PROLOGUE
May 3rd, 1958.

If you could call a ten by six wooden box nounted on a four-wheel trailer an

office, then | was sitting in ny office. I'd been sitting there for four hours,
t he ear-phones were beginning to hurt and the darkness was comng in fromthe
swanps and the sea. But if | had to sit there all night, then | was going to do

just that: those ear-phones were the nost inportant thing in the world. They
were the only remining contact between nme and all the world held for ne.

Peter should have been within radio range three hours ago. It was a |ong haul
north from Barranquilla, but we'd nade that haul a score of tines before. Qur
three DCs were old but as nechanically perfect as unceasing care and neticul ous
attention could nake them Pete was a fine pilot, Barry a crack navigator, the
West Cari bbean forecast had been good and it was far too early in the season for
hurri canes.

There was no conceivabl e reason why they shouldn't |”ave been on the air hours
ago. As it was, they nust have already passed the poiat of nearest approach and
be drawing away to the north, towards Tanpa, their destination. Could they have
di sobeyed ny instructions to nake the | ong dog-leg by the Yucatan Strait and
flown the direct route over Cuba instead? Al sorts of unpleasant things could
happen to planes flying over war-torn Cuba those days. It seened unlikely, and
when | thought of the cargo they were carrying it seened inpossible. Were any
el ement of risk was concerned, Pete was even nore cautious and far-seeing than

nmysel f.

Over in the corner of my office on wheek a radio was playing softly. It was
tuned in to some English-speaking station and for the second tine that evening
sonme hill-billy guitar-player was singing softly of the death of nother or wfe
or sweetheart, | wasn't sure which. " My red rose has turned to white it was
called. Red for life and white for death. Red and white—the colours of the three
pl anes of our Trans-Carib Air Charter service. | was glad when the song stopped
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There was nothing much else in the office. A desk, two chairs, a filing cabinet
and the big R C. A receiver-transnmitter powered by a heavy T.R S. cable that ran
through the hole in the door and snaked across the grass and nud and one corner
of the tarnmac to the main terminal buildings. And there was a mrror. Elizabeth
had put that up the only time she'd ever been here and |'d never got around to
taking it down.

I looked in the mirror and that Was a m stake. Black hair, black brows, dark
bl ue eyes and a white strained haggard face to remind me how desperately worried

I was. As if | needed reninding. | |ooked away and stared out of the w ndow.
That was hardly any better. The only advantage was that | could no |onger see
myself. | certainly couldn't see anything else. Even at the best of times there

was little enough to see through that w ndow, just the ten enpty desolate niles
of flat swanpland stretching fromthe Stanley Field airport to Belize, but now
that the Honduras rainy season had begun, only that norning, the tiny tida

waves of water rolling endlessly down the single sheet of glass and the torn and
| owering and ragged hurrying clouds driving their slanting rain into the parched



and steaming earth turned the world beyond the window into a grey and mi sty
not hi ngness.

| tapped out our call sign. The sane result as the last five hundred tines I'd
tapped it. Silence. | altered the waveband to check that reception was stil
O K., heard a sw ft succession of voices, static, singing, mnmusic, and honed back
on our own frequency again.

The nost inportant flight the Trans-Carib Air Charter Co. had ever nade and
had to be stuck here in our tiny sub-office waiting endl essly for the spare
carburettor that never cane. And until | got it that red and white DC parked not
fifty yards away on the apron was about as useful to me right then as a pair of
sun- gl asses.

They' d have got off from Barranquilla, | was certain of that. |I'd had the first
news three days ago, the day |'d arrived here, and the coded cabl e had nade no
mention of any possible trouble. Everything highly secret, only three permanent
civil servants knew anything about it, Lloyd' s willing to carry the risk even
al t hough at one of the highest prem uns ever. Even the news, received in a radio
report, of an attenpted coup d' etat yesterday by pro-dictatorship elenents to
try to prevent the election of the Liberal Lleras
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hadn't concerned nme too nuch, for although all mlitary planes and interna
services had been grounded, foreign airlines had been excluded: with the state
of Col onbia's econony they couldn't afford to offend even the poorest
foreigners, and we just about qualified for that title

But I'd taken no chances. 1'd cabled Pete to take Elizabeth and John with him
If the wong elenments did get in on May 4th—that was to-norrow-and found out
what we'd done, the Trans-Carib Air Charter Co. would be for the high junp. But
fast. Besides, on the fabulous fee that was being offered for this one freight
haul to Tanpa .

The phones crackled in ny ears. Static, weak, but bang on frequency. As if
sonmeone was trying to tune in. | funbled for the volume switch, turned it to
maxi mum adj usted the band-switch a hair-line on either side and listened as |I'd
never |istened before. But nothing. No voices, no norse call sign, just nothing
| eased off one of the earphones and reached for a packet of cigarettes.

The radio was still on. For the third tine that evening, and less than fifteen
mnutes since I'd heard it |ast, soneone was again singing " My red rose has
turned to white."

I couldn't stand it any longer. | tore off the phones, crossed to the radio,
switched it off with a jerk that al nost broke the knob and reached for the
bottle under ny desk. | poured nyself a stiff one, then replaced the head-
phones.

"CQR calling O@s. OR calling CQ. Can you hear ne? Can you hear ne? Over."

The whi sky splashed across the desk, the glass fell and broke with a tinkling
crash on the wooden floor as | grabbed for the transmitter switch and
nmout hpi ece.

"CQS here, CQS herel™ | shouted. "Pete, is that you, Pete? Over."



" Me. On course, on time. Sorry for the delay." The voice was faint and
faraway, but even the flat nmetallic tone of the speaker couldn't rob it of its
ti ghtness, its anger.

"I"ve been sitting here for hours.” My own anger sounded through ny relief, and
I was no sooner conscious of it than ashaned of it. "Wat's gone wong, Pete?"

"This has gone wong. Sone joker knew what we had aboard. Or maybe he j ust
didn't like us. He put a squib behind the radio. The detonator went off, the
primer went off, but the charge—gelignite or T.N.T. or whatever—failed to
expl ode. Al nbst w ecked the radi o—tuckily Barry was
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carrying a full box of spares. He's only just managed to fix
it."

My face was wet and ny hands were shaking. So, when | spoke again, was ny
voi ce.

" You nean soneone planted a bonb? Soneone tried to blow the crate apart?"
" Just that."
"Anyone—anyone hurt?" | dreaded the answer.

" Relax, brother. Only the radio."

" Thank God for that. Let's hope that's the end of it."

" Not to worry. Besides, we have a watchdog now. A US. Arny Air Force plane
has been with us for the past thirty minutes. Barranquilla rmust have radi oed for
an escort to see us in." Peter laughed dryly. " After all, the Anericans have a
fair interest in this cargo we have aboard.™

"What kind of plane?" | was puzzled, it took a pretty good flier to nove two or
three hundred nmiles out into the GQulf of Mexico and pick up an incomng plane
wi thout any radio directional bearing. "Wre you warned of this?'"

" No. But not to worry-he's genuine, all right. W've just been talking to him
Knows all about us and our cargo. It's an old Miustang, fitted with |ong-range
tanks—a jet fighter couldn't stay up all this tine."

" 1 see." That was nme, worrying about nothing, as usual

"What's your course?"

" 040 dead."

"Position?"

He said sonething which | couldn't catch. Reception was deteriorating, static
ncreasi ng.



"Repeat, please?"

"Barry's just working it out. He's been too busy repairing the radio to
navi gate." A pause. He says two minutes."”

"Let ne talk to Elizabeth."
"Wlco."

Anot her pause, then the voice that was nore to ne than all the world. " Hallo,
darling. Sorry we've given you such a fright." That was Elizabeth. Sorry she'd
given me a fright: never a word of herself.

Are you all right? | nean, are you sure you're-----
" O course." Her voice, too, was faint and faraway, but the gaiety and the
courage and the |aughter would have cone through to nme had she been ten thousand
mles anay. " And we're alnost there. | can see the lights of |and
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ahead." A nonent's silence, then very softly, the faintest whisper of sound. "
I love you, darling."

"Trul y?"

Al ways, always, always."

| | eaned back happily in ny chair, relaxed and at ease at |ast, then jerked
forward, on ny feet, half-crouched over the transmtter as there cane a sudden
exclamation from Elizabeth and then the harsh, urgent shout from Pete.

"He's diving on us! The bastard's diving on us and he's opened fire. Al his
guns! He's coming straight----- "

The voi ce choked off in a bubbling, choking npban, a noan pierced and shattered
by a high-pitched fem nine cry of agony and in the sane instant of tinme there
cane to nme the staccato thunderous crash of expl oding cannon-shells that jarred
the ear-phones on ny head. Two seconds it ksted, if that. Then there was no nore
sound of gunfire, no nore npaning, no nore crying. Nothing

Two seconds. Only two seconds. Two seconds to take fromne all this life held
dear for me, two seconds to leave nme alone in an enpty and desol ate and
meani ngl ess worl d.

My red rose had turned to white.

May 3rd, 1958.

CHAPTER |
I don't quite know what | had expected the man behind the raised polished
mahogany desk to | ook |ike. Subconsciously, | suppose, |'d |ooked for himto

match up with those misconceptions forned by reading and filmgoing—n the far-
of f days when | had had tinme for such things—that had been as extensive as they
had been hopel essly unsel ective. The only pernissible variation in the



appearances of county court judges in the south-eastern United States, | had
come to believe, was in weight—some were dried-up, |ean and stringy, others
triple-jowed and built to match—but beyond that any departure from the norm was
unt hi nkabl e. The judge was invariably an elderly man: his uniform was a crunpled
white suit, off-white shirt, bootlace necktie and, on the back of his head, a
panama with col oured band: the face was usually red, the nose purplish, the
drooping tips of the silver-white Mark Twai n noustache stained with bourbon or

m nt -
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juleps or whatever it was they drank in those parts; the expression was usually
al oof, the bearing aristocratic, the nmoral principles high and the intelligence
only noderate

Judge Mollison was a big disappointment. He didn't natch up with any of the
speci fications except perhaps the noral principles, and those weren't visible.
He was young, clean-shaven, inpeccably dressed in a well-cut light grey tropica
worsted suit and ultra-conservative tie and, as for the mint-juleps, | doubt if
he'd ever as nmuch as | ooked at a bar except to wonder how he might close it. He
| ooked benign, and wasn't: he |ooked intelligent, and was. He was highly
intelligent, and sharp as a needle. And he'd pinned me now with this sharp
needle of his intelligence and was watching ne wiggle with a disinterested
expression that | didn't nmuch care for.
" Cotne, cone," he murrmured gently. " W are waiting for an answer, M.—-ah—
Chrysler." He didn't actually say that he didn't believe that ny name was
Chrysler, but if any of the spectators on the benches mi ssed his meaning they
shoul d have stayed at hone. Certainly the bunch of round-eyed schoolgirls,
courageously collecting credit marks for their civics course by venturing into
this atnmosphere of sin and vice and iniquity, didn't mss it: neither did the
sad- eyed dark-blonde girl sitting quietly on the front bench and even the big
bl ack ape-like character sitting three benches behind her seened to get it. At
| east the broken nose beneath the negligible clearance between eyebrows and
hairline seemed to twitch. Maybe it was just the flies. The court-room was ful
of them | thought sourly that if appearances were in any way a reflection of
character he ought to be in the box while | was bel ow watching him 1 turned
back to the judge.

" That's the third tinme you ve had trouble in renenbering ny nane, Judge,"
said reproachfully. " By and by some of the nore intelligent citizens listening
here are going to catch on. You want to be nore careful, ny friend."

" 1 am not your friend." Judge Mllison's voice was precise and |egal and he
sounded as if he nmeant it. " And this is not a trial. There are no jurors to
influence. This is only a hearing, M.—-ah—-€hrysler."

" Chrysler. Not ah-Chrysler. But you're going to make dammed certain that there
will be atrial, won't you, Judge?"

" You would be advised to nmind both your |anguage and your manners," the judge
said sharply. " Don't forget | have
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the power to remand you in gaol—+ndefinitely. Once again, your passport. \Were
is it?"



" |1 don't know. Lost, | suppose.”
"Wher e?"
" 1f | knew that it wouldn't be |ost."

" W are aware of that," the judge said dryly. " But if we could |ocalise the
area we could notify the appropriate police stations where it might have been
handed in. Wen did you first notice you no |onger had your passport and where
were you at the tinme?"

" Three days ago—and you know as well as | do where | was at the tinme. Sitting
in the dining-roomof the La Contessa Mtel, eating ny dinner and m nding ny own
busi ness when WIld Bill Hi ckok here and his posse junped ne." | gestured at the
di m nutive al paca-coated sheriff sitting in a cane-bottonmed chair in front of
the judge's bench and thought that there could be no height barriers for the |aw
enforcenent officers of Marble Springs: the sheriff and his el evator shoes
t oget her coul dn't have topped five feet four. Like the judge, the sheriff was a
bi g di sappointnent to ne. Wiile | had hardly expected a WIld Wst |awman
conplete with Frontier Colt | had | ooked for sonmething |ike either badge or gun.
But no badge, no gun. None that | could see. The only gun in sight in the court-
house was a short-barrelled Colt revolver stuck in the holster of the police
of ficer who stood behind and a couple of feet to the right of ne.

