese food, Smith?”
He smiled into the blue eyes and then looked up at the waiter, hovering now at his elbow. “I can always try,” he said, taking a large menu card from the Chinese. “What do you like… Miss Tegner?”
Distantly she said, “Oh, how that is like the British, to leave it to the woman! I like to be taken charge of, Smith. I thought you would have known that.”
“I was simply being polite — that’s a British habit, too, sometimes — but if you insist, I adore taking charge of women. Meanwhile, you’ve asked for it.” Shaw ran his eye down an immense list of numbered Chinese dishes and gave his order. Behind the table waiter, a wine steward hovered, and Shaw, glancing down the list of Chinese drinks, ordered instead a white wine that he felt would please the girl, a Bommes from the vineyards of Chateau Lafaurie-Peyraguey. When the Chinese had withdrawn he said quietly, “Let’s cut the historical sketch and the guidebook stuff, at any rate while the waiter isn’t around. I’m not very good at that sort of thing.”
“What are you good at?” she asked, giving him an amused and quizzical look.
He shrugged. “Plenty of things. Name it and I’ll do it. Only, not that… not till I’m less busy, anyway.”
“Smith, you disappoint me,” she said, pouting and drawing the ends of her hair beneath her nose in that gesture that he felt was so characteristic of her. “I wanted so much for you to take me around… while I am here visiting my cousin.”
“So that’s it,” he said, watching her closely. “Miss Tegner, I’m a very busy man, you’ve no idea just how busy currently. I hate to say this, but can’t he take you around?”
“He?”
“Your cousin.”
“He is a she, Smith, and I consider it ungallant of you to suggest my cousin should take me over — since you are under the impression she is a man! I prefer screaming jealousy to lack of gallantness, Smith. In any case my cousin is sick, and old, and bedridden. Strictly she is not my cousin, but my mother’s. She also is at the Shanghai.”
“Your mother?”
“My cousin! She has had a suite there for many years.”
“She must be enormously rich,” he said sardonically.
“She is, Smith, she is what you would call rolling. And this is quite, quite true. I stay with her when I come to Hong Kong, which I do now and then, on business.” She smiled. “I am not quite so ignorant of Hong Kong as I made out, Smith. It is just that I would like you to take me around!”
He asked, “What sort of business brings you here?”
“My own business. Here in Hong Kong I am sometimes able to contact Chinese writers, men and women who have managed to smuggle their manuscripts through from the mainland, and are seeking Western publishers for them.” Into the pause that followed he said mischievously but with intent to raise a satisfactory answer, “If you’ve come here, even partly, to be with your cousin, you shouldn’t be gallivanting. After business hours, you should be in attendance at the sick bed.”
She gave a light laugh, the silvery sound that did things to Shaw. She was too attractive by far, he thought — and the more dangerous to a conscientious agent because of it. He said, “Tell me about this joint — Mi Ling’s. It looks pretty sordid from the outside.”
Again she laughed. “Possibly you may consider it sordid inside, too, Smith!”
He chose to misunderstand. “It doesn’t look like it from where I’m sitting. It looks elderly and respectable.. more or less, anyway.”
“I was not speaking of the dining-room. All sorts of people come here — Chinese, English, Japanese, German, mostly rich men, and—” She broke off, lowering her voice. “Mi Ling offers other things in his establishment.”
He lifted an eyebrow. “Go on?”
She shrugged, then looked at him directly and said in a still low but level, matter-of-fact voice, “Young girls, gambling — opium, I believe. Mi Ling caters for most of the vices, Smith.”
Shaw remembered his thoughts about the symbolism of the young naked females and the bearded old men. He said slowly, “Yes, I know what you mean. Why isn’t it raided?”
“In Hong Kong?” Her tone chided him. “But you are thinking perhaps of the opium… I understand the premises are raided from time to time on that account, and on that account only. But money talks here as elsewhere, Smith, and the opium smokers’ prison at Tai Lam gathers few of its inmates from Mi Ling’s!”
He grunted. “Anyway, I hope it isn’t raided while we’re here.”
She smiled. “You and I have no opium, Smith!”
He smiled back at her, then reached across the table and took her hand in his. He said, “Do you know, I’m beginning to lose all my capacity for being surprised at you — Helma.” Suddenly he had the curious but strong feeling he’d known this girl all her life, that they were very old friends… which was in itself a surprising thing considering they’d met only the once before, back across the world in the Savoy. But there was something about her that made a man feel thoroughly at home with her and anyway he had long ago given up being shy with women… just then the waiter came back with the soup and Shaw started in on some small-talk. Only half his mind was on what he was saying; clearly Ingrid Lange — or Helma Tegner — fitted into the picture somewhere, and he felt instinctively that she was on his side, but he knew she wasn’t the girl to be bulldozed whatever she had said about masterful men and he had to be patient and wait for her to
give. But he was conscious all the while that there were only four days left before Skyprobe IV would be forced to ditch. Shaw went through that meal with mounting impatience, and, though the food was as good as Ingrid had promised, no particular appetite.
At last, during the coffee, she said suddenly, “Now there will not be long to wait, Smith. Catch the waiter’s eye and when he approaches, leave the cubicle to speak to him… so that you do not embarrass me, y6u understand? You will say to him that you would like a room so that the lady, who is feeling unwell, can he down. He will understand perfectly.”
There was a glint of sheer wicked delight in her eyes. Once again Shaw felt the blood thrust urgently through his veins.

SEVENTEEN

A young Chinese girl met them outside the door of the restaurant, bowed, and turned away with an indication that they should follow. She led them up another flight of stairs and opened the door of a room leading off the second landing. Here she left them alone. The room was small, furnished in Western style and thickly carpeted, with a soft, wide divan bed and a table beside it, and on this table a gold-shaded bedside lamp. Apart from a chair, there was no other furniture in the room.
Ingrid Lange turned to Shaw and put her arms around his neck. She drew his face down towards her own and kissed him on the lips; her own were soft, yielding, warm… and delightful. After a moment she drew away a little and whispered into his ear, “Poor Smith… you are such a conscientious man! It is talk you want now — not love. Am I right, Smith?” Her eyes were mischievous.
“For now, yes,” he told her. “I’m still human somewhere underneath, though.”
She gave a soft laugh, a laugh full of understanding. “I know that, Smith. However, we will now only talk, as you wish. I have things of importance to tell you, and this was the safest way.” She added, “Also, we must continue to be safe, no?”
“Meaning?”
She whispered, “We must behave as we are expected to behave. I would not trust Mi Ling too far, Smith. Many important persons come here because it is discreet, but it seems to me that Mi Ling could add a good deal to his fortune by eavesdropping on conversations in these rooms.”
“Bugs?”
“Exactly,” she answered. “And it would not do, to look for them and inhibit them.”
“Right,” he said. “I’m all in favour of cover!”
* * *
They lay close together on the divan, with his arms around her. Her head nestled in the crook of his elbow, her mouth close to his ear. She spoke softly, almost without moving her lips, so that her words were like a breath caressing his ear. She said, “I shall not tell you the whole story of how I have come by certain informations. I prefer always to keep my contacts and my sources private, for reasons which must be obvious to you, and please, I shall not expect you to press me on this, Smith.”
“What’s the information?” he asked impatiently.
“First,” she said, “you told me in London what your job is… and naturally I have read in the papers that there is trouble in the spacecraft that is orbiting the earth, and that an important British-born scientist is aboard this spacecraft. So, you see, I put two and two together. You understand? I recalled your visit to me, and I told myself, Smith, that the officially released story about this Skyprobe IV is not entirely the real and truthful one. Do you follow this?”
“I follow,” he whispered.
“Good.” She moved slightly on the divan, settling herself more comfortably. Shaw felt the movement of her body against his own. She went on, “I have heard something else, something that made me come all the way on from Bangkok to Hong Kong… for certain reasons.”
He said, “Just a moment. How did you know I was on my way here, anyhow?”
She told him, “Very soon after your visit I had flown to Bangkok on my own business, since Fetters’s death had interrupted what I had gone to London to do. In Bangkok I heard the news of which I have just spoken, and it indicated to me quite strongly that you would also know of it, and would come to Hong Kong because of it. So, you see, I also came! It was the sheerest chance, I confess, that I happened to travel on the same flight as you from Bangkok. Now, will that be enough of explanation, Smith?”
He said, “It’ll do for now, unless you care to tell me if you came on here principally to take another look at my manly beauty!”
“No, Smith, not quite that,” she answered with a low laugh.
“You disappoint me. What’s the information, then?”
She said, “In London you asked me about Rudolf Rencke.”
“I certainly did. Well?”
“He is here in Hong Kong, Smith. Did you not know?”
He sat up with a jerk. “Rencke — in Hong Kong! I’ll bet any money this is the last place he’ll turn up! He wouldn’t be thrusting his face into a British possession just at this particular moment of history, believe you me!”
She said, “I believe you are mistaken. I was told positively that he had passed through Bangkok for Hong Kong.”
He shook his head. “Whoever told you that had his wires crossed, Ingrid. How sure are you that he was in Bangkok, anyway?”
“Very sure, Smith. My… informant had seen him for himself.”
He said softly, “Well, that’s quite interesting, anyway.”
“This part of it you believe, Smith, but not that he is in Hong Kong?”
He said, “That’s right. For certain reasons I believe he’s very likely to be in this part of the world — unless my theories are all to hell, that is! But he won’t be in the colony. My guess is, he’s headed a long way farther north — and maybe by way of Red China at that.” He paused, and lay back again on the divan beside the girl. His mind raced over the possibilities. If Rencke was in the vicinity, then it seemed to him that this fact alone helped to confirm that the North Pacific area contained the recovery base for the interception operation. He had to get north to the Sea of Okhotsk… this couldn’t possibly be left to the searching forces, who in any case would never get that authority from their respective Governments. To fly military aircraft over Russian territory could well be to precipitate trouble, even war, and gain nothing. The Communists had quietly to be presented with a fait accompli — and the threat of exposure to world opinion of the incontrovertible physical fact of the interference base. If only he could get hold of Rencke… but Rencke couldn’t be in Hong Kong, whatever the girl believed. With an alert out for him and the whole North Pacific area under general suspicion, he could never have slipped through the security net into the colony — nor, even if he believed he could get in, would he likely to chance his ability to get out again. Shaw repeated firmly, “He won’t be here, Ingrid. Your informant fell for a bum leak if you ask me. Rencke just trailed a red herring that worked.”
She was silent for a moment, then with disappointment in her voice as if she had unwillingly accepted Shaw’s verdict, she asked, “Where, then, do you think he has gone, Smith?”
“As I said — north! A long way north, into Russian territory. Now I’ll tell you something else: that’s where I have to head for, too.”
“How, Smith? How do you find your way into Russian territory?”
“That’s the big question! All I can tell you is I have to get there.”
She said softly, “If that is what you really feel you must do, it is possible that I can help.”
He tensed. “You, Ingrid? How?”
“I have told you, my mother’s cousin is very wealthy. She has wealthy friends. One of them is here now, in Hong Kong. Out in the harbour he has a motor-yacht, a big vessel that is new and fast, Smith. If I speak to him… it is possible that he would be willing to allow you the use of the yacht.”
Shaw let out a long breath. “It’s a nice thought, but even if your friend were willing, it still wouldn’t help. I haven’t the time for a cruise, Ingrid. When I move north, it has to be by air. There’s a lot of distance involved.”
She was silent for a moment, then she said, “Nothing will be lost by talking to this man. He is a man of many interests, and it may be that he can help, for though he lives now in Japan, he is a Swiss… and he also has suffered from Rudolf Rencke. Do you understand? He is discreet also. You need tell him nothing that is secret in any case. I will talk to him myself — you can leave that to me.” She caressed his ear. “Will you trust me, Smith, and come with me to see him?”
Frowning, he studied her face. He asked, “Why are you doing this?”
She said at once, “Smith, I told you I wished very much to help you, or I think I did. This is quite true, but there is also something else. I have told you what Rencke did to my sister. Chiefly I wish to see Rudolf Rencke destroyed… and I believe it is your ultimate aim to destroy him, is this not so?”
Grimly Shaw said, “Ultimately, yes.”
“Then let me help you. Had Rencke been in Hong Kong as I believed, I intended to help you, Smith. I intended to let it be known that I was here also, so that I could become the honey-pot that attracts the bee — always he has desired me physically, you see — and so that I could lead him into a prepared trap for you to arrest him or whatever it is you do. But in view of what you say about Rencke not being in Hong Kong — and you are the person who knows about these things — I believe my friend is well worth your seeing.”
Shaw said, “Time’s short. Suppose I agree… when could a meeting be fixed?”
“Oh, I can take you to him tonight! I will telephone my cousin and she will send round her car.” She moved a little against him. “In the meantime, we shall have a little wait. My cousin’s friend is entertaining aboard the yacht tonight. We must give his guests time to leave, you will agree? So, Smith — oh, Smith.…”
There was meaning and entreaty in her voice. Without speaking, Shaw reached for the light and switched it off.
* * *
On the line from the NASA base to the White House Klaber said, “No, Mr. President, there’s still nothing.” Not a word had been received from the capsule since Washington’s coded signal had been passed the day before. “They’re right out of communication.”
The line rattled in his ear. “You don’t consider that’s due to any technical fault, I gather?”
“No, sir, I do not, definitely. Not now. I’d say Danvers-Marshall has control inside the capsule, all right. He’s just playing safe and not letting them talk to us, though I don’t see why he feels the need to worry now. God knows, Mr. President… there’s nothing any of us can do down here! Even the launching—”
“Klaber,” the President broke in, “in the event of any trouble, I’m prepared to lose the capsule if necessary. But I’m not prepared to risk the men inside it.” There was a pause. “The search for the interference base is not going along too well currently, and we may have to act fast. We’ll have to try a rendezvous with Skyprobe IV and take those men off if it looks like becoming necessary. We must take a chance on Danvers-Marshall doing some damage if he has got control already… I do not believe he would risk his own neck, Klaber, up there, once he sees another spacecraft docking on the capsule. I’m asking you to step up the program for getting Skyprobe V into space.”
Klaber said, “We’re advancing everything, Mr. President, just as fast as humanly possible.” His voice was edgy with strain and tiredness. He himself had now come to believe that to launch Skyprobe V was the only hope left — if only it could be done. “I can’t make it any faster… and I’m bound to report again, I don’t believe it can be achieved in the time, even though the computer fault’s been corrected now.”
There was a silence as the President fought down his rising impatience, his feeling of terrible impotence. He wasn’t the man to harry responsible officials when he knew they were doing their best, as he knew Klaber was. There couldn’t be anyone better than Klaber to handle the job.
He said abruptly, “All right, Klaber, you’re the man on the spot. I’m happy to leave it to you — but just bear in mind what the implications are likely to be… if anything goes wrong.”
“I’ll do that, sir.”
When the President rang off the NASA chief put back the phone on his desk with a hand that shook badly. As Klaber had told the President, he didn’t believe there was any real prospect of going into docking procedure in the time available; and no-one knew what might happen when the Eastern maniacs started their interference programme. This sort of thing was virgin territory so far as NASA was concerned. Klaber’s mind ran, as it had been running ever since the news from London had broken, over the appalling possibilities. Currently they didn’t even know whether or not Skyprobe’s retro-system would operate. One thing, just one thing, needed to go haywire and the men were all done for. If anything hit the capsule, say if it were to be breached in any way on its ferociously fast descent into unauthorized and probably incapable hands… and say the Britisher used a gun in a panic and split the astronauts’ space suits… then the blood of Schuster and Morris was going, literally, to boil and they would die in seconds.

EIGHTEEN

Shaw had thought, What the hell… he hadn’t currently any alternative to offer anyway. The man could be worth talking to and not much time would be lost if he proved unhelpful. So he had agreed; and within two hours, after Ingrid had called her cousin, they were in the back of a luxurious limousine behind a Chinese chauffeur, driving out of the Kowloon streets and heading in the general direction of the border with Communist China.
They were forced to go slow in the dark, narrow thoroughfares, which even at this time of night were, in some cases at least, crowded still. Yellow faces pressed close, looking through the glass; the driver kept his finger on his siren, urging them from his path without noticeable success. Shaw sat silent for the most part, glancing now and again at Ingrid Lange as light from the streets fell across her face. As at last the car came clear of the streets and the ramshackle dwellings and shops, the speed was increased and they drove fast through colonies of stinking, broken-down huts filled with human squalor, until they hit the desolation of the open country north and east of Kowloon. They ran below the Kowloon hills, whose sides were in places covered with the shanty towns of the squatter area, the area that housed so many refugees from Red China, an area filled with the opium ‘divans,’ the shacks used by the addicts as shelters where they could indulge their vice.
Long before they reached the border and the frontier guards the car was turned off along a road to the right. This road led through a landscape as desolate as the earlier country had been, a landscape backed now by the hills of Red China, visible distantly across the water beneath a high, bright moon. After some five miles they turned off this road and headed along what was little better than an earth track, going slow on a rough, potholed surface. They came down to a small creek, no more than an indentation of the coastline — behind the island of Kat O in Mirs Bay, some way south of Starling Inlet, the girl told Shaw.
Here the car rolled to a stop.
Shaw and Ingrid got out into the cold night air. Away to their left they saw a fleet of sampans lying, some out in the creek, others lying a dozen deep in trots at two or three ramshackle jetties, wooden structures running drunkenly out into deep water and looking as though they were held together by string and good intentions. The sampans appeared deserted, but Shaw knew that beneath each of the midship canopies whole families would be ekeing out a sordid, pathetically overcrowded existence of poverty and hardship and complete lack of privacy.
He asked, “What now?”
“The chauffeur will call up a sampan, Smith.” As the girl spoke the Chinese gave a shrill cry, which, after waiting briefly, he repeated twice more. At last a dim, bent figure emerged from beneath the canopy of a sampan out in the creek, and after some further delay this sampan got under way and edged in to lie at the end of one of the wooden jetties, the befouled water lapping gently at its sides.
Shaw and Ingrid followed the chauffeur along the jetty and jumped down into the sampan. Ingrid told the Chinese driver to wait with the car, and then the sampan was cast off by its villainous-looking navigator and propelled into deeper water by a hefty shove from a pole. Thence it moved out of the creek into the bay proper under the impulse of a single long-bladed oar. After half an hour’s irritatingly slow progress across the water the rowing stopped and gently the craft bumped against the accommodation-ladder of a large motor-yacht, a fast-looking, sumptuous affair painted in white and gold-leaf. Under the moon Shaw could see clearly the name Lac Brienz painted on a board fixed to the bulkhead of a deckhouse.
A tall man wearing a white dinner-jacket stood at the head of the accommodation-ladder, looking down at the sampan in some surprise.
Ingrid called up to him, “Monsieur Dahl, may we come aboard, please?”
“Why, my dear, of course! What a happy surprise, to be sure!” The voice was pleasant and easy. “I am delighted to see you.”
“No more than I am to see you tonight, Monsieur Dahl,” Ingrid said as she went up the ladder with Shaw behind her. At the top she turned to make the introductions. “May I introduce a friend of mine? This is Mr. Smith… Smith, this is Monsieur Dahl, formerly of Zurich.”
The two men shook hands. Dahl was a man of around sixty, a tall, thin man with a sensitive, mobile face and greying hair. Shaw looked into his eyes; his impression was of a decent man. The smile as he shook hands was genuine, the face was trustworthy and sincere. Dahl said, “You will come to my stateroom, please. I am sure there is much purpose in this visit, young lady!” he added to the girl. He took her arm and led her aft along the deck to a companion-way. Shaw followed them down, and into a sumptuously fitted stateroom opening off a carpeted alleyway. A steward in a starched white jacket presided over a tray of drinks. Dahl dismissed him and poured the drinks himself. As he did so he said, “Now, my little lady, you may tell me what is on that busy mind of yours.”
She said abruptly, leaning forward with her fingers interlaced around her knees, “I wish for help — help for Smith and for me also. I shall come quickly to the point. I need not ask you, M. Dahl, if you remember Rudolf Rencke.”
Dahl’s hand jerked; a little whisky split from the glass which he was carrying across to Shaw. He said, “No, you need not ask that certainly. But why, exactly, do you remind me of a man I would so much prefer to forget?”
Ingrid glanced across at Shaw. Her face 'was pale now, he noticed, pale and determined. She said crisply, “Smith will tell you as much as he thinks able to, M. Dahl. After that, I shall have some things to say to you. I have already promised Smith that you will help him, by the way.”
Dahl’s face broke into a broad smile. “Have you indeed, young lady? Then it seems, as a chivalrous man, that I am already committed!”
* * *
Afterwards Shaw knew that it was Ingrid who had clinched the deal. She had done most of the talking, and she had done it to extremely good effect. Dahl, it seemed, had a helicopter which he kept on a private airfield outside the town of Sapporo on Hokkaido, Japan’s northernmost island. This helicopter, he said, he was very willing to place at Shaw’s disposal providing Shaw could find his own air transport to Japan.
“I can fix that all right,” Shaw said. “Monsieur Dahl, I don’t know how to thank you for this.”
The Swiss smiled and shrugged. “Please think nothing of it. I shall be amply repaid by your complete success since, as I would gather, that success will lead to Rencke’s being dealt with as he so much deserves. Apart from this, I ask only that you take good care of Miss Lange.”
Shaw said promptly, “I’ll do that, all right — by leaving her in the care of her cousin. Or of you, M. Dahl.”
Dahl shook his head. “I am flying tomorrow to Zurich on business. Besides, Miss Lange is a very determined young lady… and something tells me she has decided to fly north with you.” He looked at the girl. “Is this not so?”
“It is,” Ingrid answered firmly. “Now, Smith, there is to be no argument on this matter. I have told you already, I mean to help you. Remember what I said at Mi Ling’s. It was to help you and to destroy Rencke that I came here to Hong Kong. I do not mean to be cheated out of that. I—"
“But look—”
“No, I will not look, Smith!” she said almost fiercely. “I repeat once again, it is for this that I have come, for this that I have approached M. Dahl on your behalf.” She beat a fist against her breast. “There is something here… I feel it constantly… that will not rest until I myself have seen Rencke destroyed!”
Shaw looked into her eyes; she meant every word she had uttered. He said with a smile, “I’m not licensing you to kill! But you can come as far as Sapporo anyway, providing you’re willing to do exactly as I tell you from now on out. All right?”
She came to him and put her arms around him. She kissed him. “Very much all right!” she said.
* * *
The chauffeur-driven limousine was still waiting when Shaw and Ingrid went back to the creek in the sampan. They were driven on Shaw’s orders to Kai Tak airport, after which the chauffeur took the car back to the Shanghai Hotel. Shaw had an interview with a high official of the airport and within ninety minutes of leaving the Lac Brienz he and the girl were heading out for Tokyo, where another flight had been booked ahead for Sapporo. At Sapporo, Dahl had promised, they would find his pilot, an Australian named Ewan MacAllister, waiting for them with transport to the private airfield. MacAllister, it seemed, was always looking for excitement. “You can trust him,” the Swiss had said. “Before you leave I shall give you a letter for him. If there is trouble you will find him most useful.”

NINETEEN

The ships searching for the unknown recovery base were nothing like enough and they couldn’t hope to cover efficiently in the time left an area as vast as all the North Pacific, though the fleet had been reinforced by every available long-range aircraft. The huge area of search extended from the Equator roughly up to the 60th Parallel, and from the China coast to 120 degrees West longitude; for, as Shaw had suggested, the recovery operation could be planned to take place from a ship on station, waiting for the capsule to be ditched near her. The searching vessels were steaming to their limits, the USAF land-based squadrons were flying right around the clock, but so far nothing, no clue of any sort, had been discovered and nothing in the least untoward had been reported by any of the patrols.
* * *
The President was on the line again from the White House, this time to enquire about the spacemen’s families. Klaber said, “They’re not too good, sir. You can’t blame them for that, I guess.” He didn’t add, out of consideration for the immense load the President was carrying, that Linda Morris hadn’t eaten since the first news of the fault had come through, and that now she was lying in her bed at the Schuster home, dry-eyed, without speaking, but with her lips moving ceaselessly in prayer and her body quite rigid. In the event, she had taken things worse than Mary Schuster. Klaber preferred to keep off the subject of the families. He asked, “How’s the situation politically, sir?”
“There’s been a lot of activity,” the President told him. “I’ve just seen the Russian Ambassador. He’s emphatic the East has nothing to do with any threat. Naturally, that’s the fine he’d be expected to take… but I have to confess he sounded completely genuine. He’s been in touch with the Kremlin and they’ve sounded out Peking with the same result. And he left me in no doubt the East are definitely not bluffing when they say they’ll regard any attack by our ships or aircraft as an outright act of war. If we attack anything that can be considered within their spheres of influence, World War Three starts, Klaber. Time’s getting short and it seems we are not going to get Skyprobe V up into orbit after all. Do you have any suggestions at this stage for cutting out the threatened interference, if we assume it to be a radio interception?”
Klaber said steadily, “Mr. President, we have not stopped thinking along those lines. The only suggestion is that we jam all we can when the capsule re-enters, but frankly I doubt if that can be effective in the absence of any information as to the kind of signal… there’s just one man who might be able to help and he’s right up there in the capsule — and I guess you know I’m not referring to Schuster or Morris.”
There was a pause, then the President said quietly, “All right, Klaber, I know you’ve done your best. I’ll call you again if anything comes through.”
The line went dead. Klaber sat on at his desk, his head in his hands. His mind was spinning with fatigue and worry and an angry impotence — and concern, as ever, for his men in space. Everyone was going mad, he felt… the world’s Press was in a state of uproar and he was right at the storm centre. The newspapers in the States were demanding immediate action by the government; the scare stories about a foreign power being involved had had their due effect — the State Department had been forced to admit the possible existence of some unspecified threat and this admission had been seized upon by the extremists, by the emotional-reactors, and they were dynamite in the current situation. Skyprobe and its possible horrific fate if anything went wrong were on every man’s Ups. If the astronauts couldn’t be brought down, public opinion insisted, extreme pressure should be brought to bear on the Eastern Powers, in whose territories the threat, if it existed at all, must obviously lie. There should be counter-threats of massive retaliation to be put into effect at once if anything should actually happen to the capsule and its crew.
The Communist reaction to all this was to be seen in the newspapers from the East — in Pravda, in Izvestia, in the Press of Peking, the satellite countries and the Afro-Asian Bloc. Official spokesmen utterly rejected, as the Russian Ambassador to the United States had done, any suggestion of Eastern interference. War, they said, was being fomented by the West — the excuse was being prepared in the usual wicked, cynical way of the capitalist societies — perhaps the West was even preparing to sacrifice its own astronauts so as to provide a valid excuse for attacking Communism. War, if it came, would be in all senses of the term upon the capitalists’ own heads. There was most decidedly nothing in the way of a threat from the East, they said, but Communism was ready and waiting for any intrusion upon the sovereignty of its member-states, and any display of force would be met instantly with all the nuclear weapons the East could muster.
* * *
Ewan MacAllister met Shaw and Ingrid at Sapporo as Dahl had promised, driving up in a battered Land Rover. MacAllister was tough. His fist, as he took Shaw’s hand, was like a ham. He was dressed like a bushman, in a faded khaki shirt with rolled up sleeves and creased slacks stained with oil. His gaze swept over the two of them as, without comment at first, he took Dahl’s letter. He read it, then nodded.
“Right,” he said briefly. “This is dinkum. I’m considering myself under your orders from now, Commander.” His eyes narrowed. “Can you tell me what this is all about, or not?”
Shaw said, “I’m sorry. I can’t. I hope you’ll accept that, Mr. MacAllister.”
“Most people call me just plain Mac. Right, I’ll accept that. Reckon I wouldn’t be too far off the beam, though, if I said it had to do with all the trouble going on around that spacecraft!”
“Mac,” Shaw said, grinning at the Australian, “you’re entitled to all the theories you want so long as you get us airborne fast. Once we’re up, I’ll tell you what to look out for… as near as I can, that is. Frankly I’m not too sure myself.”
MacAllister nodded. “What about the lady? She coming?”
“Yes,” Ingrid said promptly. MacAllister glanced at Shaw, who confirmed what the girl had said. He’d half intended to leave her at Sapporo if he could find someone to take charge of her, but she’d talked him out of that. She was capable enough, she said, to look after herself and she wanted to see this business right through to the end. In any case, they were only going on a reconnaissance mission.… MacAllister waved a hand towards the Land Rover.
“Let’s get going,” he said. He climbed in behind the wheel and was already moving off before Shaw and Ingrid had settled themselves. He drove at breakneck speed, raising clouds of dust, and within an hour of reaching Sapporo they were airborne in Dahl’s helicopter and heading out on a course for the Sea of Okhotsk. Before they had gone aboard MacAllister had brought a pile of warm clothing out from a hangar on the private airfield.
“The weather’s not so bad here,” he said, “but it can be a bastard up that way. Like as not the islands’ll be covered with fog anyhow and we won’t see a flaming thing.”
“I know that,” Shaw agreed. They would have to take a chance on it. He was quite familiar with the reputation of the Kuriles. The temperature dropped sharply as the helicopter went northwards from Hokkaido, cutting across an icy wind coming down from the Bering Sea. Beside Shaw Ingrid was shivering, despite her Scandinavian blood. Soon they began to come over the southernmost of the Kurile islands, and MacAllister brought the machine lower. He and Shaw stared down from the windows. Shouting over the engine sounds Shaw said, “I’m looking out for anything that looks like a camp, or any improvised habitation really… huts, that sort of thing. Probably a radio mast. Sorry I can’t be more precise!”
“What if we do spot anything?”
“It depends on what we spot, Mac. I’m keeping an open mind in the meantime.”
“Just as you say, Commander.” The machine roared on, both the men and Ingrid keeping a sharp watch on the islands and the bitter seas between them. Nowhere was there the least indication of any human activity. The
Kuriles were bare, windswept, icy — inimical to human life. Currently there was no fog, but Shaw knew that it could come down very suddenly. They went on, crossing island, after island, skimming over the bare, desolate earth, still seeing nothing. MacAllister said, “Reckon we might take a look farther in, right? If what you’re after is meant to be hidden right away, then maybe it’ll be in one of the remoter islands — there’s a number of ’em detached from the main group, farther inside the Sea of Okhotsk. Okay?”
“Okay,” Shaw yelled back. They would be going deeper into Russian airspace, but that couldn’t be helped now. It was better that he should do it on his own personal initiative than that the Air Forces should go in fighting.…
* * *
Still nothing.
Nothing but a complete blank, and they were tired and cramped now, fingers almost numb, faces blue with the cold that crept into their very bones. They passed over the ice-bound sea, over upwards of a dozen tiny islands without seeing the smallest sign of man. And after a while, MacAllister began to worry about the fuel. “We’ll have to head back for base any time now,” he shouted in Shaw’s ear. “We can fuel up and come out again and head direct for any places we haven’t reached this leg. All right, Commander?”
“If we have to, that’s it,” Shaw told him. This wasn’t the area for a forced landing. MacAllister turned for home and it was as they were passing over the last of the islands well west of the main and larger group that the incredible thing happened.