" They didn't junp you," Judge Ml lison was saying patiently. "They were
| ooking for a prisoner who had escaped from the nearby canp of one of our state
convict road forces. Marble Springs is a small town and strangers easily
identifiable. You are a stranger. It was natural ----- "

"Natural!" 1 interruped. "Look, Judge, |'ve been talking to the gaoler. He says
the convict escaped at six o'clock in the afternoon. The Lone Ranger here picks
me up at eight. Was | supposed to have escaped, sawed off ny irons, had a bath,
shanpoo, manicure and shave, had a tailor neasure and fit a suit for ne, bought
undercl ot hes, shirt and shoes----- "

"Such things have happened before," the judge interrupted. "
with a gun or club------

A desperate man,

"—and grown ny hair three inches longer all in the spac* of two hours?" |
fini shed.
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"It was dark in there, Judge----- " the sheriff began, but

Moi | i son waved himto silence.

"You objected to being questioned and searched. Wy?"

" As | said | was minding nmy own business. | was in a respectable restaurant,

giving offence to no one. And where | cone froma nman doesn't require a state
permt to enable himto breathe and wal k around. "



"He doesn't here either,"” the judge said patiently. "All they wanted was a
driver's licence, insurance card, social-security card, old letters, any neans
of identification. You could have conplied with their request.”

"I was willing to."

" Then why this?" The judge nodded down at the sheriff. | followed his glance
Even when 1'd first seen himin the La Contessa the sheriff had struck nme as
bei ng something | ess than good-1ooking and | had to admit that the |arge
pl asters on his forehead and across the chin and the coner of the nouth did
nothing to inprove him

"What el se do you expect?" | shrugged. "When big boys start playing ganes
little boys should stay honme with Mdther." The sheriff was half-way out of his
seat, eyes narrowed and ivory-knuckled fists gripping the cane arns of his
chair, but the judge waved him back inpatiently. " The two gorillas he had with
him started roughing ne up. It was sel f-defence."

If they assaulted you," the judge asked acidly, how do you account for the
fact that one of the officers is still in hospital with damaged knee |iganents
and the other has a fractured cheekbone, while you are still unmarked?"

" Qut of training, Judge. The state of Florida should spend nore nobney on
teaching its law officers to | ook after thenselves. Maybe if they ate fewer
hanburgers and drank | ess beer----- "

" Be silent!" There was a brief interval while the judge seened to be regaining
control of hinmself, and | |ooked round the court again. The schoolgirls were
still goggl e-eyed, this beat anything they'd ever had in their civics classes
before: the dark-blonde in the front seat was |ooking at ne with a curious half-
puzzl ed expression on her face, as if she were trying to work out sonething:
behind her, his gaze lost in infinity, the man with the broken nose chewed on
the stunp of a dead cigar with machine-like regularity: the court reporter
seened asl eep: the attendant at the door surveyed
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the scene with an A ynpian detachnment: beyond him through the open door,
could see the harsh glare of the |late afternoon sun on the dusty white street
and beyond that again, glinpsed through a straggling grove of pal nettos, the
twinkling ripple of sunlight reflecting off the green water of the Qulf of
Mexico. . . . The judge seened to have recovered his conposure

" We have established," he said heavily, " that you are trucul ent,
i ntransigent, insolent and a man of violence. You also carry a gun—a snall-bore
Liliiput, | believe it is called. | could already commt you for contenpt of
court, for assaulting and obstructing constables of the law in the course of the
performance of their duties and for being in illegal possession of a |ethal
weapon. But | won't." He paused for a nmonent, then went on: " W wll have nuch
nore serious charges to prefer against you."

The court reporter opened one eye for a nonent, thought better of it and
appeared to go to sleep again. The man with the broken nose renoved his cigar,
examned it, replaced it and resuned his nethodi cal chanping. | said nothing

VWere were you before you cane here?" the judge asked abruptly.



" St. Catherine."

"I didn't nmean that, but—well, how did you arrive here from St. Catherine?"

By car."
"Describe it—and the driver."

"Green sal oon—sedan, you'd call it. Mddl e-aged businessnman and his wife. He
was grey, she was bl onde.™

"That's all you can remenber?" Ml lison asked politely.

"That's all."

" | suppose you realise that description would fit a mllion couples and their
cars?"

You know how it is," | shrugged. When you're not expecting to be questioned
on what you've seen you don't bother----- "

" Quite, quite." He could be very acid, this judge. " Qut of state car, of
course?"

Yes. But not of course."

Newly arrived in our country and already you know how to identify licence
plates of------ "

He said he came from Philadelphia. | believe that's out of state.”
14
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The court reporter cleared his throat. The judge quelled himwith a cold stare
then turned back to ne.

"And you cane to St. Catherine from----7?"

M am . "
"Sane car, of course?"
"No. Bus."

The judge | ooked at the clerk of the court, who shook his head slightly, then
turned back to ne. His expression was less than friendly.

" You're not only a fluent and barefaced liar, Chrysler "—he'd dropped the "
Mster" so | assuned the time for courtesies was past— but a carel ess one.
There's no bus service fromMam to St. Catherine. You stayed the previous
night in Mani?"

| nodded.



" In a hotel,'
of that hotel ?"

he went on. " But, of course, you will have forgotten the nane

" Well, as a matter of fact----- "

" Spare us." The judge held up his hand.. " Your effrontery passes all linmits
and this court will no longer be trifled with. W have heard enough. Cars,
buses, St. Catherine, hotels, Mam —+ties, all lies. You' ve never been in M ani

in your life. Wiy do you think we kept you on remand for three days?"

You tell ne," | encouraged him

" 1 shall. To make extensive inquiries. W' ve checked with the inmgration
authorities and every airline flying into Manm . Your nane wasn't on any
passenger or aliens list, and no one answering to your description was seen that
day. You would not be easily overl ooked."

I knew what he neant, all right. | had the reddest hair and the bl ackest
eyebrows |'d ever seen on anyone and the conbination was rather startling. 1'd
got used to it nyself, but | had to admit it took a bit of getting used to. And
when you added to that a permanent |linp and a scar that ran fromthe coner of ny
right brow to the I obe of ny right ear—well, when it cane to identification, I
was the answer to the policeman's prayer
" As far as we can discover," the judge went on coldly, "you've spoken the
truth once. Only once." He broke off to |look at the youth who had just opened
the door leading to some chanbers in the rear, and lifted his eyebrows in
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fractional interrogation. No inpatience, no irritation: all very calm Judge
Mol I'i son was no pushover.

"This just canme for you, sir,
Radi o nessage. | thought----- "

the boy said nervously. He showed an envel ope.

"Bring it here." The judge gl anced at the envel ope, nodded at no one in
particular, then turned back to ne.

" As | say, you told the truth just once. You said you had come here from
Havana. You did indeed. You left this behind you there. In the police station
where you were being held for interrogation and trial." He reached into a drawer
and held up a small book, blue and gold and white. "Recognise it?"

" A British passport,” | said calmy. " | haven't got tel escopic eyes but |
assunme that it must be nmine otherwi se you wouldn't be making such a song and
dance about it. If you had it all the tine, then why----- ?"

"W were nerely trying to discover the degree of your mendacity, which is
pretty well conplete, and your trustworthiness, which does not appear to exist."
He | ooked at nme curiously. "Surely you must know what this neans: if we have the
passport, we have rmuch el se besides. You appear unnoved. You're a very cooO
custonmer, Chrysler, or very dangerous: or can it be that you are just very
st upi d?"

" What do you want me to do?" | asked. " Faint?"



"Qur police and immgration authorities happen, for the nonment at |east, to be
on very good ternms with their Cuban colleagues.” He m ght never have heard ny
interjection. " Qur cables to Havana have produced much nmore than this passport:
"t hey have produced nuch interesting information.

" Your nanme is not Chrysler, it's Ford. You have spent two and a half years in
the West Indies, and are well known to the authorities in all of the principa
i sl ands. "

Fanme, Judge. Wen you've as many friends-----

" Notoriety. Served three minor prison sentences in two years." Judge Mllison
was skimm ng through a paper he had in his hand. " No known neans of support
except three nonths working as consultant to a Havana salvage and diving firm"
He | ooked up at ne. "And in what—ah—capacity did you serve this firn®"

"1 told 'em how deep the water was."

He regarded me thoughtfully then returned to his paper.
"Associ ate of crimnals and snugglers,” he went on.
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" Chiefly of crimnals known to be engaged in the stealing and snuggling of
preci ous stones and netal Known to have fomented, or attenpted to fonent, [|abour
troubles in Nassau and Manzanillo, for ends suspected to be other than
political. Deported from San Juan, Haiti and Venezuel a. Declared persona nan
grata in Janamica and refused | anding pernmt in Nassau, Bahamas." He broke off
and |l ooked at ne. " A British subject—and not even welcone in British
territories.”

" Sheer prejudice, Judge."

" You have, of course, nade an illegal entry into the United States." Judge
Mol lison was a difficult man to knock off his stride. " How, | don't pretend to
know—t happens constantly in those parts. Probably by Key West and a |anding at
ni ght somewhere between Port Charlotte and here. It doesn't matter. And so now,
in addition to assaulting officers of the law and carrying a gun w t hout
declaring it or possessing a licence for it, you can be charged with illega
entry. A man with your record could collect a stiff sentence for those, Ford

"However, you won't. Not here, at least. | have consulted with the state
immgration authorities and they agree with ne that what best neets the case is
deportation: we wish no part of any person like you. W understand from the
Cuban authorities that you broke custody while being held on a charge of
inciting violence among dockworkers and on a further alleged charge of attenpted
shooting of the policenan who arrested you. Such offences carry heavy penalties
in Cuba. The first charge is not an extraditable offence and on the second we
have had no demand from the conpetent authorities. However, as | say, we intend
to work not under extradition |aws but deportation |aws—and we're deporting you
to Havana. The proper authorities will be there to neet your plane when it |ands
t o- morrow norni ng.'



| stood still and said nothing. The court-roomwas very quiet. Presently I
cleared ny throat and said, " Judge, | think that's downright unkind of you."
" It depends on the point of view," he said indifferently. He rose to go
caught sight of the envel ope the youth had brought in and said: "No, wait a
nonent," and sat down again, slitting open the envelope. He smled bleakly at ne
as he extracted the flimsy sheets of paper.

We thought we would ask Interpol to find out what was
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known about you in your own country, although I hardly think now there will be
any further useful information. W have all we want. . . . No, no, | thought
not, nothing fresh here, not known ... no longer listed. Wait a ninute though!"

The calm | eisured voice rose to a sudden shout that brought the somol ent
reporter jack-in-the-box bolt upright and sent himscurrying after note-book and
pen that had spilled over the floor. " Wit a minute!"

He turned back to the first page of the cable.

"37b Rue Paul -Valery, Paris,” he read rapidly. "Your request received, etc
etc. Regret informyou no crimnal listed in rotary card index under name of
John Chrysler. Could be any of four others under alias, but unlikely:

i dentification inpossible without cephalic index and fingerprints.

" Remarkabl e resenbl ance from your description to the |late John Montague
Tal bot. Reasons for your request and demand for urgency unknown but encl osed
pl ease find summari sed copy of salient features of Talbot's life. Regret unable
hel p you further, etc.

" John Mntague Tal bot. Height 5 feet 11 inches, weight 185 |b., deep red hair
parted far over on left side, deep blue eyes, heavy black brows, knife scar
above right eye, aquiline nose, exceptionally even teeth. Carries |eft shoul der
percepti bly higher than right owing to fairly severe linp."

The judge | ooked at ne and | |ooked out the door: | had to adnmit the
description was not at all bad.

" Date of birth unknown, probably early 1920's. Place of birth unknown. No
record of war career. G aduated Manchester University 1948 with B.Sc. in-
engi neering. Enployed for three years by Siebe, Gornan & Co." He broke off,
| ooked sharply at ne. "Wo are Siebe, Gorman & Co.?"

" Never heard of them"
" O course not. But | have. Very well-known European engineering firm

speci alising, anong other things, in all types of diving equipnment. Ties in
rather neatly with your enploynment with a salvage and diving firmin Havana
doesn't it?" He obviously didn't expect an answer, for he carried on reading at
once.

" Specialised in salvage and deep-water recovery. Left Siebe Gorman, joined
Dutch salvage firm from which disnmissed after eighteen nonths foll ow ng
inquiries into whereabouts of two nissing 28-1b. ingots worth 60,000 dollars
sal -
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vaged by firmin Bonbay Harbour from the weck of the amunition and treasure
ship Fort Strikene which blew up there 14th April, 1944. Returned Engl and,
joined Portsmouth salvage and diving firm associated with ' Corners' Moran,
notorious jewellery thief, during salvage work on the Nantucket Light which sank
off the Lizard, June 1955, carrying valuable cargo di anobnds from Amsterdam to
New York. Salvaged jewels to the value of 80,000 dollars were found to be

m ssing. Tal bot and Mran traced to London, arrested, escaped from police wagon
when Tal bot shot police officer with snall conceal ed automatic. Police officer
subsequently died."

I was leaning far forward now, ny hands gripped tightly on the edge of the box.
Every eye was on nme but | had eyes only for the judge. There wasn't a sound to
be heard in that stuffy court-room except the drowsy nurrmur of flies high up
near the ceiling and the soft sighing of a big overhead fan.