TWENTY

MacAllister said, “Something’s up.” His voice was sharp and high, edgy with alarm, and his sunburned face had gone suddenly yellowish. He was fighting the controls.
“What is it, Mac?”
“For Chrissake… I don’t know! She’s just not responding. Can’t you feel it?”
Shaw said, “Yes, I’m beginning to.” There was a curious drag on the helicopter, a totally alarming feeling. Shaw glanced at Ingrid and slid his hand into hers. Her face was pale, her Ups sUghtly parted as she stared at MacAllister. MacAlHster shouted, “She’s losing height and I can’t get her back. It’s like someone else has taken over… a car with dual control.” A moment later he said, “Speed’s coming off… for Chrissake, mate, we’re going to do a flaming belly-flop any minute!”
He was still fighting the controls but there was nothing he could do; the machine was completely helpless, as if in the grip of some force stronger by far than herself. Shaw, his heart thumping hard, watched the landscape reel past as the helicopter side-slipped, lurching downward fast. He took Ingrid in his arms, braced both himself and her for the crunch of the impact that was now inevitable. He looked ahead at the instrument panel in front of MacAlUster. The needles of the dials were moving, again as though they were under some kind of control from outside, and now the helicopter had steadied and was going down straight, fast and flat like a dropped stone. Once again Shaw looked down through the windows and this time he made out a small group of men, men who were staring up at the machine and making no move for cover. Then, suddenly, the fast descent slowed, slowed as if they had met a cushion of air, and a moment after that they hit the ground flat, in the belly-flop that MacAlUster had predicted. In spite of that last-minute cushioning effect they landed hard. Shaw hit his head on the metal-work of the cabin and passed out cold.
* * *
When Shaw came round he had been Ufted out of the helicopter and was lying on the bare ground and standing over him with a gun was Rudolf Rencke. The gun was smoking and MacAlUster was lying in a heap, blood pouring from his shattered chest, dead as mutton. The helicopter was resting, apparently undamaged, on a vast round metal plate that was slightly raised from the ground and seemed to be protruding on a thick stalk from a silo. As Shaw watched dazedly, there was the sound of electrically-operated machinery and the metal plate, with the helicopter still on it, descended into the earth. After it had vanished, a heavy, stressed-concrete cover slid slowly out from just below the surface of the ground to seal the silo. After this Rencke snapped an order and the men with him began rolling a camouflage net across the concrete slab.
Rencke grinned down at Shaw. “Welcome, my dear Commander,” he said, sounding happy. “I congratulate you on finding your objective, even if the finding of it was somewhat involuntary. Now — get up!”
Shaw’s head felt as though it had been hit by a ton of lead, but he wasn’t damaged otherwise. He climbed to his feet and saw Ingrid being held by one of the men behind him; this man was a Chinese, as were two other men, both armed, with their guns covering the girl and himself. He asked, “I assume you brought us down, Rencke. D’you mind telling me how?”
Rencke said, “This you will find out later. For now, you will follow me.” He called out to the Chinese to bring the girl and then he pushed his gun into Shaw’s stomach. “Turn around,” he ordered brusquely. When Shaw had done so Rencke went on, “Walk straight ahead where you are facing now and you will come to some steps. You will go down these. Move.”
Shaw shrugged and moved. Rencke kept the gun hard in his spine. The cold was intense now; it was like walking through a refrigeration chamber. Shaw’s breath condensed into a frozen film in front of him. Ingrid Lange was alongside him now, her teeth chattering. She looked blue and pinched already. As they moved on Rencke said, “You know, of course, where you are, Commander. You will know how remote the inner Kuriles are — you will know that your searching forces will never find us here, even if they are bold enough to violate Russian airspace and pass over this very island!”
Shaw said, “I wouldn’t be too confident. My pilot sent out a signal before we landed, and by now—”
Rencke’s sneering laugh cut him short. Rencke said, “Do not waste your breath, Commander! Your pilot sent no such signal. Our monitoring equipment would have told us instantly — besides which, the device that brought down the helicopter also inhibited your radio so that no transmission whatever could be made from the moment you came within the beam field.”
“Beam field, Rencke?”
“You will find out,” the Swiss said impatiently. Shaw walked on, crossing the perimeter of what appeared to be a large circle of round holes in the ground, holes lined with metal and roughly a foot in diameter. Outside this circle they passed other holes of varying sizes, all of them now covered with concrete slabs and more camouflage netting. Under yet more netting they saw what looked like heavy earth-moving equipment — excavators and bulldozers, all well screened from the air. It was complete anonymity. The general aspect was that of total desolation and Shaw felt as if they had arrived at some other planet, some nightmare world derived from the imagination of a film script-writer. An icy wind was howling over all, and, again in the distance, the surrounding sea was grim and grey and motionless in its ice; this was the bleakest thing Shaw had seen since his days on the Kola Peninsula some while before. He knew that all the Kurile group were of volcanic origin and as barren as a fiddler’s bitch. Ahead of him a group of Chinese came out from what seemed to be another hole in the ground and began stripping the camouflage netting from a number of the sealed pits, and then, after the stressed-concrete lids had been moved aside, a network of radar scanners and tall radio masts, plus two television cameras, began to ascend slowly from the silos. This, no doubt, would be part of the monitoring system, the means whereby the Communists would be watching out for the searching forces of the West. Around the whole area was set a perimeter fence — a high, treble-banked barricade of thick wire, heavily barbed, which Shaw didn’t recall seeing during their descent. Since this God-forsaken island seemed the most unlikely place in all the world to have intruders, the fence was most probably there to contain any of the workers who might have become disillusioned with their lot.
And currently, of course, to contain other kinds of escapees.

TWENTY-ONE

They went down the hole in the ground up which the Chinese workers had come. This underground entry was lined with stressed-concrete and lead, and steps twisted down into the earth. The masts and radar scanners remained in position as Shaw went down the steps; no doubt they would be lowered into their silos for safety once they had picked up anything heading towards the island base.
Ingrid was behind Shaw now, with Rencke holding his gun in her spine, while ahead a Chinese worker, also armed, led the way. Another armed man came down behind Rencke. As they descended a concrete lid moved smoothly into place overhead, sealing the entry. The steps continued downward for some thirty feet, then they came into the comparative warmth of an enclosed concrete-lined gallery in the form of a passage leading to left and right in a circle around the main pit housing the big metal plate that had brought the helicopter down. The man ahead led them to the left, past a number of doors. The place was quiet, though in the background was the deep hum of dynamos and the sound of forced-draught air intakes; and as they passed some of the doors there was the subdued but insistent whine of machinery, while at others they heard, faintly, the bleep-bleep of radar, or the high-speed shorts and longs of radio transmissions. The underground base was roughly built and had an unfinished look about it — it was thoroughly utilitarian and austere — but it was a monstrous place to find in this barren, bitter island off Russia’s north-east coast. Their footsteps echoed on the bare concrete floor, like so many knells of doom for Skyprobe IV, which was probably even now being continually tracked in its orbit from this pirate outfit in the Kuriles.
Their guide stopped at a door some distance beyond the others. He turned smartly, covering the prisoners with his gun. The other man closed in in rear. Rencke said with an air of portent, “In a few minutes, after I have spoken to him, you will meet one of Communism’s most brilliant scientific brains, Commander… a man of impressive achievement.”
Rencke opened the door and went in, and one of the Chinese closed the door behind him.
* * *
Fifteen minutes later a green light glowed above the doorway and Shaw and Ingrid were pushed into the room ahead of the guns. The apartment was as bare and utilitarian as the passages, and it was stuffy with stale, used air. There were a number of steel filing-cabinets, some hard chairs, and a trestle desk with two telephones on it, one coloured red, the other white. The man behind the desk looked ordinary enough — a thin, pale man in his early forties, wearing heavy hom-rimmed spectacles and dressed in a long white coat over dark trousers. His eyes, hard and dedicated and much magnified by the thick lenses, reminded Shaw irresistibly of a frog.
But — it was a familiar face in some respects. Shaw fancied he had seen that frog-like look before… in photographs, a few years earUer, though for the moment anyway he couldn’t place the man.
Rencke moved round the prisoners towards the desk. “Doctor,” he said, “this is the man Shaw of the British Defence Intelligence Staff… and Ingrid Lange, of whom you also know.”
The man behind the desk rose with solemn politeness and reached out his hand. He said, “I am so glad to meet you, Commander Shaw — it is a most unexpected but fortunate surprise. I have heard much of you, very much. I am Dr. Anatoli Kalitzkin.” He looked expectant. “You have heard of me also, perhaps?”
Anatoli Kalitzkin! Shaw was rocked, but he remembered now. The face had altered from the photographs, probably as a result of plastic surgery, but it was Kalitzkin all right. He said, “Yes, I’ve heard of you.” Four years ago the Western security services had buzzed with rumours about this man. Kalitzkin, comparatively young as he was, had been until then one of the Soviet’s top scientists, a man of brilliant brain as Rencke had said, a man of great administrative ability and drive, a leading light in the Russian space research programme and one of the men behind the moon-probe — the nearest Russia could approach, in fact, to the West’s Professor Danvers-Marshall, a man of very similar calibre professionally. But Kalitzkin had the reputation of being a cold fish, unemotional and detached and ruthless in the interests of scientific advance. He had never married and was believed to have few personal relationships. He lived for his work alone. Then four years ago he had suddenly vanished from the scene; his name had no longer been mentioned and his posts had been filled by other men, much lesser men by all accounts. It had been assumed that either he had died or had been liquidated, or imprisoned on some ideological charge, but the intrigued West had never learned the facts of what had really happened to him.
Not until now.…
Kalitzkin gave a tight, formal bow in Ingrid’s direction. Indicating the chairs he said, “Please will you sit.”
Shaw and Ingrid each took a chair; Rencke followed suit. Kalitzkin resumed his own seat, while the armed guards stood back against the door with their guns ready for use. Kalitzkin pushed his spectacles up onto his forehead and rubbed at his eyes before replacing the lenses. Shaw noticed that the scientist looked tired and strained, as though from many months of unceasing work and responsibility. Kalitzkin wasted no more time on pleasantries now. Abruptly he said, “I should tell you this, that I am the head of the interception operation here in the Kuriles, and as such am in charge of the safe landing arrangements for the American capsule, and its crew, at this base. But I shall come back to this point in more detail shortly, Commander. First I believe you will want to know what we propose to do with you now that you have joined us. I shall satisfy your natural curiosity.” He leaned forward, elbows planted on the desk, palms together, his chin resting on the tips of his extended fingers. His expression was earnest and his eyes were bright behind the thick spectacles. “In the first place, I believe you can be a most useful person for us to have in our hands, both now and after the diversion, on account of your unrivalled experience and excellent knowledge of Western intelligence and its methods. There is much that you will be able to tell us—”
“If you think—”
“Please, Commander Shaw!” Kalitzkin held up a hand in a schoolmasterly gesture of admonition. “I realize, of course, that you will tell us nothing until certain pressures have been applied. But let me continue. There is, as it has happened, also another reason why you can be useful: you can assist us in our actual diversion plans.” He caught Rencke’s eye.
“Really?” Shaw was icily polite. “You’re expecting rather a lot, aren’t you, Dr. Kalitzkin?”
“Possibly,” the Russian agreed, inclining his head. “But, again, we would not expect your immediate co-operation, naturally. There will be persuasion, of course.…”
“Of course! In the meantime, perhaps you’ll be good enough to tell me just what those plans are — and also exactly who you mean by ‘us.’ Judging from the fact you have Chinese around the place, I take it both Russia and China are behind the threat to Skyprobe IV. Now, I find that extremely interesting! Have the two Communist countries managed to find a common cause over this, Doctor?”
Kalitzkin shook his head. “Not exactly, Commander. Not exactly… there are, I regret to say, all too few matters upon which our Eastern governments see eye to eye, as you know. Indeed, the Kremlin itself has no knowledge of what we propose to do here, nor even, we believe, of our existence as a cohesive body. Peking is not directly concerned either, though—”
Shaw interrupted, “Let’s get this straight, shall we? Are you telling me you’re going it alone, that you’ve had no help from the Communist governments at all?” He waved a hand around the compartment. “Where did your resources come from, in that case? This isn’t exactly luxury, but it’s solid and it’s here. This outfit wasn’t put together with old ashcans!”
Thinly, Kalitzkin smiled over the tops of his fingers. Shaw noticed that, suave and correct and polite as the Russian was, his smile never once touched his eyes. He was too cold, too detached for that. “I am not doing this entirely on my own, Commander. I and my group have been given, and are being given, every possible background assistance and practical support throughout the world, and all the actual operational help we require — but not, and I must stress this, not by the official governments, who are in no way involved.”
“Then who—?”
Kalitzkin said in a tone that came close to reverence, “WUSWIPP, Commander Shaw! Indeed it is WUSWIPP that is carrying out the diversion of the capsule. I am merely an employee, the scientist in charge here in the Kuriles, as I have told you already.”
“And WUSWIPP is?”
“The World Union of Scientific Workers for International Progress in Peace. We use the English form as being more convenient outside Russia, in a world where English is so universal a tongue — and, you see, we are not purely Russian in any case, but are ourselves universal.” He gave a quiet laugh. “I can see you have not heard of us, and this is totally unsurprising to me, Commander! We preserve our secrecy excellently and we are very much more efficient at this kind of close secrecy than are any of your Western peoples. As I have told you, even the authorities in the Soviet Union know nothing of the existence of our organization.”
“But — what are you aiming for, Kalitzkin? Where do you differ from the Kremlin? Aren’t you all Communists?”
“But most certainly we are, Commander — all of us, without exception! Those of us who subscribe to the ideals of WUSWIPP are much more convinced Communists than are most of the men in the official Russian party. You see, our belief is in total Communism — by which I mean the political integration of Russia with China, and thus an end for all time to the differences between our two great countries — differences which so seriously weaken our joint march towards the World Communist State — or rather, what should be a joint march towards that end.” He shook his head. “No, the Russian and Chinese Governments in Moscow and Peking are not themselves concerned in what we mean to do, and as for the men in Moscow, they know nothing of what we are planning—”
“Which means, I take it, that the men in Peking do know?”
Kalitzkin smiled again; blandly. “Allow me to return to this point shortly. I was speaking of the men of the Kremlin. They do not know, for instance, that for the past two years we and our workers have been constructing this base against the time when a worth-while prize would offer itself, as we knew it would, one day.”
“But Russia and China have given unofficial assistance?” Shaw pressed. “When you said Russia didn’t know about your plans… you were speaking purely on an official level?”
Kalitzkin shook his head vehemently. “Not Russia, no. They know nothing — nothing! China has supplied workers, mainly unskilled men to excavate the silo, also she has supplied earth-moving machinery and other equipment. Our good friend Rencke, and others who think as we do, have supplied, or rather have arranged the supply of, the precision instruments and the highly specialized equipment we needed. Comrade Rencke is an ubiquitous man, Commander, with fingers in very many pies all over the world, and he is a very excellent agent. The firms who supplied our equipment through his good offices… they had no idea where their products were going! I and my fellow scientists of WUSWIPP have supplied the knowhow and the administration and have set up the control factor. Russia, my dear Commander Shaw, knows nothing of this. Naturally, we at this base are in constant touch with the world’s news and we know that Moscow is genuinely alarmed about the possible threat to the capsule — and thus, indirectly, because of public opinion in the West, alarmed also about a possible threat to her own territories by way of reprisal. They are scared that war will result.”
“Aren’t you, Kalitzkin? Doesn’t the threat of a war worry you?”
Kalitzkin shrugged. “I cannot say that it does. It would be unfortunate, of course, but—”
“It doesn’t worry you, that you could be responsible for the deaths of millions of people throughout the world— including Russia?”
Kalitzkin said calmly, coldly, “This prospect does not alarm me if in the end Communism is best served — and there is also my work, Commander. Perhaps you do not realize what a tremendous achievement it is, to be able to divert a spacecraft from its course! You do not realize what enormous power this will give to the combined East eventually. However, to return to what I was saying: I need hardly tell you, I think, that we have covered all possible angles in the interests of our complete security, and that our agents are in fact allaying the Russian fears of war and of the existence of our—”
“What, exactly, do you mean by that, Kalitzkin?”
Kalitzkin leaned across the desk. “I mean that we have our own men in the Kremlin, men who are expertly sowing the seed of the plant which says to the official leadership that in fact there is no threat, that it is all a trick of capitalism to prepare the people of the West for a war which they intend to start one day though not now — a capitalist scheme to poison the minds of men against Communism in a world that is tending more and more to accept the fact of Communism and to wish to live side by side with it—”
“But what’s the point of all this?” Shaw interrupted. “Even if you do get the capsule down where you want it, what in heaven’s name are you going to do with it? Do you imagine you can control space, or interfere with all Western space projects for all time, from here? Is that what you’re after?”
“No, Commander, that is not our aim — though it could well become a by-product of our success, of course.” Kalitzkin gazed thoughtfully at Shaw. “I will tell you what our objective is — but first I must fill you in on a little detail.” He rubbed again at his eyes behind the glasses. “The Kremlin has for some months past wished to get hold of Professor Danvers-Marshall — and to this end they have used the presence in Poland of his wife’s illegitimate daughter to apply pressure to him through her. Now this, we in WUSWIPP of course knew also, and we have made certain arrangements with Danvers-Marshall, who was under the impression that our agents were the agents of Moscow. Now, Danvers-Marshall has not been entrusted with any knowledge of the whereabouts of our base — he knows, of course, that the capsule is to be diverted, but he believes that he is going to defect to Russia and re-join his wife, who in fact has been delivered to our associates in that country. However, what is really going to happen is this: we intend to hand the capsule and the men in it, including Danvers-Marshall himself, to the Peking Government, with the object that they use them as bargaining counters with Moscow to secure a greater sharing of Russian technical know-how in the widest sense, and, among other things, to help to put Peking firmly into the space race — with a resultant rise in China’s prestige throughout both the Communist and the uncommitted worlds. The ultimate objective of this, Commander, is the integration of which I spoke earlier — we wish, by increasing China’s power and prestige, to force integration upon the Soviet Union.” He shrugged. “Naturally, this is a long Term project… and one which may not come to its full fruition in my lifetime. I know this well. But we all strive, and we can all make the humble beginnings that lead to great ends.”
Shaw said, “Yes, I get the picture. And you yourself, Doctor? I suppose you intend to go over to Peking once you’ve got the capsule into China?”
“Yes, that is so,” Kalitzkin answered. “I and all my staff here at this base. Indeed I have lived in China and have worked for the People’s Republic ever since four years ago… when I had certain ideological differences with my superiors in the Kremlin and escaped across the frontier— a little ahead of the KGB.”
“I see,” Shaw said. “Now, I’d be glad to know just how you think you’re going to get the capsule down anyway?”
“We do not think,” the scientist said. “We know we cannot possibly fail.” His eyes were glowing, alive and burning in the pale, ascetic face. There was no coldness there now; this man kept his coldness for his human contacts. “Our method is one hundred percent proof against failure. You have yourself been a victim of my interference system — you and your friends, when you were brought down in the helicopter. You have seen the metal plate, and its surround of jet blowers?”
“Jet blowers?” Shaw stared. “That circle of metal-lined holes… they were blowers?”
Kalitzkin nodded. “I will explain. When the plate was switched on, which was not until your machine was within its attraction area, a beam was projected upwards and homed on to the helicopter automatically. I have named it the Masurov Beam, after the professor who first interested me in such studies. It is an attractor beam… a beam, my dear Commander, that inhibits and cuts out the entire control system, and also any radio equipment, of whatever comes within its field. Shortly after this is done, the beam automatically re-sets the controls in such a way that the object of its attention as it were steers towards it and brings itself down upon it — down upon the jet blowers. In effect, the beam acts so that it homes the objective on to this island and my ring of jets. That is what happened to you. Your landing was softened by the jets, which put a cushion of air between the helicopter and the ground. You could have been held there indefinitely. The jar came when the system was switched off. So, you see, you yourself have been the guinea-pig — though by no means the first, I must add. We have undertaken many such tests with our own machines. Precisely the same thing, in basis, will happen to the capsule when the moment comes, only then of course the strength of the beam’s signal, and of the jet blowers, will be very greatly increased. Today, they were switched on at their lowest degree.” He was staring unblinkingly at Shaw. “You must allow me to assure you, quite positively, that we cannot fail. I have myself been working on this project in laboratories placed at my disposal in the Ordos Plateau, in China. I began the drawing stage, secretly of course, even in Russia… many years ago now. It has taken much time to perfect. Again I say — we cannot fail.” He paused. “The procedure will be this: at the time of the ditching of the capsule, the plate will be raised on its column from the silo and trained as nearly as possible on the point where the capsule will re-enter the earth’s atmosphere. The plate is wholly directional — that is to say, it will not affect anything outside the track of its beam. Our radar will tell us the instant and the exact position of reentry, and from that moment of re-entry the plate will take over and home itself automatically on to the capsule, and the beam — which, by the way, positively cannot be jammed by radio interference — will be switched on. Now, I must remind you of the special nature of Skyprobe IV, in that she is of the new type that does not shed her stem section before re-entry — she re-enters the atmosphere as a whole entity, a complete spacecraft, thus she will still have her full control system in being, including the rendezvous radar, auxiliary electronics systems, radio and fuel cells. For our purposes she will be entirely manoeuvrable and controllable, and we shall in effect fly her to this island. Almost immediately upon re-entry — my attractor beam, you understand, will not operate outside the atmosphere— the capsule will begin to respond. She will change her course, and instead of continuing normal splashdown procedure, will move this way. She will be guided throughout by the attractor beam, and nobody inside the capsule can counteract its effect. Skyprobe will go through all the correct motions — that is to say, the drogue parachute and so on will operate quite conventionally — and she will be brought onto my jet blowers and landed as easily as if she had made an orthodox splashdown in the sea. After this, the capsule and its occupants will be removed to the mainland of China, and thence to Peking, and Peking will then arrange matters as between themselves and Moscow. And,” Kalitzkin added, “do not be misled by any reports you may have heard about another spacecraft being made ready for launching at Cape Kennedy. It is true that without the help of your Danvers-Marshall we might not have a successful interception of this second capsule if ever the Americans get it up at all, which is very highly unlikely in the time — but, you see, by this time Danvers-Marshall will be in complete control inside Skyprobe IV. If Skyprobe V is launched successfully, and docks, then Danvers-Marshall will certainly ensure that no transfers are made!”
There was a silence in the room, a silence broken only by the loud ticking of a clock on the wall opposite Kalitzkin’s desk. Shaw asked, “Do you still think you can get away with this… now the story’s broken in the Press all over the world?”
Kalitzkin said equably, “Yes, I believe this. I have no doubts at all. Originally, I confess, we had hoped and expected that the disappearance of the capsule would be ascribed by the West to some inexplicable fault. Neither Moscow nor Peking would ever have released the true story, naturally! But we are fully prepared to proceed just as planned, even though, as you say, there is much conjecture in the newspapers.” Kalitzkin stared over Shaw’s head for a moment then went on abruptly, “I have said that we have made certain arrangements with Danvers-Marshall, who as you will have gathered is in fact to assist in the diversion itself — indeed he has already been of assistance to us in our project. It was he who inhibited the mechanism for firing the retro-rockets—”
Shaw broke in, “I’d suspected something of the sort— but why? My information was that you would be able to interfere with the capsule whenever and wherever it was ordered to ditch. Isn’t that correct?”
Kalitzkin smiled. “Let us take the whenever first, shall we, Commander? This is perfectly correct — now! Perhaps your information failed to include the fact that we were not entirely ready until yesterday. Danvers-Marshall had prior orders that in the event of any leak leading to an attempt at an earlier splashdown, he was to make sure the capsule did not in fact ditch until the last possible moment — in order, you see, to give us the maximum time in which to be ready. We did not know the date of blast-off until very near the time, and we had to work fast to be prepared for the splashdown date — and also we had certain unexpected, but now corrected, technical difficulties. Even in the East we are not free from such things, Commander.”
So — Thixey hadn’t been in possession of all the facts after all… Shaw asked. “What does Danvers-Marshall have to do when the capsule does finally ditch?”
“That question,” Kalitzkin said smoothly, glancing up at the clock, “leads us to the wherever. I would not place too much reliance on my Masurov Beam at the very extreme range offered by the scheduled Caribbean splashdown, thus Danvers-Marshall has orders to see that the retro-rockets are fired so as to bring Skyprobe IV down over the Pacific instead.” He shrugged. “It is perfectly true, of course, to say that we can intercept the capsule wherever it is ordered to ditch, for the presence of Danvers-Marshall will ensure that it ditches in fact precisely where we want it — apart, of course, from a location which would be possible only on some different orbit. In fact the nearest possible point is over the Phoenix Islands in the Pacific, but this is quite acceptable. All this apart, Danvers-Marshall is our man on the spot to take charge of the two American astronauts, and also he has to inhibit certain other controls aboard the spacecraft during the final stages just before re-entry — that is, before the Masurov Beam can take effect.” He broke off. Briskly now, he said, “Commander, we have talked for long enough, I think, and I have much work to do. We must come now to the final point — this is, the way in which you will be required to help us. It is this. You will be in the control room during the diversion… and you yourself will speak to Washington and the NASA base at Cape Kennedy on our broadcast equipment—”
“I'll do what?”
Kalitzkin repeated what he had said. Shaw stared, wondering if he could have misunderstood. “You don’t find that a trifle risky from your point of view, Doctor?” he asked sardonically.
“No, no — not at all! Please let me go on. You will speak also to London, to your own chief, who will lose no time in confirming to Washington that the voice is yours. In the time that is now left — and that, as you know, is short — you will be well rehearsed in what you must say, but to summarize this briefly, you will tell your Western authorities that all is well, that you have managed to locate the source of the threat. You will tell the West to withdraw the fleets and the aircraft at once from all the areas of search or there will be war. You will urge your people to leave everything to you… you will say you have been a little too late to stop the actual diversion and to interrupt the process now might be to drop the capsule on to the land — but you have taken control of the base and the capsule will come down quite safely in the North Pacific if it is not interfered with… and you will stress most urgently that it is vital and imperative that Russian sovereignty is not in any way whatsoever breached by Western aircraft or warships. You are the man on the spot, Commander — they will have no alternative but to do as you say. I am sure you must agree with this. They may suspect coercion, but you are going to be very convincing, and they win have no proof — and they will not take the risk.” He paused. “Now, as you will have gathered, I shall want this broadcast to be made after the diversion has started — not before. No doubt you appreciate why, Commander?”
Harshly Shaw said, “I think so. Once the retro-rockets fire early and Skyprobe is known to be coming down over the Pacific, the Americans will already be aware that something had started… and once you go into your diversion procedure after that, the radar is going to report that the capsule is in fact on a diversion course anyway, so—”
“Exactly, yes. So if the broadcast came before the diversion started, they would at once discount what you had said when they saw the capsule starting to move away after re-entry. You, if you had spoken the truth about having got control of the base, would have been able to stop the diversion at that stage. Now — the ships that are searching for us not so far outside the Sea of Okhotsk are going to pick up the capsule on their radar as it approaches in the Masurov Beam — but once you have explained that a move into the North Pacific is to be expected, they will not be too alarmed. They will not break orders — the searching forces will have been called off as you will have asked, in case some indiscretion resulting from their presence should touch off the shooting war. They will wait for more information and after this it will be too late. And—”
“Why do you want this, Kalitzkin? The truth is going to come out soon after, isn’t it? And suppose I hadn’t been brought in by Rencke — what would you have done then?”
Kalitzkin shrugged. “The point is, Commander, you are here — and the situation has altered a little in the last few days, the more so because, I have to confess, our monitoring service tells us that the searching forces are sweeping closer to the Kuriles. I am confident they cannot find our base from the sea or the air either, for we are entirely underground as you have seen, apart from the wire perimeter fence which will mean nothing to anybody even if seen from a reconnaissance aircraft. But originally, remember, we did not expect any search — not until Spalinski talked. In all these circumstances, I would feel much safer if I were to gain a little more time after the landing of the capsule, so as to make quite sure of getting it safely to the Chinese. This would be in jeopardy if the search were allowed to come too close. Your vocal interpolation at the right moment, Commander, will secure for me this extra time.” He was looking successful already. “Having you, my dear Commander, to speak for us — this will be the final thing needed to ensure the complete accomplishment of—”
“You’ll be lucky!” Shaw snapped.
“Yes, I believe we will,” Kalitzkin said evenly, the triumph in his eyes magnified by the spectacles into a leer of megalomania, “because there will be certain inducements to you to give your help unstintingly. You may be wondering what use we have for the girl. Bear in mind that she is of no particular value to us… except insofar as your help is concerned. I am sure you follow?”
Shaw glanced quickly at Ingrid. She could hardly have failed to guess Kalitzkin’s meaning. Again the Russian gave his cold, mirthless laugh. “I see you need no elaboration,” he remarked casually, “but if you should, then I suggest you consult Comrade Rencke, for he will be in charge of what I might best call the persuasion proceedings.”

TWENTY-TWO

Kalitzkin pressed a button set in a panel on his desk and at once two armed men — Chinese dressed in thin denims and caps with ear-flaps — came into the compartment. Kalitzkin glanced across at Rencke. “For now,” he said, “I have finished with them, Comrade Rencke. Later I shall need your assistance.”
“You shall have it,” Rencke promised.
Kalitzkin motioned to the guards, who, together with the two men who had been present throughout, closed in around Shaw and Ingrid. Kalitzkin said, “There is just one thing more, Commander. Tomorrow there will be a final test, when we shall switch on the Masurov Beam briefly. I think you will be impressed with the result. In the meantime you will both be kept locked up, and later tonight, and again tomorrow after the test, you will be rehearsed in what you will have to say during the diversion itself. May I recommend very strongly that you do exactly as you are told?” Once again he signed to the guards, who nudged with their automatics and Shaw and Ingrid were taken from the room, back into the gallery that ran around the main silo.
A few moments later Rencke came after them and called out to the escort to stop.
They did so.
Rencke came up and put a hand on Ingrid’s arm, sliding his fingers gloatingly along the bare skin. Throatily he said, “So far we have had too little chance to talk over old times, my dear. Soon there will be plenty of time to do that, and more also, perhaps?”
His eyes undressed her.
Ingrid’s face had gone white when she had felt the man’s touch on her flesh. Now she backed away from him, her breath coming jerkily. Rencke gave a high laugh as she backed right into the guns of the escort. “Come, come, dear girl,” he murmured. “It is not going to do you any good — to behave like this! From now on, you must do precisely as I want, mustn’t you? You are mine now, dearest Ingrid… mine for ever!” His voice hardened. “Do not make things difficult for me or for yourself by being too obviously unwilling. You do not forget, I hope, what happened to your sister?”
Ingrid flinched; then her body went rigid and her eyes stared scornfully into Rencke’s face. She said, “You are a scum, Rencke. A scum and a murderer… I cannot, I suppose, prevent what you do to me, but I want you to know that I despise and loathe you, for you are not a man, Rencke.”
Rencke’s open hand struck like a snake across the girl’s face. An angry red mark appeared on the white skin of her cheek. Shaw took a pace forward and snapped, “Pack that in, you bastard—”
Rencke’s fist shot out and slammed its way past Shaw’s ear. Shaw had been a shade too quick, had expected the reaction and had seen the red glint in the man’s eye. He jabbed a left hard into Rencke’s stomach and the Swiss doubled, catching his breath. But a gun dug into Shaw’s back and in front of him a hand began squeezing a trigger. Rencke, recovering, snapped an order. The gun in Shaw’s spine was removed and his arms were twisted up painfully behind his back. After that he took some of the same treatment as the girl. Rencke opened his palms and took Shaw hard across the face, right and left, then right and left again, some of the blows being backhanders. The Swiss was wearing a heavy jewelled ring that cut into Shaw’s skin. His head rang like a bell. Breathing heavily now, his pasty face a deep beetroot red, Rencke snarled, “Perhaps that will teach you to keep your filthy mouth shut! Like all Englishmen, you interfere too much with what is not your business.” He made a visible effort to calm down. “But your day is finished, Commander Shaw, and so, soon, will be that of all the West. I can afford to wait a little longer… but for you, my dear,” he added, turning again towards Ingrid, “I shall not wait so long. You will be taken now to see your quarters, and then soon I shall send for you.”
Without another glance at Shaw Rencke turned away and went back towards Kalitzkin’s office. The procession of prisoners and escort along the gallery was resumed. Some way farther along there was a shouted order from one of the Chinese guards and they were halted outside a door, thicker and heavier than the others they had passed. One of the men pushed past and unlocked this door and Shaw and Ingrid, accompanied by two Chinese only, were ordered into a short, brightly-lit passage, concrete floored like the rest of this place. On either side were heavy steel bars from floor to ceiling, backed by double-glazing and dividing the space into two small cage-like cells, one on either side of the gangway.
The guard who had opened the outer door, which was now covered from the outside by the two remaining Chinese, put a key into a lock and swung open a narrow gate in the steel bars. Then, putting a hand on Ingrid’s buttocks, he pushed her bodily into the cage. The other man unlocked a similar gate on the other side and Shaw was ordered in.
Speaking in broken English the first guard said, “You will strip now. Both strip.” He swung his gun in an arc, covering the two prisoners. “All clothes are to be taken off. Hand removed clothes into gangway. At once, please.”
Resistance or refusal at this stage wasn’t going to do anyone any good at all… Shaw asked, “Why? What’s the idea?”
Blank-faced, the guard stared back at him. “Do as told, please.”
Shaw shrugged; this man wasn’t going to open up and in point of fact the reason for the strip act was obvious enough: any man or woman was at an immediate psychological disadvantage when being questioned, or coerced, in the nude by an interrogator who was fully dressed. Slowly Shaw began to strip. It was warm enough inside the base; they wouldn’t freeze. He saw Ingrid following his lead. He saw her curves, saw the lightly-tanned flesh, and the whiter parts where she had worn a bikini in warmer areas of the world than the Kuriles. She had a beautiful body; he could well understand Rencke’s urges.
The Chinese pointed upwards at something set high in an angle of the ceiling in Shaw’s cage, a long way out of his reach even if he were to climb the bars, for the ceilings in this space were high. “Television camera,” the man said informatively. “He watch all-time, you and the girl. When prisoners here, camera in each cell watch all day, all night — all-time. Also ground above silo. Monitor watched all-time too.” The guard paused then made a pass with his gun. “Hurry, please.”
Closed-circuit television, Shaw thought… another psychological gimmick! Tight-lipped, he began to throw his clothing into the gangway. When both piles were complete the guard slammed and locked the doors of the cages. The two men then gathered up the clothing and, after a lingering look at Ingrid, left. Once the cage door had been shut the double-glazing deadened all sound; Shaw and Ingrid were in virtually sound-proofed boxes, able to see each other clearly but not to communicate.
Shaw looked up at the television camera. His mind revolted at the thought of Ingrid also being watched; he wondered if Rencke would be standing by the monitor with his gloating, lecherous eyes and decided he would be. He looked across at the girl sitting hunched in a corner now with her head down on her knees, around which her hands were linked. He looked away, tried to concentrate, to focus his mind on the problems ahead. Once again the television camera drew him. He looked at its eavesdropping eye, spotlighting his every movement. He could almost feel it could penetrate his mind, read his thoughts and transcribe them for the benefit of Rencke and Kalitzkin. The monitor would most likely be in the main control room — the place where, presumably, he would be taken for his message to the West. The control room would be the inviolable, sacred spot, the very heart and soul of the diversion operation. Maybe his chance would come during the next morning’s test. If he could smash some vital equipment, that would put a stop to Kalitzkin’s plan… and make the phoney message into a true one after all!
He laughed, shortly. They would be watching for that pretty carefully!
Hours passed and the total silence and inactivity began to rip at his nerve-endings.
Kalitzkin had said there were American forces in the vicinity… but he hadn’t been in the least worried that this base would be found. And it was useless, Shaw knew, to think along those lines. Even if the searching forces did penetrate the Sea of Okhotsk as time ran out, the base was utterly and completely hidden, totally invisible, totally unsuspected… he stopped the drift of his thoughts by an effort of will. Negative thinking was never any good. However hopeless the prospect of any help reaching him, and whether or not the men at Kennedy managed to launch Skyprobe V, his job remained the same — to stop the diversion procedure going into effect.
He would do better to concentrate on that — even though that also looked pretty hopeless.
* * *
They came down at last to the cages — the four guards, Rudolf Rencke and Dr. Kalitzkin. Rencke, who must have been heavily engaged elsewhere or he would presumably by this time have carried out his threat to send for Ingrid, was dressed in a belted, skin-tight suit of black leather that made his heavy face and bald head look whiter than ever. He was let into Ingrid’s cage and as he turned to enter Shaw saw that he was carrying a gun in a holster at his hip and there was a short, thin whip hitched to a hook on his belt.