"Tal bot and Moran finally traced to riverside rubber warehouse.” Judge Ml lison
was reading slowy now, alnost haltingly, as if he had to take time to
appreci ate the significance of what he was saying. " Surrounded, ignored order
to surrender. For two hours resisted all attenpts by police armed with guns and
tear-gas bonbs to overcone them Follow ng explosion, entire warehouse swept by
uncontrollable fire of great intensity. ASl1 exits guarded but no attenpt at
escape. Both nmen perished in fire. Twenty-four hours later firenmen found no
trace of Mdran—believed to have been alnpst conpletely incinerated. Talbot's
charred remains positively identified by ruby ring worn on left hand, brass
buckl es of shoes and German 4.25 automatic which he was known to carry
habitually. . . ."

The judge's voice trailed off and he sat in silence several nonents. He | ooked
at nme, wonderingly, as if unable to credit what he saw, blinked, then slowy
swi velled his gaze until he was looking at the little man in the cane chair.

"A 4.25 mm gun, Sheriff? Have you any idea------ ?"

" 1 do." The sheriff's face was cold and mean and hard and his voice exactly
mat ched his expression. " Wat we call a .21 automatic, and as far as | know
there's only one of that kind nade—a German ' Lilliput'."

"Whi ch was what the prisoner was carrying when you arrested him" It was a
statenent, not a question. "And
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he's wearing a ruby ring on his left hand." The judge shook his head again,
then | ooked at me for a long, long noment: you could see that disbelief was
slowy giving way to inescapable conviction. "The |eopard—the crimnal |eopard—
never changes his spots. Wanted for nurder—perhaps two nurders: who knows what
you did to your acconplice in that warehouse? It was his body they found, not
your s?"

The court was hushed and shocked and still: a falling pin would have had the
| ot airborne.



"A cop-killer." The sheriff licked his lips, |ooked up at Mllison and repeated
the words in a whisper. " A cop-killer. Hell swing for that in England, won't

he, Judge?"

The judge was on bal ance agai n.

"It's not within the jurisdiction of this court to-----

" Water!" The voice was mine, and even to ny own ears it sounded no nore than a

croak. | was bent far over the side of the box, swaying slightly, propped up by
one hand while | nopped ny face with a handkerchief held in the other. I'd had

plenty of tine to figure it out and |I think I |ooked the way | think | ought to
have | ooked. At least, | hoped | did. " I—+ think I"'mgoing to pass out. Is

t here—s there no water?"

"Wat er?" The judge sounded hal f-inpatient, half-synpathetic. "I'm afraid
there's no------

" Over there," | gasped. | waved weakly to a spot on the other side of the
of ficer who was guarding ne. " Pl ease!"

The policeman turned away—'d have been astonished if he hadn't—and as he
turned | pivoted on both toes and brought nmy |eft arm whipping across just bel ow
wai st |l evel —three inches higher and that studded and heavily brass-buckl ed belt
he wore around bis middle would have left nme needing a aew pair of knuckles. His
expl osive grunt of agony was still echoing through the shocked stillness of the
court-room when | spun himround as he started to fall, snatched the heavy Colt
fromhis holster and was waving it gently around the room even before the
poli ceman had struck the side of the box and slid, coughing and gasping
painfully for air, to the wooden fl oor.

I took in the whole scene with one swift sweeping glance. The nan with the
broken nose was staring at ne with an expression as near anmazenent as his
primtive features could register, his nouth fallen open, the mangled stub of
his cigar clinging inpossibly to the corner of his lower |lip. The
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girl with the dark-blonde hair was bent forward, w de-eyed, her hand to her
face, her thunb under her chin and her fore-finger crooked across her nouth. The
judge was no * longer a judge, he was a waxen effigy of hinself, as notionless
in his chair as if he had just conme fromthe scul ptor's hands. The clerk, the
reporter, the door attendant were as rigid as the judge, while the group of
school -girls and the elderly spinster in charge were as goggl e-eyed as ever, but
the curiosity had gone fromtheir faces and fear stepped in to take its place:
the teenager nearest ne had her eyebrows arched high up into her forehead and
her lips were trenbling, she |ooked as if she were going to start weeping or
screaning any nonent. | hoped, vaguely, that it wasn't going to be screaning
then an instant later | realised that it didn't matter for there was likely
going to be a great deal of noise in the very near future indeed. The sheriff
hadn't been so unarnmed as | had supposed: he was reaching for his gun.

H s draw was not quite the clean swift blurring action to which the cinema of
nmy youth had accustonmed nme. The long flapping tails of M al paca coat inpeded



his hand and he was further hindered by the arm of his cane chair. Fully four
seconds el apsed before he reached the butt of his gun

"Don't do it, Sheriff!"™ | said quickly. "This cannon in nmy hand is pointing
right at you."

But the little man's courage, or fool hardi ness, seened to be an inverse
proportion to his size. You could tell by his eyes, by the |lips ever so slightly
drawn back over the tightly clanped tobacco-stained teeth, that there was going
to be no stopping him Except in the only possible way. At the full stretch of
ny arm | raised the revolver until the barrel was level with nmy eyes—this
busi ness of dead-eye Dan snapshooting fromthe hip is strictly for the birds—and
as the sheriff's hand cane clear of the folds of his jacket | squeezed the
trigger. The reverberating boom of that heavy Colt, nagnified many tinmes by the
confining walls of that small court-house, quite obliterated any other sound
Whet her the sheriff cried out or the bullet struck his hand or the gun in his
hand no one could say: all we could be sure of was what we saw, and that was the
sheriff's right arm and whole right side jerking convul sively and the gun
spi nning backwards to land on a table hiches from the note-book of the startled
reporter.

Already ny Colt was |lined up on the nman at the door.
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"Conme and join us, friend," | invited. "You look as if you m ght be having
i deas about fetching help." | waited till he was halfway down the aisle then
whirled round quickly as | heard a scuffling noise behind ne.

There had been no need for haste. The policeman was on his feet, but that was
all that could be said for him He was bent al nost doubl e, one hand cl utching
his mdriff, the knuckles of the other all but brushing the floor: he was
whoopi ng violently, gasping for the breath to ease the pain in his body. Then he
slowy straightened to a crouched stooping position, and there was no fear in
his face, only hurt and anger and shanme and a do-or-die determ nation.

" Call off your watchdog, Sheriff," | said curtly. "
real bad next tinme."

He's liable to get hurt

The sheriff glared at me venonously and spat out one single unprintable word.
He was hunched in his chair, left hand tightly gripping his right wist: he gave
every inpression of a man too preoccupied with his own hurt to worry about any
damage to others.

"G ve nme that gun!" the policenman demanded hoarsely. His throat seened to be
constricted, he had difficulty in forcing out even those few words. He had taken
one lurching step forward and was no nore than six feet away. He was only a kid,
hardly a day over twenty-one.

"Judge!" | said urgently.

" Don't do it, Donnelly'" Judge Ml lison had shaken off the first nunbing
shock. " Don't da it! That man's a killer. He's got nothing to lose by killing
again. Stay where you are."

"Gve nme that gun."” Judge Mol lison mght have been talking to hinmself for al
the effect his words had had. Donnelly's voice was wooden, unenotional, the



voi ce of a man whose decision lies so far behind himthat it is no |onger a
deci sion but the sole obsessive reason for his existence

Stay where you are, sonny," | said quietly. Li ke the judge said, | have
nothing to | ose. Take another step forward and |I'm going to shoot you in the
thi gh. Have you any idea what a soft-nosed |owvelocity |ead bullet does,

Donnel ly? If it gets your thigh-bone it'll smash it so badly that you'll be like
me and walk with a linp for the rest of your life: if it gets the fenoral artery
you'll like as not bleed to death before—you fool!"

For the second tine the court-room shook to the sharp
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crack and the hollow reverberations of the Colt. Donnelly was on the fl oor,

both hands gripped round his lower thigh, staring up at ne with an expression
compounded of inconprehensi on and dazed di sbelief,

" W've all got to learn sonetime,” | said flatly. | glanced at the doorway,
the shots were bound to have attracted attention, but there was no one there
Not that | was anxious on this point: apart fromthe two constabl es—both of them

temporarily unfit for duty—who had junped ne at the La Contessa, the sheriff and
Donnel ly constituted the entire police force of Marble Springs. But even so
delay was as foolish as it was dangerous.

"You won't get far, Talbot!" The sheriff's thin-1lipped nmouth twi sted itself

i nt o exaggerated novenents as he spoke through tightly clenched teeth. "™ Wthin
five mnutes of you |eaving, every law officer in the county will be [ooking for
you: within fifteen mnutes the call will be state-wi de." He broke off, w ncing,

as a spasmof pain twisted his face, and when he | ooked at me again his
expression wasn't pretty. " The call's going out for a nurderer, Talbot, an

arned nmurderer: they'll have orders to shoot on sight and shoot to kU ."
" Look, now, Sheriff------ " the judge began, but got no
further.

"Sorry, Judge. He's nmine." The sheriff |ooked down at the policeman |vying
groaning on the floor. " The nonent he took that gun he stopped being your
business. . . . You better get going, Talbot: you won't have far to run."

"Shoot to kill, eh?" | said thoughtfully. | |ooked round the court. " No, no
not the gentlenen—they might start getting death or glory ideas about having
nmedal s pi nned on them "

" What the hell you talking about?" 'the sheriff demanded
" Nor the young | adies of the high school. Hysteria . . ." | nurnured. | shook
nmy head then | ooked at the girl with the dark-blonde hair. " Sorry, mss, it'll
have to be you."

"What -what do you nean?" Maybe she was scared, maybe she was just acting
scared. " Wat do you want? "



You. You heard what the Lone Ranger said—as soon as the cops see ne they're
going to start shooting at everything in sight. ¢« But they wouldn't shoot at a
girl, especially not at one as good |ooking as you. I'min a jam mss, and |
need an insurance policy. You're it. Cone on."
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"Dam it, Talbot, you can't do that!" Judge Mllison sounded hoarse
frightened. " An innocent girl. You'd put her life in danger-----

" Not ne," | pointed out. I f anybody's going to put her life in danger it'l]I
be the friends of the sheriff here.”

" But—but Mss Ruthven is ny guest. |I—+ invited her here this afternoon to-----

" Contravention of the ruies of the old southern hospitality. | know Emly
Post woul d have sonmething to say about this." | caught her by the arm pulled
her none too gently to her feet and outside into the aisle. " Hurry up, mss, we

haven' t------

I dropped her arm and took one long step up the aisle, clubbed pistol already
reversed and swi nging. For sonme tine now |'d had ny eye on the broken-nosed
character three seats behind the girl and the play and shift of expression
across the broken | andscape of his Neanderthalic features as he struggled to
arrive at and finally nmake a decision couldn't have been nore clearly indicated
by ringing bells and coloured |ights.

He was al nost vertical and halfway out into the aisle, with his right hand
reachi ng deep under the lapel of his coat when the butt end of ny Colt caught
his right elbow The inpact jarred even ny armso | could only guess what it did
to his: quite a lot, if his angui shed how and sudden collapse back into the
bench were any criterion. Maybe |'d m sjudged the man, naybe he'd only been
reaching for another cigar; that would teach himnot to carry a cigar-case under
his left armpit.

He was still naking a great deal of noise when |I hobbled ny way swiftly up the
aisle, pulled the girl out into the porch, slamed the door and |ocked it. That
would only give ne ten seconds, fifteen at the nost, but it was all | needed. |

grabbed the girl's hand and ran down the path to the street.

There were two cars parked by the kerb. One, an open Chevrolet without any
of ficial markings, was the police car in which the sheriff, Donnelly and | had
arrived at the court, the other, presumably Judge Mllison's, a lowbuilt Stude-
baker Hawk. The judge's |ooked to be the faster car of the two, but npst of
these Anmerican cars had automatic drive controls with which | was quite
unfam liar: | didn't know how to drive a Studebaker and the tine it would take
me to find out could b&reg; fatal. On the other hand, | did know how
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to operate the autonmatic drive on a Chevrolet. On the way up to the court-house
I'd sat up front beside the sheriff, who drove, and | hadn't mi ssed a nove he

made.

" CGet inl" | nodded ny head in the direction of the police car. "Fast!"



| saw her open the door out of a corner of an eye while | spared a few nonments
for the Studebaker. The quickest and nost effective way of imobilising any car
is by smashing its distributor. | spent three or four seconds hunting for the
bonnet catch before |I gave it up and turned my attention to the front tyre
nearest ne. Had it been a tubeless tyre and had | been carrying ny usua
automatic, the small-calibre steel-jacketed bullet mght have failed to nake
nore than a tiny hole, no sooner nmade than sealed: as it was, the nushroom ng
Colt bullet split the sidewall w de open and the Studebaker settled with a heavy

bunp.