TWENTY-THREE

Klaber’s voice was cracking with excitement as he came on the air to Skyprobe IV. “Greg, we’ve done it! I’d given up even hoping we ever could, in the time!” He paused and wiped his forehead; his hand was shaking like a leaf. “Greg… I don’t know if you’re hearing me or not, but we’ve done it. Skyprobe V is ready now, almost, on the pad. She’ll take you all off. Can you hear me, Greg?” The last words were almost in the nature of a prayer torn from Klaber’s heart and soul. The long silence from space had worn him down badly. “We weren’t going to alert you positively till we were dead sure and now we are. The countdown will be starting very soon now if we don’t get any snags.”
He waited, listening out for some response from the capsule. His heart was pumping rapidly and his face streamed sweat. Everyone in mission control was watching him, waiting, as he was, for the men in space to answer. Three times more Klaber called the capsule — and then, miraculously as it seemed to the tense men at Kennedy, the response came through. Gregory Schuster’s voice said, “Okay, Mr. Klaber, I can now communicate. I have been receiving your messages loud and clear.”
Klaber gave a shout of sheer relief. “It’s good to hear you, Greg! What has been the trouble? Over.”
In the hurtling capsule Schuster met Morris’s eye, then looked over his shoulder at Danvers-Marshall. The scientist, alarmed now and wanting more information, had authorized him to reply to mission control but was censoring the transmission. Schuster said, “Why, I guess it was just a technical fault, that’s all. It’s okay now.” He sounded elaborately casual; Klaber wasn’t intended to be fooled, and he wasn’t.
Klaber said, “Well, good, that’s fine, Greg.” He asked the question all the world wanted to hear answered. “How are your retro-rockets, Greg?”
Schuster said, “The retro-system’ll be okay when the time comes.”
“Sure, Greg?”
“Yes, I’m sure.”
“All right, then, Greg. I’m going off the air now. I’ll call you up again before blast-off.”
Klaber let go the switch and went over to the mission control chief. Together they watched the technicians, intent on their banks of dials and buttons and flashing lights as they approached countdown. On the pad Skyprobe V waited, pointing like a giant finger into the heavens. Despite the tremendous risks attendant on the possible reaction of Danvers-Marshall, Klaber was looking happier than he’d done for many days past. At last they were actually achieving something positive. Nevertheless his face, still haggard and drawn from lack of sleep, showed the enormous strain he had been, and still was, under. At times, as the negative reports had been fed through from Washington, he had felt on the verge of total collapse. The signals from the fleet in the Far East, the messages from the searching land-based aircraft, had all reported complete lack of success and there had seemed to be no possible hope left. Shaw, known to be working from Hong Kong, hadn’t been heard of for the last forty-eight hours and the British were obviously extremely worried beneath the laconic phrasing of their messages. Washington, the CIA man had told Klaber, believed Shaw had most probably been flushed by the other side and was very likely dead.
By now Klaber, working on the hope that the rendezvous would be effected and Danvers-Marshall dealt with safely, had mentally written off the capsule itself; so long as the men could be got off that had to be good enough. The capsule would just have to go on orbiting the globe until it reached the natural limit of its life, and the resultant blow to American prestige, the loss of her position in the space race, would have to be accepted. Meantime the world situation was deteriorating fast, indeed with terrifying rapidity, and war was known to be close. The thing was on a knife-edge. If Skyprobe V failed to dock and Skyprobe IV ditched in a hostile area, war was ipso facto inevitable. The administration, whether or not they wanted to — and the mood in Washington was not exactly concilatory — would never hold the American people. Defensive measures had in fact already been put into effect by the Pentagon, and the nation was virtually in a state of emergency, ready for anything that might develop, though on the surface life proceeded normally.
Klaber mopped again at his face. The responsibility resting on him now was enormous.
* * *
Skyprobe IV continued on its time-and-again journey through space, passing over the helpless heads of the tracking stations dotted around the world, waiting now, interminably it seemed, for blast-off and the final docking orders from Kennedy. Danvers-Marshall’s hand was keeping the automatic pointed at Schuster and Morris, as, with his free hand, he reached once again into his spacesuit for the pills that would keep him awake for as long as necessary. Danvers-Marshall was showing signs of nerves now; his face was deathly white and drawn from lack of sleep, his eyes were sunken, red-rimmed pits. Until Klaber had come up with his promise of success, Danvers-Marshall hadn’t taken the likelihood of a second launch seriously. Now he had to. Schuster, risking the gun, had refused to call up mission control to say he would not need the second capsule. And Danvers-Marshall knew that when Skyprobe V tried to dock, he would have to kill Schuster and Morris if he couldn’t persuade them not to assist the docking. Then he would have to try to take over himself. He wasn’t a practical astronaut but he just might be able to pull it off. If he didn’t, then he would die too and he knew that as well. But he would have to go through with it; as he had told Schuster earlier, no-one was going to take him back to America to stand trial.…
Schuster and Morris were thinking about their families, wondering how they were taking all this, wondering — for they knew they hadn’t been told in full — just what the Press was making out of it all and what the effect of that would be on their wives as they waited helplessly for the pay-off. They knew quite well that the docking procedure was going to be touch-and-go and that the only real hope lay in Danvers-Marshall losing his nerve at the last moment and deciding that a treason charge was preferable to a fry-up, a cremation in space as the result of any shooting.
* * *
Klaber was on the air again, talking to Schuster. He said, “There has been a small delay, but everything is going fine now. Skyprobe V should rendezvous and dock on her third orbit after launch. You know the transfer drill, I guess. The only difference this time is the height you’re orbiting at, and that shouldn’t make too much difference. Okay, Greg?”
“Okay,” came Schuster’s voice.
“Good luck, then, Greg. I’m going off the air again, but I’ll be back. Remember, you ditch in the new capsule in the same place you would have done in Skyprobe IV. The recovery fleet is all ready for you.”
Klaber switched off and walked across to join the control chief once more. Countdown would soon begin now. Klaber tried not to keep on thinking that the whole operation depended for its success or failure on Danvers-Marshall’s reaction once he saw docking was imminent.
* * *
When the guards had opened up the cages Kalitzkin said, “In thirty-three hours, Commander, Skyprobe IV will reach the safe limit of her life in space. It is time for you to be instructed in what you are to say when we go into the diversion procedure.”
“You needn’t bother,” Shaw said calmly, watching the Russian’s face. “I’m not saying anything.”
Kalitzkin shrugged. “I shall pay no attention to that. I believe you will be only too anxious to meet our wishes Commander, when you realize the alternative — so you had better learn in the meantime.”
“If you think I’m going to help you out, you’re crazy.”
Rencke, who had been listening from Ingrid’s cage, came across the gangway. He murmured something in Kalitzkin’s ear and pushed his way towards Shaw. He reached for his whip and drew it from his belt, running the leather thong through his fingers suggestively. “You will do as Dr. Kalitzkin says,” he told Shaw.
“You’re wasting your time, Rencke.”
Four guns pointed at Shaw’s stomach. They could make a nasty mess of him; but Rencke wanted him alive. Rencke’s arm moved like lightning and the stock of the whip took Shaw hard across the face. Blood ran down his chin and dropped onto his chest. Anxiously Kalitzkin interceded. “Not again,” he said. “Please! He must speak clearly, and not with pain or injury that might become apparent when he talks. We had agreed to use the girl…
Rencke shrugged; he didn’t mind who took the punishment. “I leave it to you, Doctor,” he said shortly. “You are in charge here.”
“Thank you.” Kalitzkin turned to Shaw. “You must do as we ask,” he said, “or there will be trouble for the girl.”
“You’ve already had my answer.”
“Very well, but I believe you will change your mind.” The Russian caught Rencke’s eye and nodded. Rencke moved back to Ingrid Lange’s cage. One of the guards moved in behind him. As before, Rencke’s hand moved fast. The whiplash came down hard, whistling through the air, and the girl spun round, giving a low sob of pain. Shaw noticed the heavy red mark, spreading across her back. Twice more Rencke used the whip and was lifting it again when Shaw snapped,
“Stop that, Rencke!”
Kalitzkin mopped at his forehead and looked much relieved. “You will learn what is required, Commander? It would be so much better if you did.”
Shaw’s mouth was hard, his fingers itching with a yen to squeeze the breath from Rencke’s throat. “I’ll learn,” he answered briefly.
“Good!” Kalitzkin brought his hands together and rubbed them. “It is simple enough, and will not take long. But because perfection is essential, there must be much repetition, you understand? Perhaps I should tell you now — if at the time of the actual broadcast you do not speak exactly as you will learn from me, or if you add anything else of your own, not only will the microphone instantly go dead, but something nasty and very painful will at once happen to Miss Lange.” He cleared his throat. “You will now repeat after me as follows.…”
* * *
What Shaw had to say was brief and easy to remember but he recognized its brilliance and its complete effectiveness; he knew that it was quite enough to convince the West and make the brass give one big sigh of sheer relief. They would rush to obey his demands, falling over themselves to call off the search and withdraw all forces immediately from the sensitive areas. They would remain in this happy state of bliss for quite long enough to allow Kalitzkin to deal with the capsule without interruption. Afterwards, when the capsule had vanished and Shaw had failed to re-appear, the world would obviously be at war. The official Russian protests of innocence would never, in the emotional state the West would be in, be believed for a moment. It just was not possible.
After the rehearsal Kalitzkin said, “Tomorrow, when we have completed the final test, we shall rehearse you in the control room itself so that there will be no hitches of any sort.”
After that Rencke and Kalitzkin and the guards pulled out. They left with Ingrid, still naked. She walked out with her head high but her body shaking uncontrollably as Rencke’s hand clutched at her arm.
Impotently, his fists bunched at his sides, Shaw watched from behind the bars of his cage.

TWENTY-FOUR

In the morning, after a bleak, cold dawn had crept unwillingly across the North Pacific and touched the Kuriles to bring up an iron-hard landscape lying beneath a grim, metallic but so far frog-free sky, Ingrid Lange was brought back to her cage by the guards. She walked erect but she turned her face away from Shaw as she pushed through the barred gate, though not before he had seen the look in her eyes — as well as the bruised flesh of her flanks.
She had suffered a good deal during the hours she had been with Rencke. Shaw’s face was like granite. If it was the last thing he ever did in this life, he was going to get Rudolf Rencke.
* * *
Now Skyprobe IV was within the range of the tracking station in West Australia. Schuster had been informed some while before that the countdown had started, that all was going well; and by now he knew that Skyprobe V was all set to go from Kennedy within the next few minutes. The atmosphere in the capsule was tense, the nerves of all three men were at their fullest stretch. Schuster had rehearsed again and again in his mind what he had to do to take control from Danvers-Marshall for the docking. He was certain Danvers-Marshall would crack once Skyprobe V approached. For his part Danvers-Marshall had continued doing all he could to persuade the astronauts to get the docking negatived; he would, he had insisted, use his gun if that docking was allowed to take place. He was still plugging this line when West Australia came on the air. He was saying, “Greg, there’s not much time left. You’ve got to get them to negative blast-off. For God’s sake… just say there’s another fault and you won’t be able to open up the hatch. Greg.…” His voice was pleading now. “Greg, we don’t all want to die up here!”
Schuster snapped savagely, “Shut up! I’m trying to hear the station. If you want to play safe, just give me that gun, that’s all!” There was a good deal of distracting background chatter from the ground and he couldn’t make out what was being passed. The voice itself was high and excited and that didn’t help either. But in a while something came through clearly, something unbelievable that rocked Schuster.
Danvers-Marshall asked, “What was that?”
Schuster sat silent for a moment, his thoughts bitter, all hope suddenly evaporated. Then he said bleakly, “You’re safe for a while yet, you Red bastard! Skyprobe V isn’t coming up at all. They found a fault just before blast-off.”
He realized a moment later that he shouldn’t have said anything to Danvers-Marshall — he ought to have let him stew, let his nerves grow tender; but it was too late now. Danvers-Marshall was humming a tune, indicating his sheer relief. This apart, there was the silence of total dismay in the capsule. Schuster and Morris sat glumly in their seats, almost in a state of shock now that their last hope, faint though it may have been, had vanished on the Kennedy launch pad. Skyprobe IV continued on its way, with Danvers-Marshall’s hand in full and unchallenged control.
* * *
They came back soon to Kennedy, back over the launch pads of the Moonport. Klaber’s voice came up to them, close to tears of fury, frustration and anxiety. Jerkily the NASA chief said, “Greg, it was a complete burn-out of a whole range of equipment we can’t possibly replace in the time. We have just twenty-four hours to go and believe me, it’s out. It’s literally impossible to go through the whole procedure in the time.”
“You don’t have to tell me,” Schuster said bleakly.
“I’m sorry, Greg, You can imagine how we all feel, down here… all we saw was just the burst of orange and yellow smoke from out the base of the rocket and after that — just nothing. The rocket just didn’t lift off the pad. The engines cut two seconds after ignition… the system found the fault and automatically shut off the engine, but by that time the damage had been done.”
“What about the crew?”
“They’re all right, thank God,” Klaber said.
Soon after that Klaber went out of communication. As Skyprobe IV went on for the Canaries he walked to his car and drove back to his office. If only they had more time… in twenty-four hours they couldn’t hope to make the repair, start the countdown, blast-off, get a capsule into orbit, and dock on. There was nothing more any man could do now other than to hope the searching forces found the base — or that the Britisher, Shaw, was still on the job after all and could get results in time. And without a shooting war.
* * *
After a meagre breakfast Shaw was removed from the cage by four armed Chinese guards. He was taken along the corridors of the silo and up a flight of concrete steps to the control room, where one large television screen, standing apart from a number of smaller ones, showed the top of the silo and the heavy camouflage netting that concealed the concrete-lidded pit beneath.
Rencke and Kalitzkin were there already, Rencke staring at the dominating television screen and Kalitzkin talking earnestly, with much emphatic gesticulation, to a group of technicians from a total of around fifty men who were watching the banks of dials and radar screens which, together with the screens of the closed-circuit television that kept the prison cages and the ground above the base under surveillance, walled in the circular-shaped, brilliantly fit compartment. More technicians sat at rows of panels running down the centre aisle, some with headphones clamped over their ears, busily taking down signals from the outside world, no doubt gathering in the situation reports as the searching forces of the West made contact with one another.
Rencke turned as Shaw was brought in. Giving a happy smile he walked across. He said, “There is news from America, Commander. You would like to hear it?”
Shaw felt a stab of alarm. “Well?” he asked.
Rencke said, “The spacecraft they had been preparing at Cape Kennedy will not now enter space. There was a fault, and the launch was negatived just before blast-off.”
Shaw’s fists clenched. Now he was really on his own.… He said bitterly, “That’s dead lucky for you, isn’t it.”
Rencke smiled again. “We were never worried about the possibility in any case.” There was a gloating sneer in his voice and once again Shaw felt the almost overwhelming urge to kill, to smash that smug white face to a pulp. Rencke turned as Kalitzkin came across towards them. The Russian said,
“We are now ready to start the final test. It is not so much a test as a rehearsal, of course, at this stage. Come with me, Commander.” He gestured to the guards and they marched Shaw along behind him, two of them pinioning his arms, past the television screens — on one of these Shaw could see Ingrid Lange still in the cage on the floor below, and on another his own empty cage, though the alleyway between the two did not appear to be covered — and stopped in front of a square grey construction like a computer, a large but low-built affair of glass and metal topped by a panel containing rows of press-buttons and dials and a number of electric bulbs, all of them currently dead. All except two of the press-buttons were coloured red. The two exceptions, set in the centre of the panel and surrounded by a heavy red-painted line, were bigger than the remainder and coloured purple.
Lightly Kalitzkin touched one of these purple buttons. “This,” he said, “raises the attractor-plate. The other switches the beam through — that is, when we are in manual control, of course. We would normally go into automatic control the moment our radar picks up the capsule on its re-entry, but if necessary we are able to follow the indications of our various instruments by means of the manual controls.” He reached down beside the panel and indicated a large, red-painted hand-wheel. “We use this to direct the Masurov Beam in the first instance to the expected point of re-entry, the point that will be ordered by Danvers-Marshall once the capsule is told by mission control at Cape Kennedy to stand by for splashdown. After that, after re-entry you understand, the automatic control takes over and the beam is directed straight onto the capsule… but if anything should go wrong with the automatic control, we can still use our manual system. The handwheel, naturally, is power-assisted for moving the plate. It will be the manual control that we shall use today.” He paused. “Do you wish to ask questions now?”
“Not for the moment—”
“Very well, then. Now, we are virtually ready at this instant — it takes little time to raise the plate, as you will see shortly, and in any case we shall know the time of reentry within a minute or so as we are picking up all the NASA transmissions. It is all very simple in operation,” Kalitzkin added, “though I can assure you it has not been simple in planning and construction.” He moved along the control room, calm, confident and easy, utterly relaxed. “This is where you will talk to the West, Commander.” He indicated some complex radio equipment. “Under Comrade Rencke’s orders, you will speak from here, exactly as rehearsed, the moment I give you the signal tomorrow morning. And now… now I have the really interesting thing to show you!”
Kalitzkin turned away and walked back to the central control panel. Here he was immediately opposite the television screen showing the ground level above the silo. Evidently men had been at work up there while Kalitzkin had been giving his conducted tour, for the camouflage netting had been pulled clear and groups of the Chinese workers were standing around in heavy quilted clothing and fur caps, stamping their feet and flinging their arms about their bodies in an attempt to keep out the bitter dawn cold.
Kalitzkin raised his eyebrows at one of the technicians, a man who appeared to be the next-in-charge of the control room under the overall direction of Kalitzkin himself. This man nodded. In Russian he reported, “All is ready, Comrade Doctor.”
“Thank you, Ivan.” Kalitzkin looked at a clock, then reached for the control panel before him and pressed three switches with careful precision and deliberation. An alarm sounded in the open air and was relayed on the television screen, the men on the ground above moved aside, their breath steaming in the air like so many kettles on the boil, as the concrete covers slid apart. Faintly from somewhere beneath the floor of the control room a high whining sound was heard. Kalitzkin pressed the first of the purple buttons, which went down and engaged in the ‘on’ position with a loud click. At once a tremor started to run through the compartment, faint at first but growing stronger. All the technicians were now closely watching the proliferation of dials and gauges, or listening intently, like doctors with their stethoscopes, through earphones. Kalitzkin, who was currently watching the readings on his own control panel, glanced up now and again at the dominating television screen showing the earth above. Shaw and Rencke both had their attention fully on the screen now; the huge round plate appeared after a brief interval, filling the whole space where the covers had been, and then moved on, slow now, purposeful, menacing, until it stood on its stalk some sixty feet above ground level. Shaw watched in fascination. Then the high whining note and the tremors ceased, ending, as the thick metal shaft reached its maximum height, in a jar that shook the whole of the control room.
Kalitzkin said, “When we first home the Masurov Beam on to Skyprobe, the plate will be at its present height. As the capsule comes nearer, we shall retract the plate until it is at ground level, as it was when your helicopter landed. Meanwhile, I have something else to show you.” His hand dropped to the red-painted wheel beside the panel. He began to turn this; there was a hum as the power-assisted mechanism operated and the television screen showed the metal plate dropping on its stalk, and the stalk itself inclining, until the operating face was angled fifty degrees with the ground.
Kalitzkin let go the handwheel and glanced at Shaw. “In a moment,” he said, “I shall connect the power and the plate will come alive. I have so directed its angle, as you can see, that its force will be felt only upon the earth of this one island. What I have to show you is an almost accidental side-effect of my invention, but I believe you will be very much surprised and impressed by what happens!” He was trembling with excited anticipation now, eager to show off his toy. “Please watch the screen very closely.”
He bent towards a microphone and, speaking in Russian, said, “Stage One complete… stand by for Stage Two. Report in sequence, starting now.”
He waited; brief reports were passed on a tannoy system and one by one tiny lights began to glow on the control panel. When all were fit Kalitzkin, speaking again into his microphone, announced: “Stage Two.” He began counting: "… ten, nine, eight, seven, six, five, four, three, two, one, zero.” On zero, with a steady and deliberate movement of his hand, he depressed the second of the two purple buttons. Simultaneously the lights in the control room dimmed and a single bright-red lamp glowed above Kalitzkin’s panel. And almost at once there came from the television screen one of the weirdest sounds Shaw had ever heard, the sound of a hailstorm much magnified, and the whole surface of the metal plate seemed suddenly to have grown an irregular covering of what looked at first sight like a shaggy fur coat but which Shaw soon realized was in fact a whole mass of metal, small particles that had been drawn irresistibly through the air to impinge upon, and stick to, the plate. As he watched the surface covering grew deeper, and now and then some larger object was drawn in to hurtle visibly across the screen and embed itself in the rest. It was a terrifying mass of metal on the move. Kalitzkin, looking at his face, saw his expression. With triumph in his voice the Russian said, “You see? The beam has acted as a magnet and is attracting to itself all that there is of metal in its path. There are metal ores on this island, you understand — the plate has in effect excavated them from out of the earth! Some of the smaller fragments are travelling at very nearly the speed of fight! Now, Commander, perhaps you have some idea of what my invention is able to achieve — even, as I have said, in the field of mere side-effect?”
Shaw had been impressed but his response was cold. “That was small stuff. And it was close. The capsule’s an entirely different matter and it won’t respond to magnetism.”
Kalitzkin laughed. “It will not need to. That is merely by the way. With the co-operation of my colleagues in China very satisfactory tests of the real qualities of the Masurov Beam have been made, as I told you — you will see! When the astronauts bring the capsule into the earth’s atmosphere it will become as good as mine. And immediately after that, you will make your broadcast to say that all is well. Now watch again, please.”
Shaw looked back at the television screen.
Kalitzkin moved the handwheel once more and the plate drooped farther over, the stalk itself inclining so that the plate hovered almost vertically above ground some thirty feet clear of the edge of the deep pit. Then Kalitzkin pressed another of the red buttons. There was a small plop as the second purple button snapped back into ‘off,’ the power died — and a small mountain of metal that must have weighed, at a guess, a couple of tons, slid to the ground. Clear and virgin again, the plate assumed an upward direction as Kalitzkin once more turned the handwheel and it remained there like some grotesque metal mushroom… or like the flower of some man-eating tropical plant greedily waiting for Skyprobe IV to drop into its mouth.
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Soon after, the stalk was lowered back into its stowage and within a couple of minutes one of the radar operators reported that he had picked up aircraft to the eastward. They were distant and not closing, maintaining a northerly course, and Kalitzkin wasn’t in the least worried, certain in his own mind of the complete security and anonymity of his base. After Shaw had been put through the dress rehearsal of his talk to the West, the four guards took him over again and escorted him back to the cage. He saw Ingrid watching him through the sound-proof glass lining of the bars, with relief and gladness in her eyes at seeing him back unharmed. She smiled at him; he appreciated that smile and the sheer guts it indicated.
He was locked in and left to brood.
He had imprinted on his mind every detail of the control room’s layout, including the fact that the tell-tale television screens didn’t cover the gangway between his and Ingrid’s cages. That might be worth bearing in mind, perhaps; but he had little hope of being able to achieve any results at this stage. He knew that the ditching of the capsule couldn’t be delayed much beyond the extension limit next morning. Possibly they could delay an hour or so beyond it but that would have to be regarded as the absolute deadline; and it would certainly appear pretty pointless to the authorities in the States to put the men in further danger of their lives by delaying the splashdown beyond the known safe limit if the searching forces were still reporting blanks by the time the extra twenty-four hours were up.
* * *
In the Caribbean the recovery fleet, having no knowledge of the fact that Danvers-Marshall would order the retro-rockets to be fired off so as to bring the capsule in over the Pacific, had remained on station for the ditching.
Splashdown was now definitely scheduled to be attempted at 0900 hours next day subject to revised orders only if the hostile base should be located in the meantime. Klaber had personally spoken again to the men in space and had told them of this decision, taken after full consultation with the President, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and his own technical aides.
Once again Klaber asked, “You’re sure the retro-rockets are okay now?”
“Sure I’m sure.” Danvers-Marshall wouldn’t be interfering with them again now; everything was moving his way. Schuster was trembling with frustration; even though there was no conceivable point in reporting the situation to control, since there was just nothing anybody on the ground could do about it — and they must have guessed by now anyway — he would have liked Klaber and the world to know for absolutely sure just what was going on inside the capsule. But a look over his shoulder had shown him that Danvers-Marshall’s eyes were staring insanely and he was becoming convinced the man’s mind had been affected by his position and he would be quite likely to start shooting if anything rattled him further.
Klaber’s voice said unnecessarily, “Report at once if you have any trouble.” Klaber wanted to go on talking, hated the idea of cutting off and leaving them to it. Schuster sensed that; he knew Klaber well.
He said, “Sure, sure,” and his tone was ironic. He couldn’t help that; there was going to be plenty of trouble and they just had to take it. Without the threat of a docking to be used against Danvers-Marshall any more, there wouldn’t be any future at all in risking the Britisher’s gun — and neither could they start anything on the way down. This thing had to be fought out after splashdown and not before — unless things got too much and he couldn’t stop himself, and if he did that, it was goodbye anyway.
He had to watch it.…
Suddenly Danvers-Marshall said, “Greg.”
Schuster stiffened at something in the man’s tone. “Yeah?”
“You’ll want to have a word with your families.”
This was ghoulishness. “Like hell.”
“Wayne?”
“Leave them out of this, you Red bum.”
“Look,” Danvers-Marshall persisted. “I’m sorry about all this. I’ve said that and I mean it. My hands were tied—”
“Nuts.”
“Well, if you don’t want to believe that, Greg, I can’t make you.” Danvers-Marshall’s voice was unsteady now. “That’s not to say I won’t go through with it… I will go right through with it, I assure you. But I want you to think of your families, both of you. They’ll want a word with you. Only, don’t say anything I wouldn’t want you to. That’s all.” He hesitated. “Greg… call up mission control. Tell them to put the families on.”
“Get stuffed.”
“I mean it, Greg. I’m telling you to do it.”
Schuster took a deep breath and glanced over at Wayne Morris. Slowly Morris nodded… he wouldn’t mind having a last word, though he as well as Schuster knew Danvers-Marshall was only trying to help his own conscience over a sticky patch. Schuster sighed and called up the tracking station at Canaries. He said, “Tell Kennedy, we’d like a word with our families next time round.”
Maybe it wasn’t such a bad idea, at that.…
* * *
They did as they were asked and they put the families on — Linda Morris, and Mary Schuster, and the children. The children, of course, knew nothing of what was happening — they had been kept from school since the real uproar had started in the Press and naturally the newspapers had been kept from them too, and the television had also been forbidden; and they were not present when their mothers actually spoke to the men in the capsule.
Schuster said, “It’s going to be all right, Mary. The fault’s corrected. Don’t worry about a thing.” They were all keeping off the real trouble, as if by mutual consent, though Schuster knew the wives must have been told by this time. “Just don’t worry, that’s all!”