The girl was already seated in the Chevrolet. Wthout bothering to open the
door | vaulted over the side into the driving-seat, took one swift glance at the
dashboard, grabbed the white plastic handbag the girl held in her |ap, broke the
catch and ripped the material in ny hurry to open it, and enptied the contents
on the seat beside nme. The car keys were on the top of the pile, which neant
she'd shoved themright to the bottom of her bag. |'d have taken | ong odds that
she was good and scared, but |onger odds still that she wasn't terrified

" | suppose you thought that was clever?" | switched on the notor, pressed the
automatic drive button, released the handbrake and gunned the notor so savagely
that the rear tyres spun and whined furiously on the |oose gravel before getting
traction. " Try anything |ike that again and you'll be sorry. Regard that as a
prom se."

| ama fairly experienced driver and where road-hol ding and handling are
concerned I am no admirer of American cars: but when it canme to straight-forward
accel eration those big V-8 engines could nake the average British and European
sports nodels look silly. The Chevrolet |leapt forward as if it had been fitted
with a rocket-assisted take-off —+ suspected that being a police car it mght
have had a hotted-up engine—and when |'d straightened it up and had tine for a
fast ook in the mrror we were a hundred yards away from the court-house: | had
time only for a glinpse of the judge and the sheriff running out on to the road,
staring

Fear is the Key 25

after the Chevrolet, before a sharp right-angle bend cane sweepi ng towards us:
a quick twist of the wheel to the right, a four-wheel drift, the back end

br eaki ng away, another twi st of the wheel to the left and then, still
accel erating, we were clear of the town limts and heading into the open
country.

CHAPTER 11

W were heading al nbst due north along the highway, a white and dusty ribbon of
road built up several feet above the level of the surrounding |and. Away to our
left the Gulf of Mexico glittered and twi nkled |ike an opal escent enerald under
the broiling sun. Between the road and the sea was a flat uninteresting belt of
| ow mangrove coast, to our right swanpy forests not of palnms or palnettos as |
woul d have expected to find in those parts but pine, and disheartened-I| ooking
scrub pine at that.

I wasn't enjoying the ride. | was pushing the Chev along as fast as | dared
and the soft sw nging suspension gave nme no feeling of security at all. | had no
sun- gl asses, and even though the sun was not directly in ny face the savage
glare of sub-tropical light off that road was harsh and hurtful to the eyes. It

was an open car, but the w ndscreen was so big and deeply curved that we got



al nrost no cooling benefit at all fromthe wind whistling by our ears at over
eighty miles an hour. Back in the court-room the shade tenperature had been
close on a hundred: what it was out here in the open | couldn't even begin to
guess. But it was hot, furnace hot: | wasn't enjoying the ride

Neither was the girl beside ne. She hadn't even bothered to replace the stuff
I'd enmptied out of her bag, just sat there with her hands clasped tightly
toget her. Now and again, as we took a fast corner, she reached out to grab the
upper edge of the door but otherwi se she'd made no novenent since we'd |eft
Marbl e Springs except to tie a white bandanna over her fair hair. She didn't

once look at nme, | didn't even know what col our her eyes were. And she certainly
didn't once speak to ne. Once or twice | glanced at her and each tinme she was
staring straight ahead, |ips conpressed, face pale, a faint red patch burning

high up in her left cheek. She was
26
Fear is the Key

still scared, maybe nore scared than ever. Maybe she was wondering what was
going to happen to her. | was wondering about that myself.

Eight mles and eight mnutes out of Marble Springs the expected happened.
Sonebody certainly seemed to have thought and noved even faster.

The expected was a road-block. It cane at a point where sone enterprising firm
had built up the land to the right of the road with crashed stone and coral

asphalted it and built a filling station and drivers' pull-up. Right across the
road a car had been drawn up, a big black police car—+f the two pivoting
searchlights and the big red " STOP " light were not enough, the eight-inch

white-lettered " POLICE " sign would have renpved a&sect; doubt. To the left,
just beyond the nose of the police car, the land dropped sharply four or five
feet into a ditch that lifted only slowy to the mangrove coast beyond: there
was no escape that way. To the right, where the road wi dened and angled into the
courtyard of the filling station, a vertically upright line of black corrugated
fifty-gallon oil druns conpletely bl ocked the space between the police car and
the first of the line of petrol punps that paralleled the road.

Al this | saw in the four or five seconds it took ne to bring the shuddering
ski ddi ng Chevrolet down from 70 to 30 mp.h., the high-pitched screamin our
ears token of the black smoking trail of nelted rubber that we were |eaving on
the white road behind us. | saw, too, the policenen, one crouched behind the
bonnet of the police car, a second with his head and right arm just visible
above the boot: both of themcarried revolvers. A third policenman was standi ng
upright and al nost conpletely hidden behind the nearest petrol punp, but there
was not hi ng hi dden about his gun, that nost lethal of all close-quarters
weapons, a whi pper, a sawn-off handgrip shotgun firing 20-gauge nedium | ead
shot .

I was down to 20 mp.h. now, not nore than forty yards distant from the bl ock.
The policenen, guns levelled on ny head, were rising up and noving out into the
open when out of the corner of nmy eye | caught a glinpse of the girl reaching
for the handl e of the door and half-turning away from ne as she gathered herself
for the leap out of the car. | said nothing, just |eaned across, grabbed her
arm jerked her towards ne with a savage force that nmade her gasp with pain and
in the sane instant that | transferred my grip to
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her shoul ders and held her half against half in front of me so that the police
dared not shoot, janmed ny foot flat down on the accelerator.

" You madman! You'll kill us!" For a split second of tine she stared at the row
of fifty-gallon drums rushing up to nmeet us, the terror in her face accurately
reflecting the terror in her voice, then turned away with a cry and buried her
face in ny coat, the nails of her hands digging into my upper arnms.

We hit the second drum fromthe left fair and square with the centre of our
fender. Subconsciously, | tightened ny grip on the girl and the steering whee
and braced nyself for the numbing shattering shock, the stunning inpact that
woul d crash nme against the steering-wheel or pitch ne through the wi ndscreen as
the 500-1b. dead weight of that drum sheared the chassis retaining bolts and
snmashed the engine back into the driving conpartnent. But there was no such
convul sive shock, just a screeching of netal and a great hollow reverberating
clang as the fender lifted the dram clear off the road, a noment of shock when |
t hought the dram would be carried over the bonnet of the car to smash the
wi ndscreen and pin us to the seat. Wth ny free hand | jerked the whee
violently to the left and the cartwheeling drum bounced across the nearside w ng
and vani shed from sight as | regained the road, jerked the wheel in the opposite
direction and straightened out. The oil drum had been empty. And not a shot had
been fired.

Slowmy the girl lifted her head, stared over my shoul der at the road-bl ock
dwindling in the distance, then stared at me. Her hands were still gripping both
my shoul ders, but she was conpletely unaware of it.

"You're mad." | could hardly catch the husky whisper through the crescendo roar
of the engine. "You' re mad, you must be. Crazy mad." Maybe she hadn't been
terrified earlier on, but she was now.

Move over, lady," | requested. You're bl ocking ny view"
She noved, perhaps six inches, but her eyes, sick with fear, were still on ne.
She was trenmbling violently.

You're nad," she repeated. Pl ease, please let nme out."

" I'"'mnot mad." | was paying as nuch attention to ny rear mrror as to the road
ahead. "I think a little, Mss Ruthven, and |I'm observant. They couldn't have
had nore
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than a couple of mnutes to prepare that road-block—and it takes nore than a
couple of mnutes to bring six full drunms out of store and manhandl e them into
position. The drum |l hit had its filling hole turned towards me—and there was no
bung. It had to be enpty. And as for letting you out—well, I'mafraid | can't
spare the tune. Take a | ook behind you."

She | ooked.

"They—they're coming after us!"



What did you expect themto do—go into the restaurant and have a cup of
cof f ee?"

The road was closer to the sea, now, and winding to follow the indentations of
the coast. Traffic was fairly light, but enough to hold ne back from overtaking
on sone blind corners, and the police car behind was steadily gaining on ne: the
driver knew his car better than | did mne, and the road he obviously knew |ike
the back of his hand. Ten minutes fromthe road-block he had crept up to within
a hundred and fifty yards of us.

The girl had been watching the pursuing car for the past few minutes. Now she
turned and stared at nme. She made an effort to keep her voice steady, and al nost
succeeded.

"What' s—what's goi ng to happen now?"

" Anything," | said briefly. " They'll likely play rough. | don't think they
can be any too pleased with what happened back there." Even as | finished
speaki ng there cane, in quick succession, two or three whip-like cracks clearly
audi bl e above the whine of the tyres and the roar of the engine. A glance at the
girl's face told ne | didn't need to spell out what was happening. She knew aE
right

"Get down," | ordered. "That's it, right down on the floor. Your head, too
Whether it's bullets or a crash, your best chance is down there."

Wien she was crouched so low that all | could see was her shoulders and the
back of her blonde head | eased the revolver out of ny pocket, abruptly renoved
ny foot fromthe accelerator, grabbed for the handbrake and haul ed hard

Wth no tell-tale warning fromthe foot-operated braking lights, the slow ng
down of the Chevrolet was as unexpected as it was abrupt, and the screech of
tyres and violent slewing of the pursuing police car showed that the driver had
been caught conpletely off balance. | |oosed off one quick shot and as | did the
wi ndscreen in front of ne shattered
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and starred as a bullet went clear through the centre of it: | fired a second
time, and the police car skidded wildly and finished up al nost broadsi de across
the road, the nearside front wheel into the ditch on the right-hand side of the
road. It was the sort of uncontrollable skid that m ght have cone froma front
tyre bl owout.

Certainly no harmhad cone to the policenen inside, within a couple of seconds
of hitting the ditch all three were out on the road, squeezing off shots after
us as fast as they could pull the triggers: but we were already a hundred, a
hundred and fifty yards away and for all the value of revolvers and riot guns in
di stance work of this kind they might as well have been throwi ng stones at us.
In a few seconds we rounded a curve and they were lost to sight.

" Al right," |I said. " The war's over. You can get up, Mss Ruthven."
She strai ghtened and pushed herself back on the seat. Sonme dark-bl onde hair had

fallen forward over her face, so she took off her bandanna, fixed her hair and
pull ed the bandanna on again. Wnen, | thought: if they fell over a cliff and



t hought there was conpany waiting at the bottom they'd conb their hair on the
way down.

When she'd finished tying the knot under her chin she said in a subdued voice
wi t hout | ooking at nme: "Thank you for making ne get down. |—+ might have been
killed there."

" You might," | agreed indifferently. " But | was thinking about nyself, |[ady,
not you. Your continued good health is very closely bound up with mne. Wthout
a real live insurance policy beside nme they' d use anything from a hand grenade

to a 14-inch naval gun to stop ne.
" They were trying to hit us then, they were trying to kill us."” The trenor was
back in her voice again as she nodded at the bullet hole in the screen. " | was
sitting in line with that."

"So you were. Chance in a thousand. They nust have had orders not to fire
i ndiscrimnately, but naybe they were so mad at what happened back at the road-
bl ock that they forgot their orders. Likely that they were after one of our rear
tyres. Hard to shoot well froma fast-nmoving car. Or maybe they just can't shoot
wel | anyway."

Approaching traffic was still light, maybe two or three cars to the mle, but
even that was too nuch for ny peace of mind. Mst of the cars were filled with
fam |y groups,
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out of state vacationers, and like all vacationers they were not only curious
about everything they saw but obviously had the time and the inclination to

i ndulge their curiosity. Every other car slowed down as it approached us and in
ny rear-view mrror | saw the stop lights of three or four of them cone on as
the driver tranped on the brakes and the occupants twisted round in their seats.
Hol | ywood and a thousand TV filnms had nade a bullet-scarred w ndscreen an obj ect
readily identifiable by mllions.

This was di sturbing enough. Wrse still was the near certainty that any mnute
now every local radio station within a hundred nmiles would be broadcasting the
news of what had happened back at the Marble Springs court-house, together wth
a conplete description of the Chevrolet, nyself and the blonde girl beside ne.
The chances were that at least half of those cars approaching nme had their
radios tuned in to one of those local stations with their interm nable record
programmes M C.d by disc jockeys with fixations about guitars and hill-billy
country nusic. The inevitable news flash, then all it needed was for one of
those cars to be driven by a halfwit out to show Ms wife and children what a
hero he really was all the time although they had never suspected it.

| picked up the girl's still enmpty handbag, stuck ny right hand inside it, nade
a fist and smashed away the centre of the lanminated safety plate glass. The hole
was now a hundred tines bigger than before, but not nearly so conspicuous: in
those days of stressed and curved gl ass, nysteriously shattered w ndscreens were
not so unknown as to give rise to nmuch coment: a flying pebble, a sudden change
of tenmperature, even a |oud enough sound at a critical frequency—any of those
could bl ow out a screen.

But it wasn't enough. | knew it wasn't enough, and when an excited fast-tal king
voi ce broke into the soap-opera on the Chev's radio and gave a concise if



hi ghl y-col oured account of ny escape, warning all highway users to | ook out for

and report the Chev, | knew that | would have to abandon the car, and at once
It was too hot, and on this, the only main north-south route, the chances of
escapi ng detection just didn't exist. | had to have a new car, and had to have
it fast.

I got one alnost at once. W had been passing through one of those new towns
whi ch mushroom by the score al ong
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the seaboards of Florida when |I heard the flash, and |less than two hundred
yards beyond the |linmts we came to a layby on the shore side of the road. There
were three cars there, and obviously they had been travelling in conpany for
through a gap in the trees and |ow scrub that curved round the lay-by | could
see a group of seven or eight people picking their way down to the shore, about
three hundred yards away: they were carrying with them a barbecue grill, a
cooki ng stove and |uncheon baskets: they |ooked as if they intended making a
stay.

| junped out of the Chev, taking the girl with nme, and quickly checked al
three cars. Two were convertibles, a third a sports car and all were open. There
were no ignition keys in any of the locks, but the sports car owner, as nany do,
had a spare set in a cubby-hole by the steering colum, hidden only by a folded
chanoi s cl ot h.