“We’ll try not to, Greg.” The technics of two-way radio kept the conversation formal, but her voice was beginning to falter already. “Oh, Greg.…” She let go the transmit switch.
“I said, don’t worry! I mean that.” Schuster’s voice was sharp with his own anxiety — for his family, for Morris, for himself as well and for what was bound to happen on a world-wide scale. “I’ll be back… darling, I know it’s not easy, but you have to trust me now more than ever before. The fault in the system’s absolutely okay now… we’re fine, all of us, just fine.” Still no mention on either side about the Eastern threat. “I’m going to bring Skyprobe down… me and Wayne between us, that is.” He was aware all the time of Danvers-Marshall’s gun, of the scientist’s watchful eyes behind the transparent visor of the space helmet. Once again he said inadequately, “Just don’t worry, Mary dear.”
Linda Morris came on the air after that, tearfully; then they put the children on, while the two women waited out of earshot. They didn’t trust themselves not to break down when they heard the kids speak.…
With the children both Schuster and Morris sounded cheerful, happy… no talk now of not worrying, it just didn’t arise. They were coming down safely and they would get a ticker-tape welcome on Broadway and the President himself would shake them by the hand and call them by their first names. “Know what I’m really looking forward to, though?” Morris asked. He answered his own question. “Seeing your ma pour me out a nice, long coke… with ice!”
“Sure, I bet.” This was Wayne junior, despairingly. “Scotch-on-the-rocks more like, pop!”
“Well — maybe. You kids sure have plenty cheek these days.” A pause, a longish one, and awkward. “See you, Junior.”
“Sure… see you, pop.”
“God bless, boy. Look after your ma and Bobbie.” A tremor had crept into his voice now and he was thinking: Oh, Christ, let’s get this over with.
“What was that, pop?” There was faint bewilderment, a lack of understanding.
“Oh… never mind. Just be good — till I get back. If you’re not I’ll tan your backside. Okay?”
“Okay.…"
Skyprobe IV raced on at her 27,000 m.p.h., away from the Kennedy base, away from the families’ voices, heading out once again across the globe. Later, as they came over the Pacific on the last leg of the next orbit, the spacemen passed unseeingly over the combined fleets searching, still without success, for the diversion base. Many of the ships and aircraft were well north now, however, and were beginning to narrow the field towards the Kuriles, although planes that had flown as close to the area as they dared, and had taken photographs, had reported no sign of activity on the fringes of that grim dead region.
Nevertheless, a strong suspicion about the Kuriles had been worrying the fleet Admiral in the Pacific and as Skyprobe IV raced on a signal was already on its way to Washington announcing a positive intention to investigate the islands more closely. Aboard his flagship, an aircraft-carrier, that admiral had already watched the Phantoms preparing for take-off under war conditions. The Phantom III F6C’s — ninety of them — were making ready to be shot off the four-and-a-half acre angled flight-deck at their 20-second intervals and zoom into the blue at speeds of up to 1,700 m.p.h., carrying their deadly loads of napalm bombs which, exhausting with their intense heat all the oxygen in the area of fall as the low-grade jet fuel and gelignite burned, killed by suffocation or roasting in a 200-foot orange flame and billowing smoke. The Phantoms also carried the “Willy Peters,” white phosphorous bombs that burned for almost forty minutes, even under water; and infra-red heat-seeker rockets that could home on a cigarette end from upwards of a thousand feet. Mechanics were preparing the Vulcan gatlings, known as Puff-the-magic-dragons… guns whose six revolving barrels fired a hundred rounds a second. When the admiral’s signal reached the Pentagon and the White House it found the US high command in no mood to send out a negative despite the risks; instead, certain detailed orders went out to the ICBM sites and the early-warning stations in Alaska and the eastern states, while the combat operations center of the joint US-Canadian North American Air Defence Command, deep in its concrete ‘city’ below the 9,565-foot Cheyenne Mountain in the Rockies, received orders putting it, in effect, on an immediate war footing.
* * *
That night, as the minutes ticked away to splashdown and certain world catastrophe, Shaw lay awake hour after hour, thinking, planning until he forced himself to relax and clear his mind with sleep. When he woke, he formulated something that just might work out.
At 0830 hours, with only half an hour left to go, the outer door was opened up and the four armed men marched again into the gangway between the cages and one of them unlocked the doors into each. Shaw and Ingrid were ordered out, under cover of the guns. When they were in the narrow gangway Shaw started to say something to the girl but was ordered brusquely to be silent.
“All right, you—” Shaw broke off with a grimace, and then gave a grunt of apparent pain and lifted one foot off the ground, his face contorting.
The man who seemed to be in charge of the party demanded irritably in English, “What is wrong?”
“I don’t know,” Shaw snapped. “I’m not a doctor. All I know is, it’s damn painful!”
The guard made a noise of anger and impatience. “It is no matter. Pain is to be accepted. Must walk. Must not now waste time.”
“Must be damned. I can’t put it on the ground. Someone’ll have to help me, that’s all… if you really want me to move. Personally, I’m quite willing to stay right here.” He was watching the man closely now; there was just one thing he could be sure of, and that was that whatever happened, whatever he did, these men weren’t high up enough in the hierarchy to take the risk of killing him or Ingrid. Neither Kaltizkin nor Rencke would be very pleased if they did that.
The guard glared, stamped his foot, seemed about to give Shaw a push along the alleyway, then thought better of it. If the Englishman’s pain became worse he might not function as required in the control room… the Comrades wouldn’t like that either. The man nodded at one of his subordinates. He spoke in his own language, then moved aside as the other man came along towards Shaw. The second man took Shaw’s left arm in a tight grip, right up beneath the armpit. He started to drag Shaw forward.
Shaw let his body go limp and then very suddenly he struck. He moved his right arm fast, got a grip on the man’s neck and, using all his strength, forced him across his body, freeing the grip on his upper arm. In the same instant as he grabbed the gun he felt the man’s neck crack.
He let the body drop and jumped backwards, the gun weaving to cover all the remaining men. “Keep very quiet!” he snapped. “Move inwards from the door or you’re all dead.” As he spoke a tremor, as at the rehearsal, ran through the silo, shaking the cell alleyway. The tremor increased and there was a high whine of electrically-driven machinery. The attractor-plate was rising, moving out on its stalk into the open air, making ready for the final act.
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The guards were dead scared now, fearing the reactions of Rencke and Kalitzkin as much as the physical threat from their former prisoners. Their eyes flickered warily as they watched for their chance.
Shaw said, “Take their guns, Ingrid.”
The girl came forward and removed the sub-machine-guns from the three men.
“Keep one yourself and be ready to use it if I say. Put the other two down by my feet.”
Ingrid did as she was told. Shaw ran his eye over the disarmed guards. “Now strip,” he told them. “All of you. At once.” The men shifted their feet but didn’t obey. Shaw jabbed his gun forward, ramming it hard into the belly of the nearest guard. “I said strip. I’ll give you all just five seconds to start, and if you don’t, I’ll blow this man’s guts right through his backbone. And after him, you two others.” He added, “Don’t let the television cameras give you a false sense of security. They can’t see into the gangway… maybe any shooting would be heard, but that’s not going to save you.”
Shaw’s eyes were like ice.
There was a silence and then the man under the closest threat decided his stomach was of more immediate importance to him than loyalty to Kalitzkin. He began to take off his clothing. The others followed his example. When they were all stripped right down Shaw said, “Ingrid, take them over from me and keep them covered. Don’t hesitate to shoot if you have to.” He laid down his own gun and then sorted out the clothing of the tallest of the three men and dressed himself quickly in it; the clothes fitted him adequately enough for his purpose. When he was fully dressed he took over the men again from Ingrid. “Now,” he told her, “get into one of those sets of clothing as fast as you can. Stuff your hair up tight under the cap… pull down the ear-flaps, and you may pass.”
She grimaced. “Always provided anyone we meet is blind, Smith!”
He said with a grin, “True the figure’s a bit different, but it’s the best we can do.” Quickly Ingrid pulled on a set of the Chinese clothing. When she was ready Shaw said, “Fine! It’s rough enough, but it gives us something of a chance.” He touched a strand of her hair. “Tuck it in a bit more. That’s better.”
“What are we going to do, Smith?” she asked.
“We’re going to kill this place by attacking its heart and soul,” he told her. “The Masurov Beam won’t survive a power cut!” He jabbed the gun once again into the stomach of the nearest of the guards. “You’ll know where the power room is, friend. I want you to lead us right to it — and fast!” The man swallowed and glanced nervously at his comrades. “I not know,” he said, his eyes darting, looking everywhere but at Shaw.
The gun went in harder. He squirmed. Shaw snapped, “Try again, and this time do better. You can’t have been around this place for long without finding your way to the parts that matter. Your two friends will stay here, but you’re going to take the lady and myself to the power room, so you’d better get used to the idea. Granted I can’t make you look English, but you’re going to do your best to look like what I was supposed to be — a prisoner under escort. Got that?”
The man nodded.
“Good! Remember, if you try anything funny on the way, or if you take us to the wrong place, you’ll die on the spot — like your friend with the broken neck behind me.” He glanced at Ingrid. “Take over again for a moment,” he said. While the girl covered the man who was to guide them, Shaw lined up the remaining two with their backs to the bars. Then, stepping aside, he gave each of them a blow to the jaw that rocked their teeth loose. The men slid to the floor, one after the other, without a sound. Bending, Shaw unfastened a bunch of keys from the Number One guard’s discarded belt, locked the doors of the cages containing the television cameras, then ordered the naked man out into the main corridor, with his own gun and Ingrid’s urging him on from behind. There was no-one in sight. Shaw locked the outer door of the cell alleyway behind him. “Lead the way,” he told the Chinese, “and keep remembering what I told you. I never make empty threats. If anyone interferes, the shooting starts right away — with you as number one target. From then on, I play it by ear — only you won’t be around to listen.”
They went fast along the passage, following the naked guard round in a circle to their right, and then down a flight of concrete steps leading off a small lobby connecting with the main passage. They saw no-one; presumably all personnel would by this time be at their allotted stations for the action that was now so imminent. Very soon, once the empty cages had been noted on the television screens in the control room and Shaw and Ingrid had still not appeared as ordered, the hunt would be on. For now, they had it all their own way.
In this lower passage the hum of dynamos and machinery had increased until it seemed to reverberate throughout the silo; the whole place was vibrant, shaking gently to the power harnessed to the giant stalk and its attractor-plate.
Ahead, a little farther along, they saw the red-painted door marked in Russian and Chinese characters: POWER ROOM.
* * *
Klaber had come on the air a while earlier for the start of the last act. He’d said, “Greg, you’ll ditch on the next orbit. Report as soon as you’re ready… and good luck to you both, Greg.”
Schuster said, “Thanks, Mr. Klaber,” flipped off his communication and turned around to give the necessary orders for going into ditching procedure.
Danvers-Marshall’s face was tight with strain now and the eyes were staring at Schuster, again with that look of incipient insanity. When Schuster passed the orders Danvers-Marshall nodded and said, “Right, but we’re going into retro-sequence sooner than you think, Greg.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Schuster asked harshly.
“We don’t ditch in the Caribbean. We re-enter over the Pacific, over the Phoenix Islands.”
“We do?” Schuster stared at him. “What’s the idea?”
Danvers-Marshall said, “Don’t worry what the idea is. Just do as I tell you. Start getting ready now, you and Wayne, and I’ll give the order for firing the retro-rockets. No need to call mission control, either. They’ll know soon enough.”
His face set, Schuster turned away and started to go through the routine. This time, everything was working perfectly. On the next and final orbit, as the capsule hurtled on through space, closing the point where now it would so unexpectedly re-enter the earth’s atmosphere, Gregory Schuster, under Danvers-Marshall’s direction, reached out for the button to send off the retro-rockets. The early pressing of that button was going to send mission control to panic stations, all right.
The astronauts sweated.
A few moments later, Schuster pressed the button. As he did so, Danvers-Marshall once again operated his minute metal cylinder, though not this time so as to interfere with the retro-system. The cylinder acted to cut out other controls, also the radio, while at the same time Danvers-Marshall reached back to move two levers on a panel in rear of him; there was no subsequent response on the banks of instrument dials ahead of the two intent astronauts. Though Schuster knew the retro-system was going to be att right this time it was still with a sense of profound relief that he felt the rockets fire at their five-second intervals. As each one went off there was a feeling of being pressed relentlessly backwards; as the deceleration increased, so did the G forces. The eyeballs of the three men seemed to leave their sockets as the forces acted upon them, then suddenly, as the capsule began to enter the heat passage, this feeling eased.
In the Caribbean the vessels of the US recovery fleet waited to pick up the capsule on their radar and visually in the binoculars of the human lookouts as, so anxiously now, the sailors scanned the skies, each man searching for the drogue parachute that would open as the spacemen headed for splashdown. But, even as they watched, the messages were coming in, telling the fleet that Skyprobe IV had in fact fired off her retro-rockets at a point well in advance of that required to bring her down in the Caribbean.
When those messages were received the men of the recovery ships knew in their bones that within the next couple of hours they would be on a war footing.
* * *
The guard, with Shaw and Ingrid behind him., reached the door of the power room.
Shaw ordered him to halt.
He was about to give the man the same treatment as he’d given the other guards back in the cage alleyway when there was a sudden, vicious stutter of automatic gunfire. Bullets bounced off the concrete walls. Ingrid, giving a sharp cry, dropped the gun she was carrying. She clutched at her arm.
Shaw whirled around.
Rencke was coming for him in the middle of a posse of armed Chinese and as these men approached, the naked guard pushed Ingrid’s gun into Shaw’s back. Rencke ran up close, his heavy body sweating like a pig’s, the coarse face sneering into Shaw’s eyes. “The gun, if you please!” he snapped furiously. “Drop it on the floor at once!”
“If you want it,” Shaw answered calmly, “get it.”
“Do as I say or I shall order the men to fire.”
Shaw grinned. “You won’t kill me, Rencke! Not yet.”
“Perhaps not, but the girl is expendable, Commander, if necessary—”
“You need her just as much as you need me — don’t you, Rencke? Don’t you need her to make me talk?”
Rencke said, “You are very clever at talk, Commander, but if you do not drop the gun I shall order the men to shoot off your hands. You will scarcely need your hands for making the broadcast.”
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Rencke marched them back along the lower passage and up the two levels to the control room.
In the control room all the technicians were closed up at their stations, ready for the diversion that would shatter the space-prestige of the West. Their whole attention was concentrated, at this late stage, on their instruments. The main television screen showed the huge round plate, probing the skies, seeking, searching out the capsule. There was a pervading air of the tensest excitement, and there was a tremendous, heady expectancy in the whole compartment. Lights flickered on and off, dials grew bright and then dimmed again, others came alive in their places. There was an overall background noise of Morse and of reports being fed through the tannoy. Kalitzkin, watching his central control unit and manipulating the directional handwheel, intent like all the others, was trembling with excitement and anticipation and his face was streaked with sweat. That face, Shaw noted, held a look that approached exaltation, as if the Russian were seeing himself as the Deity, some self-made god whose knowledge would soon enable him to control the universe.
Rencke called out to him; he turned, face glistening.
Sharply he said, “At last!” As Rencke began going into explanations the Russian cut him short. “All this will do later,” he said. “For now, do not let us divide our attention. Fortunately,” he added, “they have not arrived too late. That is all that matters. The spacecraft is going to be a little over its time, I believe.” He signed to the guards and Shaw was taken with Ingrid, whose right upper arm was dripping blood from a graze where one of the bullets had nicked the flesh, towards the microphone where he was to broadcast his rehearsed message. Kalitzkin had a quiet word with Rencke, who ordered the guards to move Ingrid six paces clear of Shaw. Rencke then positioned himself a couple of paces from her and gave an order to the guards. While one of the men kept her covered with his gun, the other came forward and stripped away the clothing she had taken from the Chinese. Rencke reached into a pocket and brought out a cigarette-lighter which he flicked on. After examining the jet of butane gas, he snapped it off again. Kalitzkin was about to say something more when a klaxon sounded loudly on the central control panel and at the same moment the television screen showed the attractor-plate moving a little, its operating face lifting slightly on the axis of its stalk as if it were turning like some grotesque sunflower towards its source of energy.
Automatic radar control had now taken over.
A moment later the automated system switched the power through, cutting out the lengthier processes of manual control as used in the final test of the day before. The red beam-ready lamp glowed brightly as the remaining fights dimmed. Kalitzkin, sweating more than ever with the emotion of the instant of action and imminent success to crown years of work, tensed into immobility as a tannoy clicked on and an excited voice announced in Russian, in what was practically a scream of triumph “The capsule has now re-entered the atmosphere and is within the Mazurov Beam.”
All eyes were now following the dials and radar screens and gauges; men with earphones clamped over their heads sat motionless, intent. Then the reports began to come over the tannoy again: “Capsule on descent course over Phoenix Islands in Pacific… speed normal… descent slowing now but probably under pull of drogue parachute only… no beam effect yet established. Jamming signals are being sent out by US stations but this is not effective.” There was a pause; the air was electric now with the tremendous tension, heady with a sense of achievement and consummation. Kalitzkin’s face held a look of ecstasy. He had fully expected a delay before the effect of the Mazurov Beam became apparent. This would take over very soon now — it took time for the re-set controls to overcome gravity and the high speed of fall, but everything in fact was going according to plan.
* * *
There had been a bright orange light outside the capsule as it streaked downward through the heat passage, where the temperature outside the heat shield stood at 3000 degrees Fahrenheit. The capsule had rocked and swayed, a horrible and violent motion, but Danvers-Marshall had managed to hold his gun steadily enough. Then, as the flare of orange had begun to diminish, Schuster knew the worst of the actual descent was over, that at least they were through the heat passage. Suddenly, his mind now freed to some extent of his technical concentration, he felt they might yet be able to get away with it. Below him in the Pacific he could see ships, ships that must surely be units of the American fleet, and islands — American islands, British islands. Apart from the enforced shift of splashdown rendezvous, nothing untoward had in fact happened… he gave a hoarse yell, “Wayne… oh boy, we’re going to make it — the Red bastards haven’t pulled it off after all!” Then he saw Wayne Morris’s face, the way his co-pilot’s eyes were staring at the cluttered instrument panel. He looked at the dials. His sudden ebullient feeling died and a cold fear gripped him. Everything was moving over, the whole of the control system was being reset before his eyes. This was the outside interference that Washington’s signal had suggested, the interference by radio or whatever it was… there was continuous radio jamming from somewhere, most probably the various tracking stations and the ships below, but that was having no effect whatever. Already the capsule was starting fractionally to alter its direction of fall. Desperately now, like MacAllister over the Kuriles, Schuster fought the controls, tried to bring them back to a proper descent for splashdown. It was no use; nothing was responding. Schuster tried his radio, found he was totally unable to transmit. He said flatly, “All right, so I was wrong. The bastards have us after all.” He swung round on Danvers-Marshall, his face working, demoniac. He stared into the Britisher’s gun.
Danvers-Marshall said, “You’re right, Greg. This is it. They’ve taken us over and we’re in the beam. Don’t try anything. Sit tight and we’ll be okay, I promise you that. If you try anything, I’ll shoot and chance it. You can’t stop them anyway, Greg. We’re in their hands now.”
* * *
The tannoy in the Kuriles control room had come up again, loud, excited, the voice hoarse. “Change of direction now apparent on radar,” and this was followed a split second later by a near-hysterical shout and the message, “Capsule slowing perceptibly in descent.” And then, "Capsule is now altering course definitely towards this base.”
Kalitzkin, with his eyes blazing strangely, turned on Shaw. “Start talking,” he ordered in a high voice. “At once, please!” He reached out towards the microphone switch, ready to flip it on. Shaw’s lips felt as dry as dust; he moistened them with his tongue, glancing across at Ingrid as he did so. Her body was taut, breasts rigid — but her eyes were telling him he must not speak. Rencke, grinning almost insanely, had his finger on the wheel of the butane-gas fighter. He flicked it into life and an ignited jet spurted out. He directed this at Ingrid’s body.
Shaw sweated.
Quite apart from what would happen to the girl if he tried anything, he knew he would never get a wrong word into the microphone. Kalitzkin was much too fly for that. Nevertheless, it was all he could hope to do now. Kalitzkin was getting impatient by this time. The Russian snapped, “You will speak instantly, Commander — instantly, I say!” Six paces away Rencke’s hand moved. The lighted jet singed Ingrid’s breast. She writhed, and, as the rough hands of the guards held her still, she gave a high, tearing scream.
* * *
Aboard the ships searching in the Pacific the radar sets had picked up the spacecraft and then had spotted the change in the capsule’s direction of descent. Urgent messages had been flashed immediately to Kennedy and to Washington, and the ships had steamed at full speed on a chase northwards, a chase that everyone knew in his heart would prove utterly futile.
From the White House orders went out for the nuclear missile crews to stand by for blast-off within the next few minutes. The general commanding Strategic Air Command already had his bombers launched towards their targets inside the Soviet Union and they were streaking on their pre-selected routes for positive control point, and the President was ready to send out the go-code, when Shaw came on the air from the Kuriles.
* * *
Shaw’s teeth had clamped down on his lip when that scream was torn from Ingrid. He said savagely, “All right, Rencke… you can stop that. I’ll talk.” This was the moment when he had to take a big chance; if he failed, no-one would be any the worse off for his having tried. War would come in any case — unless he could tell the West the truth about the innocent, official Communist leadership.
Kalitzkin snapped, “Talk first.”
“No. The flame off first or I won’t open my mouth. And any minute now it’s going to be too late… isn’t it, Kalitzkin?”
Kalitzkin’s face contorted but he gestured violently at Rencke. “Stop!” he shouted.
Reluctantly Rencke flipped the flame off. One of the armed guards, on Kalitzkin’s order, jabbed his submachine-gun into Shaw’s stomach. Kalitzkin reached again for the microphone switch. “At once!” he ordered, and flicked the switch.
Distinctly, and as rehearsed, Shaw said into the microphone, “This is Commander Shaw of British Defence Intelligence speaking to London and Washington. Hold everything. This message is vital. Call off all, repeat all, countermeasures. I have control of the diversion base.” His eyes flickered to Kalitzkin’s face and he spoke rapidly thereafter.
“The base is in—”
Kalitzkin, who had been watching him very closely, at once threw off the switch. The microphone died. Kalitzkin had seen the words forming on Shaw’s Ups; he had been quick, but Shaw was quicker — much quicker. He grabbed for the switch and the guard lunged out to stop his hand and that gave him his chance. Like lightning he changed direction and his fist came down in a vicious blow on the back of the man’s wrist. The gun went down and Shaw sent the man flying into Rencke, who staggered, cursing. Shaw bent for the dropped gun; the guards let go of Ingrid and swung their weapons on Shaw. As they opened fire he ducked and threw himself on Rencke, who still hadn’t fully recovered his balance. Shaw put a lock on the man and swung him across his body as a shield against the guns. By this time he was right in front of the central control unit and some of the bullets, before the firing stopped on Rencke’s screamed command, had smashed into the control mechanism. Glass splintered, flying everywhere around. Shaw dragged Rencke back bodily towards the computer-like control unit. The bullets, unfortunately, didn’t appear to have done any damage to any vital part of the system — everything looked as though it was functioning still. Somehow Shaw had to interrupt the process, do something — anything that would throw off the Mazurov Beam so that the men in the capsule could regain their control of Skyprobe, ditch safely in the Pacific and wait for recovery by the ships and helicopters on station. Rapidly he looked over the panel, at the dials and gauges and press-buttons.
He reached out towards a bank of the buttons.
Kalitzkin, his eyes wild now, saw the movement and shouted out, “No, no! Do not interfere — leave those instruments alone. You—”
Savagely Shaw jammed his fist down on the buttons. They went home with a series of clicks. There was a high caclde of maniac laughter from the Russian scientist, a hysterical sound that echoed the blazing hate and fury in the man’s eyes. At the same moment a high whine came from the control unit and the bright red beam-ready lamp above it began to increase its glow until it became unbearable to watch. Kalitzkin screamed out, “You fool, you have wrecked my whole plan! But to you, it is more than that! Do you know what you have done?”
Shaw, still holding Rencke fast, grinned into Kalitzkin’s face. “In broad outline, yes,” he snapped, “since you confirm I’ve wrecked the whole show! That’s good enough — isn’t it?”
Kalitzkin seemed incapable of further speech. Rencke answered for him, twisting his face around towards Shaw. “Perhaps it is good enough, Commander,” he said. “What you have done is to kill your spacemen. One of the buttons you pressed increases the heat-intensity of the Mazurov Beam so that as it penetrates the casing it raises the capsule’s interior to a temperature of around 4,000 degrees Fahrenheit.”
Shaw’s body jerked. “You mean—?”
“I mean exactly what I said, Commander.”
“You… bastards!” Shaw’s voice cracked. “Take off the heat, Rencke. Or you, Kalitzkin. Fast! Take it off — press the right button or I blow Rencke’s guts out!” Sweat — the sweat of horror, poured down his face.
Kalitzkin seemed to be on the verge of tears for what had happened to his plans. He burst out, “You fool, it is already too late — much too late. It was too late immediately you had done this thing!” Shaking, he moved for the control unit and depressed another of the buttons. One of those Shaw had depressed clicked back into ‘safe’ and the whining note and the intensity of the beam-ready lamp began to diminish slowly — much more slowly than they had come on. At that moment one of the guards started shooting again from behind the cover of the crowd of technicians. More bullets went past Shaw and smacked into the control unit — and suddenly the directional handwheel began spinning madly. It seemed to have gone completely crazy. This time something vital had been hit. Shaw glanced at the television screen. The beam-plate ha.d drooped tiredly on its stalk, as it had done on Kalitzkin’s order the day before, and the stalk itself, which was still at its maximum height from the ground, had taken a downward cant so that the beam was now directed right, back onto the earth of the island. And that beam was still alive — Shaw could see the furring effect on the plate and could hear that strange hailstorm noise. One of those last bullets, he thought dazedly, must have cut out the connections to the auto-control but left the power lines intact… something like that… a thousand pities that hadn’t happened before he’d been fool enough to interfere with the controls! He saw Kalitzkin coming for him now, his face mottled. Shaw, keeping his lock on Rencke, rammed the gun between his knees and met Kalitzkin with a right to the point of the jaw. The Russian, his mouth hanging open and the jaw smashed, staggered backwards, tripped, and crashed heavily into a bay carrying a number of high-voltage connections. As he did so there was a vivid flash, followed by a wild scream and then an acrid strench of burning flesh. Kalitzkin’s body twitched and gyrated for a moment and then hung inert, propped between two shattered insulators. The smell of burning increased. A sound of sheer terror came from the watching technicians. The power bay was in flames, the metal parts glowing red, and the compartment was filling with smoke that stung and tore at men’s eyes. By this time Ingrid had joined Shaw with Rencke’s gun, which she had got hold of in the general confusion when Shaw had put his lock on the Swiss.
The whole place was in utter pandemonium.
The technicians had deserted their useless sets and, joined by the armed guards, were screaming and fighting through the enveloping smoke, anxious only to get clear and away from the underground compartment before the whole base caught fire and trapped them. That sight of their leader frying to death in his own power bay, like an ox dangling from some sacrificial altar, had finally unnerved them and there was no thought whatever of running out the firefighting equipment that must surely be available. This was panic, red and raw.… Shaw began to move back towards the microphone, dragging Rencke with him. He hadn’t quite got there when from somewhere out of the smoke and the encroaching flames a disembodied voice came to him — from some radio receiver, a monitoring set, perhaps, that was still operating. The voice was American and it was hoarse and shocked and disbelieving.
It said, “Oh, God, we’ve lost the whole ball of wax. She’s a red-hot molten lump… those guys just fried, up there.” That was all; the set didn’t come alive again. Shaw’s face was white, drained of blood; his mind felt drained of emotion. He saw the sudden look of pity on Ingrid’s face and he thought dully, I’m all washed up now… they’d better find me a soft number back home, clerking in the Ministry. This is all the good I’ve been.…
* * *
Up in Skyprobe IV the end had been mercifully fast.
Schuster had very suddenly noticed a strange overheating of the air inside the capsule, something that almost at once became unbearable, and that was all. He and Wayne Morris and Danvers-Marshall had died before the instrument panel had begun to melt and the metal of the contour seats had started to run; they were already incinerated when, inside the next split second, the fuel cell went up and the spacecraft simply fell inwards. So they never knew about the final act and never knew that their bodies had been cremated or that their remains were now embedded for all time in the molten structure of their craft; for when the heat came off, the metal began to cool and the solid lump dropped, all forward motion gone now, dropped like a huge stone and went sizzling into the Pacific just beyond Howland Island.
* * *
Rencke had taken his chance when Shaw’s grip started to slacken after that American broadcast. The Swiss rammed his head backwards and took Shaw hard in the teeth, then tore away from his grasp, turned, and gave him a heavy knee-jab in the pit of his stomach. When Shaw had got his wind back Rencke had vanished out of the door, which was only just visible now through the clouds of smoke.
Ingrid took Shaw’s arm. She was choking. With tears running down her cheeks she said, “Smith, you could not know! You must not take any blame for yourself. At least you have stopped any secrets falling into these men’s hands. You must think of this, not of what happened up there.”
Unsteadily he said, “It’s no use. I killed them and that’s it.”
“Smith… you must not give up!”
“Don’t worry,” he said in a flat voice. “I won’t give up, not yet. I have to get you away from here, for one thing. Meanwhile, there’s something I have to see to. While I’m doing it, get dressed.”
As the girl started to pull on the Chinese clothing again, Shaw went back to the broadcaster he had used earlier and snapped the switch over; the transmitter might or might not be still alive but he had to try. Into the microphone he said, “This is Shaw calling… Shaw calling London and Washington from the Sea of Okhotsk. Believe me, I’m… sorry… for what happened. Desperately sorry.” His voice choked, then he went on more strongly, “This is vital. I urge immediate repeat immediate stand-down of all retaliatory measures. Base is in unidentified island inside the main Kurile group. I know this is Russian territory… but the Russian Government is definitely not repeat not concerned. I stress this. What happened was horrible… but it must not be made an excuse for a shooting war. Moscow has never been behind this. The man wholly responsible on his own initiative was the defecting Russian scientist Kalitzkin. I urge most strongly that the US and British Governments accept this without question, and that aircraft be flown in peacefully to the Kuriles soonest possible.”
Shaw let go the switch. His eyes streaming from the smoke he said to Ingrid, “At least I’ve helped to stop a war. Maybe. Now let’s get out of here.”
Her eyes were bright with more than the tears from the smoke as she came close and looked into his face. “Take care of yourself, Smith!” she said. “Pull yourself together. There is still Rencke.”
He nodded. “I know. I’ll take care — and of you too. Keep close, but keep behind me unless I tell you different. That’s an order.” He gave a bitter laugh. “You said once that you liked being taken charge of. I don’t know if I’m the one to do it, though.”
“Yes, Smith!” Her eyes searched his face. “Oh, Smith, you must not take this too badly—”
“Save your breath!” he snapped back at her. He took her arm, moved for the doorway. “Remember we haven’t got unlimited time if you want to fulfil your ambition to kill Rencke.”
They ran ahead through the smoke, and out of the blazing control room. They headed to their right, with the smoke pouring out behind them, running on round the deserted passage until they hit the steps leading upward to the fresh air and the biting cold. No-one had bothered to close the sealing doors at the top — no doubt the operator had run with the rest. As Shaw and the girl came out with the smoke billowing in their wake they saw the running men clearing the area as fast as they could go, the last of them streaming panic-stricken out of a gateway in the wire perimeter fence, possibly fearing some explosion down below that would rip the surface apart.
Behind the running technicians was the bulky figure of Rudolf Rencke.
Shaw called, “Rencke!”
Rencke looked back over his shoulder.
In the day’s full light his face was murderous. From somewhere he had got hold of another gun, a sub-machine-gun, and now, suddenly, he checked himself. He crouched, and fired in a swinging arc. Shaw grabbed Ingrid and pulled her to the ground. Bullets whistled past Shaw’s ears— Rencke was rattled now, too insanely furious to take good aim.
But a moment later, as Shaw took aim on him, he steadied up.
Shaw saw the pin-point of fire as Rencke’s gun jerked and almost simultaneously he felt the agonizing thuds as the bullets took him. He rolled over on the ground with both his shoulders shattered. Then his right knee-cap disappeared, splintered into fragments by another heavy bullet. Rencke stopped shooting then, and through a mask of pain Shaw watched Ingrid take up the gun he himself had dropped when his shoulders went. Her face was hard and tight and very determined. She fired with cool deliberation, avoiding by a miracle the bullets the Swiss was now sending across again, and she got Rencke in his gun-hand. Dropping the gun, the Swiss turned and ran.
Ingrid looked down at Shaw. “Now,” she said, “I am going to disobey orders. I shall be back. Do not worry. I am going to kill Rencke.”
He licked at his lips, felt his blood soaking into the earth. There was nothing he could do to stop her or help her. The girl disappeared from his field of vision and he heard the shooting. With a desperate effort he rolled over, forcing his pain-filled body on to his stomach so that he could watch. The girl was going like the wind, her long-legged, supple body easily outrunning the heavy Swiss. Now she had picked up Rencke’s sub-machine-gun… and she was shooting expertly. She was shooting, not to kill Rencke— but to deflect him from his path through the gateway and to urge him the way she wanted him to go, worrying him with lead like a dog driving a flock of sheep into a pen.
At first Shaw didn’t understand and then something dawned and in amazement he turned his head, painfully, to look at the vast, drooping beam-plate.
That was the way the girl was driving Rencke! Maybe when the Swiss had taken her from the cell that night he had told her about the Mazurov Beam’s odd magnetic side-effect. Maybe he’d have done that to scare her. Maybe… Shaw’s thoughts were verging, he felt, on delirium… maybe a girl could be threatened with being loaded down with metal and sucked into that magnetic field. But now the boot was on the other foot… it wasn’t going to work, though. Rencke wasn’t made of metal… maybe Ingrid just had an idea the beam per se would be enough to kill Rencke.
Rencke, as it happened, didn’t need to be made of metal anyway.
Suddenly the great plate shifted, shifted as Shaw watched, moving with a jolt to lean farther over on the drooping stalk, and after that everything seemed to happen at once. The heavy wire fence was now within the field of the Mazurov Beam — and the beam was still very much
alive. The treble-banked barricade ripped from out of the earth and streamed raggedly towards the plate, which was already drawing metal particles from the fresh stretch of ground on which it was now concentrated. The barbs of the fence missed Ingrid by inches but they gathered up Rencke, who went over as if hit by a tank.
Shaw almost forgot his pain.
Rencke, wrapped now in a cocoon of barbs, was being carried through the air towards the plate, fast. He was completely helpless, like a baby, unable to do anything to stop himself. And he was screaming… he was screaming from sheer terror and from the excruciating agony of the tight-bound wire barbs and of the millions of minute metal particles that went flinging across the space and drove into and through his protesting body. The screaming didn’t last long, however; it ended very abruptly when those particles pierced Rencke’s skull and drove through his brain. He was pierced like a pincushion in every square centimetre of his flesh and bone and sinew, and when finally he embedded soggily in the metal growth on the plate, he was no more than a shredded, bloodied mass of trembling and very dead flesh that quickly vanished as more and more metal was collected.
Shaw lost consciousness then.
Ingrid, still carrying the gun loosely in her hands, came back to him and knelt by his side on the cold, bare ground. “Smith,” she said. “Oh, Smith.…” She kissed his dead-white cheeks. Now, at last, the Kurilean fog was rolling in — thick whorls of vapour that seemed to grow from the earth and the surrounding sea to lift in ghostly wreaths to the sky. In a few minutes Ingrid couldn’t see the plate or its stalk. She did what she could for Shaw and then she sat by his side and they waited there for the Americans to come.
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