I could just have driven off leaving the police car there, but that would have
been stupid. As long as the Chev's whereabouts remai ned unknown, the search
woul d be concentrated exclusively on it and little attention would be paid to
the comon car thief who had taken the other: but if the Chev were found in the
| ay-by then the state-wi de search would imrediately be switched to the sports
car.

Thirty seconds later | had the Chev back at the limts of the new town, slow ng
down as | cane to the first of the all but conpleted split-levels on the shore
side of the road. There was no one around, and | didn't hesitate: | turned in on

the concreted drive of the first house, drove straight in under the open tip-up
door of the garage, shut off the engine and quickly closed the garage door.

When we energed fromthe garage two or three mnutes |ater anyone |ooking for
us woul d have | ooked a second or third tine before getting suspicious. By

coi ncidence, the girl had been wearing a short-sleeved green blouse of exactly
the sane shade of colour as ny suit, a fact that had been repeated tw ce over
the radio. A fast check point and a dead gi veaway. But now the bl ouse was gone
and the white sun-top she'd on beneath it was worn by so many girls that blazing
sunmmer afternoon that she'd subtly merged her identity with those of a thousand
ot her wonen: her blouse was tucked inside ny coat, ny coat was inside out over
ny armwith only the grey lining showing and ny necktie was in ny pocket. I'd
taken t he bandanna from her, w apped
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it kerchief-wi se over nmy head, the |oose ends of the knot hanging down the
right-hand side, in front, all but obscuring nmy scar. The red hair show ng at
the tenples was still a giveaway and while, by the tine |I had finished snearing
it with her noistened mascara pencil, it didn't look Ilike any hair | had ever
seen, at least it didn't |ook red.



Under the bl ouse and coat | carried the gun

VWal king slowy so as to minimse ny |linp, we reached the sports car in three

m nutes. This, too, like the one we'd just tucked away in the garage, was a
Chevrolet, with the sane engine as the other, but there the resenbl ance ended
It was a plastic-bodied two-seater, |'d driven one in Europe, and | knew t hat

the clains for 120 mp.h. were founded on fact.

I waited till a heavy gravel truck cane grinding past from the north, started
the Corvette's engine under the sound of its passing—the group of people 1'd
seen earlier were on the shoreline now but they might just have heard the
distinctive note of this car's engine and m ght just have been suspicious —+mde
a fast U-turn and took off after the heavy truck. | noticed the startled
expression on the girl's face as we drove off in the direction fromwhich we'd
just cone.

"I know. Go on, say it. I'mcrazy. Only I'm not crazy. The next road-bl ock
won't be so very far to the north now, and it'll be no hurried makeshift affair
like the last time, it'll stop a fifty ton tank. Maybe they'|ll guess that ['l]
guess that, maybe they'll conclude that I'Il leave this road and neke for the
side-roads and dirt-tracks in the swanplands to the east there. Anyway, that's
what |'d figure in their place. Good country for going to ground. So we'll just

go south. They won't figure on that. And then well hide up for a few hours."

"Hi de up? Where? Wiere can you hide up?" | didn't answer her question and she
went on: "Let nme go, please! You—you're quite safe now You nmust be. You nust be
sure of yourself or you wouldn't be heading this way. Please!"

" Don't be silly,” | said wearily. " Let you go—and within ten m nutes every
cop in the state will know what kind of car |I'm driving and where |I'm headi ng!
You nust think I'mcrazy."

"But you can't trust ne," she persisted. | hadn't shot
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anybody in twenty mnutes, she wasn't scared any |onger, at |east not too
scared to work things out. "How do you know I won't make signs at people, or

shout out when you do nothing about it, like at traffic lights, or—er hit you
when you' re not | ooking? How do you know----?"
"That cop, Donnelly," | said apropos of nothing. "I wonder if the doctors got

to himin tine."

She got mnmy point. The colour that had come back to her face drained out of it
again. But she had the best kind of courage, or maybe the worst kind, the Kkind
that gets you into trouble.

" My father is a sick man, M. Talbot." It was the first tinme she'd used ny
nane, and | appreciated the " Mster." "I'mterribly afraid of what w Il happen
to himwhen he hears this. He—well, he has a very bad heart and----- "

"And | have a wife and four starving kiddies," | interrupted. " W can wi pe

each other's tears away. Be quiet."



She said nothing, not even when | pulled up at a drugstore a few nmonents |ater
went inside and nmade a short phone call. She was with me, far enough away not to
hear what | was saying but near enough to see the shape of the gun under ny
folded coat. On the way out | bought cigarettes. The clerk |ooked at ne, then at
the Corvette roadster parked outside.

" Hot day for driving, mster. Cone far?"

"Only fromChilicoote Lake." |I'd seen the turn-off sign three or four niles to
the north. My efforts at an American accent nade ne wi nce. " Fishing."

"Fi shing, eh?" The tone was neutral enough, which was nore than could be said
for the half-leer in his eyes as he | ooked over the girl by ny side, but ny Sir

Gal ahad instincts were in abeyance that afternoon so | let it pass. "Catch
anyt hi ng?"
" Sorme." | had no idea what fish if any were in the local |akes and, when

came to think of it, it seemed unlikely that anyone should take off for those
shal | ow swanpy | akes when the whole of the @ulf of Mexico lay at his front door.
"Lost 'em though.” My voice sharpened in remenbered anger. " Just put the
basket down on the road for a nonment when sone crazy idiot conmes past doing

ei ghty. Knocked basket and fish to hell and breakfast. And so nuch dust on those
side roads | couldn't even catch his nunber."
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You get 'em everywhere." H s eyes suddenly focused on a point a hundred mles
away, then he said quickly: " What kind of car, mster?"

" Blue Chev. Broken wi ndscreen. Wy, what's the matter?"

""What's the matter?' he asks. Do you nean to tell ne you haven't-Bid you see
the guy drivin' it?"

" No. Too fast. Just that he had a |ot of red hair, but----- "

"Red hair. Chilicoote Lake. Brother!" He turned and ran for the phone
W went out into the sunshine. The girl said: " You don't mss nuch, do you
How—how can you be so cool. He m ght have recognised------

" Get into the car. Recognise ne? He was too busy |ooking at you. Wen they
made that sun-top | guess they ran out of material but just decided to go ahead
and finish it off anyway."

We got in and drove off. Four miles farther on we cane to the place |I had
noticed on the way up. It was a pal mshaded parking-1ot between the road and the
shore, and a big sign hung under a tenporary wooden archway. " Codell
Construction Conpany " it read, then, underneath, in bigger lettering, "

Si dewal k Superintendents: Drive Right In."

I drove right in. There were fifteen, maybe twenty cars already parked inside
sonme people sitting on the benches provided, but nost of themstill in the seats
of their cars. They were all watching the construction of foundations designed
to take a seaward extension of a new town. Four big draglines, caterpillar-
mount ed power shovels, were crawling slowy, ponderously around, tearing up
underwater coral rock from the bay bottom building up a solid w de foundation



then crawing out on the pier just constructed and tearing up nore coral rock
One was building a wide strip straight out to sea: this would be the new street
of the community. Two others were making small piers at right angles to the main
one—those would be for house lots, each house with its own private |anding-
stage. A fourth was nmaking a big loop to the north, curving back into |and
again. A yacht harbour, probably. It was a fascinating process to watch, this
maki ng of a town out of the bottomof the sea, only I was in no nood to be
fasci nat ed.

| parked the car between a couple of enpty convertibles
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opened the pack of cigarettes |I'd just bought and lit one. The girl had half-
turned in her seat and was staring at nme incredul ously.

Is this the place you neant when you said we'd go sonewhere to hide up?"
"This is it," | assured her.

"You're going to stay here?"

"What's it ook like to you?"

" Wth all those people around? Where everyone can see you? Twenty yards off
the road where every passing police patrol------

" See what | mean? Everyone would think the sane as you. This is the last place
any hunted man in his senses would think of coming. So it's the ideal place. So
here we stay."

You can't stay here for ever," she said steadily.

" No," | agreed. " Just till it gets dark. Move closer, Mss Ruthven, rea
close. A man fleeing for his life, Mss Ruthven. \Wat picture does that conjure
up? An exhausted wi | d-eyed individual crashing through the high tinber or
plunging up to his arnpits 'through sone of the choicer Florida swanps.
Certainly not sitting hi the sunshine getting all close and confidential with a
pretty girl. Nothing in the world |less calculated to arouse suspicion, is there?
Move over, |ady."

"I wish | had that gun in nmy hand," she said quietly.

"1 don't doubt it. Move over."

She noved. | felt the uncontrollable shudder of revulsion as her bare shoul der
touched mine. | tried to imagine how | would feel if | were a pretty young girl
in the conpany of a murderer, but it was too difficult, I wasn't a girl, |

wasn't even particularly young or good-|ooking, so | gave it up, showed her the
gun under the coat |ying over ny knees, and sat back to enjoy the |ight on-shore
breeze that tenpered the sunlight filtering through the fronds of the rustling
palmtrees. But it didn't look as if the sunlight would be with us too |ong

that sea breeze being pulled in by the sun-scorched |and was | aden with noisture
and already the tiny white scraps of cloud that had been drifting across the sky
were building and thickening up into grey curmulus. | didn't like that nuch.
wanted to have the excuse to keep wearing the bandanna on ny head



Maybe ten minutes after we arrived a black police car
r
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came along the highway, fromthe south. | watched in the rear-view nirror as it
sl owed down and two policenen put their heads out to give the parking-lot a
qui ck once-over. But their scrutiny was as cursory as it was swift, you could
see they didn't really expect to see anything interesting, and the car pulled
away before its speed had dropped to wal ki ng pace.

The hope in the girl's eyes—+they were grey and cool and clear, | could see now—
died out like a snuffed candle-flame, the roundi ng and droopi ng of her sunburned
shoul ders unmi st akabl e.

Hal f an hour |ater the hope was back. Two notor-cycle cops, hel neted,
gauntl eted, very tough and very conpetent, swept in under the archway in perfect
uni son, stopped in perfect unison and killed their notors on the sane instant.
For a few seconds they sat there, high gleanm ng boots astride on the ground,
then they disnmounted, kicked down the rests and started noving round the cars.
One of them had his revolver in his hand

They started at the car nearest the entrance, with only a quick glance for the
car itself but a long penetrating wordl ess stare for the occupants. They weren't
doi ng any explaining and they weren't doing any apol ogising: they |ooked I|ike
cops nmight ook if they had heard that another cop had been shot. And was dying
O dead.

Suddenly they skipped two or three cars and cane straight at us. At |east, that
seenmed to be their intention, but they skirted us and headed for a Ford to the
| eft and ahead of us. As they passed by, | felt the girl stiffening, saw her
taking a quick deep breath.

" Don't do it!" I flung an arm around her and grabbed her tight. The breath
she'd meant for the warning shout was expelled in a gasp of pain. The policenman
nearest turned round and saw the girl's face buried between ny shoul der and neck
and | ooked away again. Having seen what he thought he'd seen he nade a remark to
his companion that wasn't as sotto voce as it mght have been and m ght have
called for action in normal circunstances. But the circunstances weren't normal.
| let it go.

When | released the girl her face was red practically all the way down to the
sun-top. Pressed in against ny neck she hadn't been getting much air but | think
it was the policeman's remark that was responsible for nost of the
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colour. Her eyes were wild. For the first tine she'd stopped being scared and
was fighting nad.

up.

I"'mgoing to turn you in." Her voice was soft, inplacable. " G ve yourself

The policeman had checked the Ford. The driver had been dressed in a green
jacket the sanme colour as mne, with a pananma hat jammed far down on his head:
I'd seen himas he'd driven in, his hair was black and his tanned face nous-



tached aad chubby. But the police hadn't noved on. They were no nore than five
yards away, but the tearing and growing of the big draglines covered our soft
vVoi ces.

" Don't be a fool," |I said quietly. " 1 have a gun."

And there's only one bullet init."

She was right. Two slugs gone in the court-house, one blowing out the tyre in
the judge's Studebaker, and two when the police car was chasing us

" Quite the little counter, aren't you?" | nurnmured. " You'll have plenty of
time to practise counting in hospital after the surgeons have fixed you up. If
they can fix you up."”

She | ooked at ne, her lips parted, and said nothing
" One little slug, but what an awful ness it can make." | brought the gun
forward under the coat, pressed it against her. " You heard ne telling that foo
Donnel ly what a soft |ead slug can do. This barrel is against your hipbone. Do

you realise what that nmeans?" My voice was very |ow now, very nenacing. " It'E
shatter that bone beyond repair. It neans you' Il never wal k again, M ss Ruthven
You' Il never run or dance or swimor sit % horse again. Al the rest of your
life you'll have to drag that beautiful body of yours about on a pair of
crutches. Or in a bath chair. And in pain all the time. Al the days of your
life. . . . Still going to shout to the cops?"

She said nothing at first, her face was enpty of colour, even her |ips were
pal e.

"Do you believe nme?" | asked softly.
" | believe you."

" SO?"

So I'mgoing to call them" she said sinply. Maybe you'll cripple nme—but
they' Il surely get you. And then you can never kill again. | have to do it."

Your noble sentinments do you credit, Mss Ruthven.
no reflection of the thoughts in

The jeer in my voice was

r
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ny mind. She was going to do what |I wouldn't have done. "Go and call them
Watch them die.”

She stared at nme. " Wat—-what do you nean? You've only one bullet------ "
" And it's no longer for you. First squawk out of you, lady, and that cop with
the gun in his hand gets it. He gets it right through the niddle of the chest
I"mpretty good with one of these Colts—you saw how | shot the gun out of the
sheriff's hands. But |'m taking no chances. Through the chest. Then | hold up
the other cop—there'll be no trouble about that, his own gun is still buttoned
down, he knows I'ma killer and he doesn't know that my gun will be empty—take



his gun, wing himwith it and go off." | sniled. "I don't think anyone will try
to stop ne."

" But—but 1'U tell himyour gun's enpty. I'Il tell------ "

"You cone first, lady. An elbow in the solar plexus and you won't be able to
tell anybody anything for the next five mnutes."

There was a long silence, the cops were still there, then she said in a smal
voice: " You'd do it, wouldn't you?"

"There's only one way to find out the answer to that one."
" 1 hate you." There was no expression in her voice, the clear grey eyes were
dark with despair and defeat. " | never thought | could hate anyone so nuch. It—
it scares ne."

" Stay scared and stay alive." | watched the policenmen finish their tour of the
parking-lot, walk slowy back to their notor-bikes and ride away.

The late afternoon wore slowy on. The dragliners grow ed and crunched and
crawl ed their inplacable way out towards 'the sea. The sidewal k superintendents
cane and went, but nostly went and soon there was only a couple of cars left in
the parking-lot, ours and the Ford belonging to the nman in the green coat. And
then the steadily darkening cumulus sky reached its final omnous indigo colour
and the rain cane.

It came with the violence of all sub-tropical storns, and before |I could get
t he unaccustoned hood up ny thin cotton shirt was as wet as if | had been in the
sea. Wien |I'd wound up the side-screens and | ooked in the mrror, | saw that ny
face was streaked with black lines fromtenple to chin—the mascara on ny hair
had al nbost washed out. | scrubbed as clean as | could with nmy handkerchief, then
| ooked at ny
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watch. Wth the dark cloud obscuring the sky from horizon to horizon: evening
had come before its time. Already the cars swishing by on the highway had their
sidelights on, although it was still nore day than night. | started the engine

" You were going to wait until it was dark." The girl sounded startled. Maybe
she'd been expecting nore cops, shmarter cops to cone al ong

"1 was," | admitted. " But by this time M. Chas. Brooks is going to be doing
a song and dance act a few miles back on the highway. H's |anguage will be
colourful .

" M. Chas. Brooks?" From her tone, | wondered if she really thought | was
crazy.

" O Pittsburg, California." | tapped the licence tag on the steering colum. "
A long way to cone to have your car hi-jacked." | lifted nmy eyes to the machi ne-
gun synphony of the heavy rain drunm ng on the canvas roof. " You don't think

hell still be grilling and barbecueing down on the beach in this little lot, do
you?"



| pulled out through the nakeshift archway and turned right on the highway.
When she spoke this tine | knew she really did think | was crazy

" Marble Springs." A pause, then: "
and statenent both.

You're going back there?" It was question

"Right. To the notel —ta Contessa. Were the cops picked nme up. | left sone
stuff there and I want to collect it."

This tinme she said nothing. Maybe she thought " crazy "
wor d.

a conpletely inadequate

I pulled off the bandanna—n the deepening dusk that white gl eam on ny head was
nore conspi cuous than ny red hair—and went on: "Last place they'll ever think to
find me. I'"'mgoing to spend the night there, naybe several nights until | find
nme a boat out. So are you." | ignored the involuntary exclamation. " That's the
phone call | made back at the drug-store. | asked if Room 14 was vacant, they
said yes, so | said |I'd take it, friends who'd passed through had recomended it
as having the nicest viewin the motel. In point of fact it has the nicest view
It's also the nost private room at the seaward end of a long block, it's right
besi de the closet where they put ny case away when the cops pinched nme and it
has a nice private little garage where | can
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stow this machi ne away and no one will ever ask a question."”

A mle passed, two niles, three and -she said nothing. She'd put her green

bl ouse back on, but it was a lacy scrap of nothing, she'd got just as wet as |
had when | was trying to fix the roof, and she was having repeated bouts of
shivering. The rain had made the air cool. W were approaching the outskirts of
Mar bl e Springs when she spoke.

" You can't do it. How can you? You've got to check in or sign a book or pick
up keys or have to go to the restaurant. You can't just------

" Yes, | can. | asked themto have the place opened up ready for us, keys in
the garage and room doors, and that we'd check in later: | said we'd cone a |ong
way since dawn, that we were bushed and that we'd appreciate room service for
meals and a little privacy.”" | cleared nmy throat. " | told the receptionist we
were a honeynoon couple. She seened to understand our request for privacy."

W were there before she could find an answer. | turned in through an ornate
lilac-painted gateway and drew up near the reception hallway in the centra

bl ock, parking the car directly under a powerful floodlarnp which threw such
bl ack shadows that nmy red hair would be all but invisible under the car roof.
Over by the entrance stood a negro dressed in a lilac, blue and gol d- buttoned
uni form that had been designed by a col our-blind man wearing snoked gl asses.
call ed him across.

"Room 14?" | asked. "Which way, please?"

" M. Brooks?" | nodded, and he went on: "lI've left all the keys ready. Down
this way."

" Thank you." | looked at him Gey and bent and thin and the faded old eyes

the clouded mirrors of a thousand sorrows and defeats. "What's your nane?"



Charles, sir."

"I want sonme whisky, Charles.” | passed noney across. "Scotch, not bourbon. And
some brandy. Can you?"

" Right away, sir."

" Thanks." | let in the gear, drove down the block to No. 14. It was at the end
of a narrow peninsula between the gulf to the left and a kidney-shaped sw nming
pool to the right. The garage door was open and | drove straight in, swtched
off the car lights, closed the sliding door in the near-darkness, then swtched
on the overhead |ight.
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At the inner end of the left hand wall a single door led off the garage. W
went through this, into a kitchenette, neat, hygienic and superbly equipped if
all you wanted was a cup of coffee and had all night to nake it. A door led oif

this into the bed-sitting-room Lilac carpet, lilac drapes, |ilac bedspread,
lilac |anp-shades, lilac seat-covers, the sanme excruciating notif wherever you
| ooked. Sonmebody had liked lilac. Two doors off this room to the left, let into

the same wall as the kitchen door, the door to the bathroom at the far end, the
door leading into the corridor.

I was in this corridor within ten seconds of arriving in the room dragging the
girl after ne. The closet was no nore than six feet away, unlocked, and my bag
still where it had been left. | carried it back to the room unlocked it and was
about to start throwing sone stuff on the bed when a knock canme to the door

" That will be Charles,” | murnmured. " Open the door, stand well back, take the
bottles, tell himto keep the change. Don't try to whisper, nmke signs or any
clever little junps out into the mddle of the corridor. 1'Il be watching you
fromthe crack of the bathroom door and my gun will be lined up on your back."

She didn't try any of those things. | think she was too cold, miserable and
exhausted by the accunul ated tension of the day to try anything. The old nan
handed over the bottles, took the change with a surprised nurnur of thanks and
cl osed the door softly behind him

" You're frozen and shivering," | said abruptly. " | don't want ny insurance
policy to go catching pneunpnia." | fetched a couple of glasses. "Sone brandy,
M ss Ruthven, then a hot bath. Mybe you'll find sonething dry in ny case."

"You're very kind," she said bitterly. "But 1'll take the brandy."
"No bath, huh?"

" No." A hesitant pause, a glint in her eye nore imgined than seen, and | knew

I'd been mistaken in inmagining her to be too worn out to try anything. " Yes,
that too."

" Right." I waited till she'd finished her glass, dunped ny case on the
bat hroom fl oor and stood to let her pass. " Don't be all night. I'm hungry."

The door closed and the key clicked in the lock. There cane the sound of water
running into the bath, then all the
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unm st akabl e soapi ng and spl ashing sounds of someone having a bath. Al neant
to lull any suspicions. Then came the sound of soneone towelling thensel ves, and
when, a minute or two later, there cane the furious 'gurgling of water running

out of the waste pipe, | eased nyself off the door, passed through the two
ki tchen doors and outside garage door just in tinme to see the bat hroom w ndow
open and a little cloud of steam conme gushing out | caught her arm as she

| owered herself to the ground, stifled the frightened gasp with ny free hand
and | ed her back inside.

I closed the kitchen door and | ooked at her. She |ooked fresh and scrubbed and
clean and had one of ny white shirts tucked into the waistband of her dirndl
She had tears of nortification in her eyes and defeat in her face, but for al
that it was a face worth | ooking at. Despite our long hours in the car together
it was the first tine | had really looked at it.

She had wonderful hair, thick and gleaning and parted in the mddle and of the
sane wheat colour and worn in the same braids as that often seen in girls from
the East Baltic states or what used to be the Baltic states. But she woul d never
win a Mss Anmerica contest, she had too much character in her face for that, she
woul dn't even have been in the running for Mss Marble Springs. The face was

slightly Slavonic, the cheekbones too high and wi de, the mouth too full, the
still grey eyes set too far apart and the nose definitely retrousse. A nobile
and intelligent face, a face, | guessed, that could nove easily into synpathy

and ki ndness and hunour and | aughter, when the weariness was gone and the fear
taken away. In the days before | had given up the dream of nmy own slippers and
ny own fireside, this was the face that would have fitted the dream She was the
sort of person who would wear well, the sort of person who would still be part
of you long after the synthetic chrom um polished blondes from the production
lines of the glanour factory had you clinbing up the walls.

I was just standing there, feeling a little sorry for her and feeling a little
sorry for nmyself, when | felt a cold draught on the back of nmy neck. It cane
fromthe direction of 'the bathroom door and ten seconds ago that bathroom door
had been closed and | ocked. But it wasn't now.

CHAPTER 1 I']

It didn't require the sudden wi dening of the girl's eyes to tell ne that |
wasn't imagining that cold draught on the back of ny neck. A cloud of steam from
the overheated bathroom drifted past nmy right ear, a little bit too much to have
escaped through the keyhole of a | ocked door. About a thousand tinmes too nuch. |
turned slowy, keeping nmy hands well away from ny sides. Maybe | would try
sonmet hing clever later. But not now.

The first thing I noticed was the gun in his hand, and it wasn't the sort of
gun a beginner carries around with him A big dull black German Mauser 7.63. One
of those economical guns; the bullet goes clear through three people at once.

The second thing | noticed was that the bathroom doorway seened to have shrunk
since I'd seen it last. H's shoulders didn't quite touch both sides of the
doorway, but that was only because it was a wi de doorway. His hat certainly
touched the lintel



The third thing I noticed was the kind of hat he wore and the colour of the
jacket. A panana hat, a green jacket. It was our friend and nei ghbour from the
Ford that had been parked beside us earlier that afternoon

He reached behind himwith his left hand and softly closed the bathroom door.

" You shouldn't |eave wi ndows open. Let ne have your gun." H's voice was quiet
and deep, but there was nothing stagy or nenacing about it, you could see it was
the way he nornally spoke.

"@n?" | tried to | ook baffl ed.

" Look, Talbot,"” he said pleasantly. " | suspect we're both what you m ght cal
professionals. | suggest we cut the unnecessary dialogue. Gun. The thing you're
carrying in your right coat pocket there. Wth the finger and thunb of the left
hand. So. Now drop it on the carpet. Thank you."

| kicked 'the gun across to himw thout being told. |I didn't want himto think
I wasn't a professional too

" Now sit down," he said. He smiled at ne, and | could
43
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see now that his face wasn't chubby, unless you could call a lunp of rock
chubby. It was just broad and | ooked as if you could bounce a two by four off it
Wi t hout achieving very nuch. The narrow bl ack noustache and the thin, alnost
Greci an nose | ooked out of place, as incongruous, alnost, as the laughter |ines
round the eyes and on either side of the mouth. | didn't place nuch store on the
| aughter lines, naybe he only practised snmiling when he was beating soneone over
the head with a gun.

"You recognised me in the parking-lot?" | asked.

" No." He broke open the Colt with his left hand, ejected the remaining shell
closed the gun and with a careless flick of his wist sent it spinning ten feet
to land smack in the waste paper basket. He looked at if he could do this sort
of thing ten times out of ten, everything this man tried would always conme off:
if he was as good as this with his left hand, what could he do with his right? "
I'd never seen you before this afternoon, |I'd never even heard of you when first
| saw you in the lot," he continued. " But |1'd seen and heard of this young | ady
here a hundred tines. You're a Linmey, or you' d have heard of her too. Mybe you
have, but don't know who you got there, you wouldn't be the first person to be
fooled by her. No make-up, no accent, hair in kid' s plaits. And you only | ook
and behave |like that either if you ve given up conpeting —or if there's no one
left to conpete against." He looked at the girl and snmled again. " For Mary
Blair Ruthven there's no conpetition left. Wien you're as socially acceptable as
she is, and your old nan is who he is, then you can dispense with your Bryn Mawr
accent and the Antonio hairdo. That's for those who need them'

"And her old man?"



"Such ignorance. Blair Ruthven. General Blair Ruthven. You' ve heard of the Four
Hundred —well, he's the guy that keeps the register. You' ve heard of the
Mayfl ower —it was old Ruthven's ancestors who gave the Pilgrins permission to
| and. And, excepting maybe Paul Getty, he's the richest oil man in the United
States.™

| made no coment, there didn't seemto be any that would neet the case.
wondered what he'd say if | told himof ny pipe-dreamof slippers, a fire and a
multi-mllion heiress. Instead | said : " And you had your radio switched on in
the parking-lot. | hear it. And then a news flash."

"That's it," he agreed cheerfully.
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" Who are you?" It was Mary Blair speaking for the first tinme since he'd
entered and that was what being in the top 1 per cent of the Four Hundred did
for you. You didn't swoon, you didn't rmurrmur " Thank God" in a broken vojce, you
didn't burst into tears and fling your arms round your rescuer's neck, you just
gave hima nice friendly snmle which showed he was your equal even if you know
quite well he wasn't and said: "Who are you?"

Jabl onsky, miss. Hernan Jabknsky."

" | suppose you cane over in the Mayflower too," | said sourly. | |ooked
consideringly at the girl. " MIlions and mllions of dollars, eh? That's a |ot
of nmoney to be wal ki ng around. Anyway, that explains away Val entino."

"Val enti no?" You could see she still thought | was crazy.
" The broken-faced gorilla behind you in the court-roomIf your old nan shows
as much judgnent in picking oil-welis as he does in picking bodyguards, you're
going to be on relief pretty soon.™

He's not ny usual------ She bit her lip, and sonething

li ke a shadow of pain touched those clear grey eyes. " M. Jablonsky, | owe you
a great deal.’

Jabl onsky smiled again and said nothing. He fished out a pack of cigarettes,
tapped the bottom extracted one with his teeth, bent back a cardboard match in
a paper folder, then threw cigarettes and matches across to ne. That's how the
hi gh-cl ass boys operated to-day. G vilised, courteous, observing all the little
ni ceties, they'd have nmade the hoodlunms of the thirties feel slightly ill. Wich
made a man |ike Jablonsky all the nore dangerous: |ike an iceberg, seven-eighths
of his Iethal nenace was out of sight. The old-tine hoodl unms couldn't even have
begun to cope with him

" 1 take it you are prepared to use that gun,” Mary Blair went on. She wasn't
as cool and conposed as she appeared and sounded; | could see a pulse beating in
her neck and it was going like a racing car. " | nean, this nman can't do
anything to ne now?"

Nary a thing," Jabl onsky assured her.



Thank you." A little sigh escaped her, as if it wasn't untii that nonment that
she really believed her terror was over, that there was nothing nore to fear.
She noved across the room " 1'll phone the police."

" No," Jablonsky said quietly.
She broke step. "I beg your pardon?"
46 Fear is the Key

"I said '"No'," Jablonsky murmured. "No phone, no police, | think we'll |eave
the law out of it."

"What on earth do you nean?" Again | could see a couple of red spots burning
high up in her cheeks. The last tine |'d seen those it had been fear that had
put themthere, this time it |ooked like the first stirrings of anger. Wen your
old man had | ost count of the nunber of oil-wells he owned, people didn't cross
your path very often. "W rnust have the police," she went on, speaking slowy
and patiently |ike soneone explaining something to a child. "This nan is a
crimnal. A wanted crimnal. And a nurderer. He killed a man in London."

" And in Marble Springs,"” Jablonsky said quietly. " Patrolmn Donnelly died at
five-forty this afternoon.™

"Donnel | y—€i ed?" Her voice was a whisper. "Are you sure?"
" Six o' clock news-cast. Got it just before | tailed you out of the parking-
| ot. Surgeons, transfusions, the lot. He died."

" How horrible!"™ She |ooked at me, but it was no nmore than a flickering gl ance,
she couldn't bear the sight of nme. " And—and you say, * Don't bring the police.’
VWhat do you nean?"

" What | say," the big nan said equably. " No |aw "

" M. Jabl onsky has ideas of his own, Mss Ruthven," | said dryly.
" The result of your trial is a foregone conclusion,” Jablonsky said to ne

tonelessly. " For a man with three weeks to live, you take things pretty coolly.
Don't touch that phone, mss!”

" You woul dn't shoot ne." She was already across the room " You're no
nmur derer. "
" | wouldn't shoot you," he agreed. " | don't have to." He reached her in three

I ong strides—be could nove as quickly and softly as a cat—took the phone from
her, caught her arm and | ed her back to a chair beside ne. She tried to struggle
free but Jabl onsky didn't even notice it.

"You don't want law, eh?" | asked thoughtfully. "Kind of~cranps your style a
little bit, friend."

"Meaning | don't want conpany?" he nurnured. "Meani ng maybe | would be awfu
reluctant to fire this gun?"

" Meaning just that." " | wouldn't ganble on it," he smled
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| ganbled. | had ny feet gathered under nme and ny hands on the arms of the
chair. The back of nmy chair was solidly against the wall and | took off in a
dive that was alnost parailel to the floor, arrowing on for a spot about six
i nches bel ow hi s breastbone.

I never got there. |I'd wondered what he could do with his right hand and now I
found out. Wth his right hand he could change his gun over to his left, whip a
sap from his coat pocket and hit a diving man over the head faster than anyone
I'd ever known. He'd been expecting sonething like that from ne, sure: but it
was still quite a perfornmance.

By and by soneone threw cold water over ne and | sat up with a groan and tried
to clutch the top of nmy head. Wth both hands tied behind your back it's

i mpossible to clutch the top of your head. So | let ny head |ook after itself,
clinbed shakily to nmy feet by pressing ny bound hands agai nst the wall at ny
back and staggered over to the nearest chair. | |ooked at Jabl onsky, and he was

busy screwing a perforated black netal cylinder on to the barrel of the Muser.
He | ooked at ne and sniled. He was al ways smiling.

" 1 mght not be so lucky a second tinme," he said diffidently.

| scow ed.

M ss Ruthven," he went on. " I'mgoing to use the phone."

"Way tell me?" She was picking up my manners and they didn't suit her at all

Because |I'm going to phone your father. | waat you to tell nme his number. It
won't be listed.”

"Why shoul d you phone hi n®"

"There's a reward out for our friend here," Jablonsky replied obliquely. "It
was announced right after the newscast of Donnelly's death. The state will pay
5,000 dollars for any information leading to the arrest of John Montague
Talbot." He smiled at ne. " Mntague, eh? Well, | believe | prefer it to Cecil.'

" Get onwith it,"” | said coldly.

" They must have decl ared open season on M. Tal bot," Jablonsky said. " They
want him dead or alive and don't much care which. . . . And General Ruthven has

offered to double that reward."

"Ten thousand dollars?" | asked.
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"Ten thousand."

"Pi ker," | grow ed.

"At the last count old man Ruthven was worth 285 nillion dollars. He mght,"

Jabl onsky agreed judiciously, " have offered nore. A total of fifteen thousand
VWhat's fifteen thousand?"



" CGo on," said the girl. There was a glint in those grey eyes now.

" He can have Ms daughter back for fifty thousand bucks," Jabl onsky said
cool ly.

" Fifty thousand!" Her voice was alnpbst a gasp. If she'd been as poor as ne she
woul d have gasped.
Jabl onsky nodded. " Hus, of course, the fifteen thousand I'Il collect for
turning Tal bot in as any good citizen should."

"Who are you?" the girl demanded shakily. She didn't look as if she could take
much nmore of this. " What are you?"

" I"ma guy that wants, let ne see—yes, sixty-five thousand bucks."
"But this is blackmil!"

"Bl ackmai | ?" Jabl onsky lifted an eyebrow. "You want to read up sone |aw,
girlie. In its strict legal sense, blackmail is hush-noney—a tribute paid to buy
i munity, noney extorted by the threat of telling everyone what a heel the
bl ackmail ee is. Has General Ruthven anything to hide? | doubt it. O you night
just say that blackmail is denmanding nobney with nenaces. Were's the nenace? |I'm
not nenacing you. If your old nan doesn't pay up |I'll just walk away and | eave
you to Tal bot here. Who can blane ne? |'m scared of Talbot. He's a dangerous
man. He's a killer."

"But —but then you would get nothing."
"I'd get it," Jablonsky said confortably. | tried to imagine this character

flustered or unsure of hinmself: it was inpossible. "Only a threat. Your old man
woul dn't dare ganmble | wouldn't do it. Hell pay, all right."

"Ki dnapping is a federal offence----- " the girl began

sl owy.

" So it is," Jablonsky agreed cheerfully. " The hot chair or the gas chanber
That's for Tal bot. He kidnapped you. Al I'mdoing is talking about |eaving you

No ki dnapping there." Hi s voice hardened. "What hotel is your father
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" He's not at any hotel." Her voice was flat and tonel ess and she'd given up. "
He's out on the X 13."

"Tal k sense,” Jablonsky said curtly.
"X 13 is one of his oil rigs. It's out in the gulf, twelve, maybe fifteen nmles
fromhere. | don't know "

" Qut in the gulf. You nean one of those floating platforns for drilling for
oil? I thought they were all up off the bayou country off Louisiana."

"They're all round now-eff M ssissippi, A abama and Florida. Dad's got one
ri ght down near Key West. And they don't float, they—eh, what does it matter?
He's on X 13."



"No phone, huh?"
"Yes. A submarine cable. And a radio fromthe shore office."
" No radio. Too public. The phone—ust ask the operator for the X 13, huh?"

She nodded wi thout speaking, and Jabl onsky crossed to the phone, asked the
not el *swi tchboard girl for the exchange, asked for the X 13 and stood there
wai ting, whistling in a peculiarly tuneless fashion until a sudden thought
occurred to him

How does your father conmute between the rig and shore?"
" Boat or helicopter. Usually helicopter."”
"What hotel does he stay at when he's ashore?"

" Not a hotel. Just an ordinary famly house. He's got a permanent |ease on a
pl ace about two miles south of Marble Springs.”

Jabl onsky nodded and resuned his whistling. H's eyes appeared to be gazing at a
renote point in the ceiling, but when | noved a foot a couple of experinenta
i nches those eyes were on ne instantly. Mary Ruthven had seen both the novenent
of ny foot and the inmediate switch of Jab-lonsky's glance, and for a fleeting
nonent her eye caught mine. There was no sympathy in it, but | stretched ny
imagination a little and thought | detected a flicker of fellowfeeling. W were
in the sane boat and it was sinking fast.

The whistling stopped. | could hear an indistinguishable crackle of sound then
Jabl onsky said: "I want to speak to CGeneral Ruthven. Urgently. It's about-—say
that again? | see. | see."
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He depressed the receiver and | ooked at Mary Ruthven.

" Your father left the X 13 at 4 p.m, and hasn't returned. They say he won't
be back until they've found you. Blood, it would appear, is thicker than oil
Makes things all the easier for nme." He got through to the new nunber he'd been
given fromthe oil rig and asked for the general again. He got him al nost at
once and didn't waste a word.

" General Blair Ruthven. . . . |'ve got news for you, CGeneral. Good news and
bad. |'ve got your daughter here. That's the good news. The bad news is that
it'"ll cost you fifty thousand bucks to get her back." Jabl onsky broke off and
i stened, spinning the Mauser gently round his forefinger, smiling as always
No, Ceneral, | am not John Tal bot. But Talbot's with me right now |'ve
per suaded him that keeping father and daughter apart any |longer is downright
i nhuman. You know Tal bot, General, or you know of him It took a lot of
persuadi ng. Fifty thousand bucks' worth of persuading."

The smile suddenly vani shed from Jabl onsky's face leaving it bleak and cold and
hard. The real Jablonsky. Hi s voice, when he spoke, was softer and deeper than
ever and gently reproving as to an erring child.



CGeneral, do you know what? | just heard a funny little click. The sort of
funny little click you hear on a line when sonme snart-al ec nosey picks up an
extension and starts flapping his ears or when sonebody cuts in a tape recorder.
I don't want any eavesdroppers. No records of private conversations. Neither do

you. Not it you ever want to see your daughter again . . . ah, that's better.
And General, don't get any funny ideas about telling soneone to get through to
the cops on another line to ask themto trace this call. W'Il be gone from

wherever we are in exactly two mnutes fromnow Wat's your answer? Make it
qui ckly, now. "

Anot her brief pause, then Jabl onsky |aughed pleasantly.
" Threatening you, General? Blackmail, Ceneral? Kidnapping, GCeneral? Don't be
so silly, General. There's no law that says that a nman can't run away from a
vicious killer, is there? Even if that vicious killer happens to have a

ki dnappee with him 1'lIl just walk out and |eave them together. Tell me, are you
bargai ning for your daughter's life, General? |Is she worth no nore to you than

| ess than one-fiftieth of one per cent of all you own? Is that all her
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value to a doting father? She's listening in to all this, General. | wonder
what she nust think of you, eh? WIlling to sacrifice her life for an old shoe-
button—for that's all fifty thousand bucks is to you. . . . Sure, sure you can

speak to her." He beckoned to the girl, who ran across the room and snatched the
phone from his hand.

"Daddy? Daddy! . . . Yes, yes, it's nme, of course it's nme. Oh, Daddy, | never
t hought - - ---- "

" Right, that'll do." Jablonsky laid his big square brown hand across the
nout hpi ece and took the phone from her. " Satisfied, General Blair? The genuine
article, huh?" There was a short silence, then Jablonsky smiled broadly. "Thank
you, Ceneral Blair. |I'm not worrying about any guarantee. The word of GCenera
Rut hven has al ways been guarantee enough." He |listened a nonent, and when he
spoke again the sardonic glint in his eye as he |ooked at Mary Ruthven gave the
lie to the sincerity in his voice. "Besides, you know quite well that if you
wel shed on that money and had a house full of cops, your daughter woul d never
speak to you again. ... No need to worry about my not com ng. There's every
reason why | should. Fifty thousand, to be exact."

He hung up. On your feet, Talbot. W have an appointrment with high society."”

Yes." | sat where | was.
your fifteen thousand?"

And then you turn ne over to the |aw and coll ect

"Sure. Wy not?"
"l could give you twenty thousand reasons."”
"Yeah?" He | ooked at me speculatively. "Got 'em on you?"

Don't be stupid. Gve ne a week, or perhaps------

" Bird-in-the-hand Jabl onsky, pal, that's me. Get going. Looks like being a
nice night's work."



He cut ny bonds and we went out through the garage. Jabl onsky had a hand on the
girl's wist and a gun about thirty inches fromny back. | couldn't see it, but
I didn't have to. | knew it was there.

Ni ght had cone. The wind was rising, fromthe northwest, and it carried with it
the wild harsh snell of the sea and a cold slanting rain that spattered |oudly
agai nst the rustling dripping fronds of the palns and bounced at an angle off
the asphalt pavenent at our feet. It was less than a hundred yards to where
Jabl onsky had left his Ford out-
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side the central block of the notel, but that hundred yards made us good and
wet. The parking-lot, in that rain, was deserted, but even so Jabl onsky had
backed his car into the darkest corner. He would. He opened both offside doors
of the Ford, then went and stood by the rear door

" You first, lady. Other side. You're driving, Talbot." He banged nmy door shut
as | got in behind the wheel, slid into the back seat and cl osed his own door.
He et me feel the Mauser, hard, against the back of ny neck in case ny nenory
was failing me.

Turn south on the highway."

I managed to press the proper buttons, eased through the deserted note
courtyard and turned right. Jablonsky said to the girl: " Your old man's pl ace
is just off the main highway? Ri ght?"

Yes.
" Any other way of getting there? Back streets? Side roads?"
Yes, you can go round the town and------

" So. We'll go straight through. I'm figuring the sane way as Tal bot figured
when he canme to the La Contessa—no one will be looking for himwithin fifty
mies of Marble Springs."”

We drove through the town in silence. The roads were alnpst deserted and there
weren't half a dozen pedestrians to be seen. | caught the red both tines at the
only two sets of traffic lights in Marble Springs, and both tines the Mauser
cane to rest on the back of my head. By and by we were clear of the town and the
rain sheeting down in a torrential cascade that drumred thunderously on the roof
and hood of the car. It was like driving under a waterfall and the w ndscreen-
W pers weren't built for driving under waterfalls. | had to slow down to twenty
and even so | was all but blind whenever the headlights of an approaching car
spread their whitely-diffused glare over the stream ng glass of the w ndscreen
a blindness which becane conplete with the spraying wall of water that thudded
solidly against screen and offside of the body as the approaching cars swept by
with the sibilant whisper of wet rubber on wet roads and a bowwave that a
destroyer captain would have been proud to own.

Mary Ruthven peered into the alternating glare and gloom with her forehead
pressed agai nst the w ndscreen. She probably knew the road well, but she didn't
know it to-
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night. A north-bound track growi ed by at the wong nonent and she al nost missed
the turn-off.

"There it is!" She grabbed my forearm so hard that the Ford skidded for a
nonent on to the shoulder of the road before | could bring it under control.
caught a glinpse through the rain of a dinly phosphorescent glow on the left and
was fifty yards beyond before | stopped. The road was too narrow for a U-turn so
| backed and filled until we were heading the other way, crawled up to the
illumnated opening in first and turned in slowy. | should have hated to turn
in there quickly. As it was, | managed to pukE up a few feet short of a six-
barred white-painted netal gate that woul d have stopped a bull-dozer

The gate appeared to be at the end of an alnost flat-roofed tunnel. On the |left
was a seven-foot high white |inestone wall, naybe twenty feet long. On the right
was a white | odge with an oak door and chintz-covered wi ndows | ooking out on to
the tunnel. Lodge and wall were joined by a shallowy curved roof. | couldn't
see what the roof was nmade of. | wasn't interested in it anyway: | was too busy
| ooking at the nman who had cone through the |odge door even before | had braked
to a stop.

He was the dowager's dream of a chauffeur. He was perfect. He was inmacul ate.
He was a poemin maroon. Evn his gleamng riding boots | ooked naroon. The
flaring Bedford cord breeches, the bigh-buttoned tunic, the gloves perfectly
fol ded under one epaul ette, even the peak of the cap were all of the sane
perfect shade. He took his cap off. Hs hair wasn't maroon. It was thick and
bl ack and gl eaming and parted on the right. He had a snpboth brown face and dark
eyes set well apart, just like his shoulders. A poem but no pansy. He was.as
big as | was, and a whole | ot better | ooking.

Mary Rut hven had the wi ndow wound down, and the chauffeur bent to | ook at her,
one sinewy brown hand resting on the edge of the door. Wen he saw who it was
the brown face broke into a wide white smle and if the relief and gl adness in
his eyes weren't genuine he was the best actor-chauffeur |I'd ever known.

"1t is you, Mss Mary." The voice was deep, educated and unnistakably English:
when you'd two hundred and eighty-five mllion bucks it didn't cost but pennies
extra to hire a hone-grown shepherd to | ook after your flock of
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i mported Rolls-Royce. English chauffeurs were class. "I'm delighted to see you
back, ma'am Are you all right?"
"I"'m delighted to be back, Sinon." For a brief noment her hand lay over his and
squeezed it. She let her breath go in what was hal f-sigh, half-shudder, and
added: "I'mall right. How is Daddy?"

" The general has been worried stiff, Mss Mary. But he'll be all right now.
They told ne to expect you. 111 let them know right away." He hal f-turned,
wheel ed, craned forward and peered into the back of the car. H s body
perceptibly stiffened.

" Yeah, it's a gun," Jablonsky said confortably fromthe rear seat. " Just
hol ding it, sonny—gets kinda unconfortable sitting down with a gun in your hip
pocket. Haven't you found that yourself?" | |ooked and, sure, enough, | could
see the slight bulge on the chauffeur's right hip. " Spoils the cut of the



Little Lord Fauntelroy suit, don't it, though?" Jablonsky went on. "And don't
get any funny ideas about using yours. The tine for that's past. Besides, you
m ght hit Talbot. That's him behind the wheel. Fifteen thousand dollars on the
hoof and I want to deliver himin prine condition."

" 1 don't know what you're talking about, sir." The chauffeur's face had
darkened, his voice was barely civil. " 111 ring the house." He turned away,
went into the snmall |obby behind the door, lifted a phone and pressed a button
and as he did so the heavy gate swung open silently, smoothly, of its own
accord.

" Al we need nowis a noat and a portcullis,” Jablonsky murrmured as we began
to nove forward. " Looks after his 285 nillions, does the old general
El ectrified fences, patrols, dogs, the lot, eh, lady?"

She didn't answer. W were noving past a big four-car garage attached to the
lodge. It was a carport type garage wi thout doors and | could see | had been

ri ght about the Rolls-Royces. There were two of them one sand-brown and bei ge,
the other gun-netal blue. There was also a Cadillac. That would be for the
groceries. Jabl onsky was speaki ng again.

" Ad Fancy-pants back there. The Liney. Were' d you pick that sissy up? "

" 1'd like to see you say that to himw thout that gun in your hand," the girl
said quietly. " He's been with us for
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three years now. Ni ne nonths ago three nasked men crashed our car with only
Kennedy and nyself in it. They all carried guns. One's dead, the other two are
still in prison.”

"A lucky sissy," Jablonsky grunted and relapsed into silence.

The asphalt drive-way up to the house was narrow, |ong, w nding and thickly
wooded on both sides. The small evergreen |eaves of live oak and | ong dripping
grey festoons of Spanish noss reached out and brushed the roof and side-screens
of the car. Suddenly the trees receded on both sides fromthe beanms of the
headl amps, giving way to strategically placed clunps of palns and pal nettos, and
there, behind a stepped granite balustrade wall and a gravel terrace, lay the
general 's house.

Built as an ordinary famly house, the girl had said. Built for a famly of
about fifty. It was enornous. It was an old white ante-bellum type house, so
Colonial that it creaked, with a huge pillared two-story porch, a curiously
doubl e-angl ed roof of a type I'd never seen before and enough glass to keep an
active wi ndow cleaner in year-round enploynment. Over the entrance of the |ower
porch were two nore |ights, big old-fashioned coach | anmps each with a powerful
electric bulb inside. Below the |anps stood the reception comrttee

I hadn't expected the reception committee. Subconsciously, | suppose, | had
expected the old high-class routine of being welcomed by the butler and
deferentially and cerenoniously conducted to the |ibrary where the general would
be sipping his Scotch before a crackling pine fire. Wich was pretty silly, when
you cane to think of it. Wen you re expecting a daughter back from the dead and
the door-bell rings, you don't just keep on sipping whisky. Not if you're
hal fway human. The chauffeur had warned them hence the conmittee



The butler was there too. He cane down the steps of the porch carrying a huge
golf unbrella out into the heavy rain. He didn't look like any butler I'd ever
seen. His coat was far too tight round his upper arns, shoulders and chest in a
fashion that used to be popul ar anpbng prohibition gangsters and Ms face did
nothing to dispel the inpression. He |ooked first cousin to Valentino, the
bodyguard back in the court-room O nmaybe even nore closely related. He even
had the sanme broken nose. The general had a weird taste in
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butlers, especially when you considered his choice of chauffeur.

But the butler seened courteous enough. At least | thought he was until he saw
who it was behind the driving-wheel and then he nade a smart about turn, went
round the front of the car and escorted Mary Ruthven to the shelter of the porch
where she ran forward and threw her arms round her father's neck. Jabl onsky and
| had to make it alone. W got wet, but no one seened worried

By this time the girl had becone disentangled from her father. | had a good
ook at him He was an imensely tall old coot, thin but not too thin, in a
silver-white linen suit. The colour of the suit was a perfect match for the
hair. He had a | ong | ean craggy Lincol nesque face, but just how craggy it was
i mpossible to say for alnost half of it was hidden behind a |uxuriant white
noust ache and beard. He didn't |ook |ike any big business magnate |'d ever cone
across, but with 285 mllion dollars he didn't have to. He |ooked |like the way
I'd expected a Southern judge to | ook and didn't.

" Cone in, gentlemen," he said courteously. | wondered if he included nme anong
the three other nen standing in the shadows in the porch. It seened unlikely,
but I went in al! the same. | hadn't nuch option. Not only was Jabl onsky's

Mauser jammred into the small of ny back but another nan who'd just stepped out
of the shadows also carried a gun. W trooped across a huge, w de, chandelier-
lit, tessellated-tile floored hall, down a broad passage and into a |l arge room
I'd been right about the room anyw&. It was a library, it did have a bl azing
pine fire and the slightly oily snell of fine |eather-bound books ningled very
pl easantly with the aroma of expensive Coronas and a high-class Scotch. |
noticed there was nobody there smoking cigars. The walls that weren't covered
with book-shelves were panelled in polished elm Chairs and settees were in dark
gold | eather and nobquette, and the curtains of shot gold. A bronze-col oured
carpet flowed over the floor fromwall to wall and with a strong enough draught
the nap on it would have waved and undulated like a wind-rippled field of sumrer
corn. As it was, the chair castors were so deeply sunk in it as to be al nost

i nvi si bl e.

"Scotch, M.—ah------ ?wt he general asked Jabi onsky.
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"Jabl onsky. | don't mnd, General. Wile |I'm standing. And while |I'm wpiting."
"Waiting for what, M. Jablonsky?" General Ruthven had a quiet pleasant voice

with very little inflection init. Wth 285 bucks you don't have to shout to
make yoursel f heard



"Ain't you the little kidder, now?" Jablonsky was as quiet, as unruffled as the
general. " For the little paper, CGeneral, with your name signed at the bottom
For the fifty thousand iron nen."

" O course." The general seenmed faintly surprised that Jabl onsky shoul d think
it necessary to renmind himof the agreenent. He crossed to the dressed-stone
mant el pi ece, pulled a yellow bank slip from under a paper-weight. " | have it
here, just the payee's nanme to be filled in." | thought a slight snmle touched
his mouth but under all that foliage it was difficult to be sure. " And you
needn't worry about my phoning the bank with instructions not to honour this
cheque. Such is not rny way of doing business."

" | knowit's not, GCeneral."

"*And nmy daughter is worth infinitely nore to ne than this. | nust thank you
sir, for bringing her back."

" Yeah." Jabl onsky took the cheque, glanced casually at it, then |ooked at the
general, a speculative glint in his eye.

" Your pen slipped, General." he drawled. " | asked for fifty thousand. You got
seventy thousand here."

" Correct." Ruthven inclined his head and glanced at ne. " | had offered ten
t housand dollars for information about this man here. | also feel that I'm

noral |y bound to make good the five thousand offered by the authorities. It's so
much easier to nake out one |unp-sum cheque to one person, don't you agree?"

"And the extra five thousand?"
" For your trouble and the pleasure it will give ne to hand this man over to
the authorities personally.” Again | couldn't be sure whether or not he smled.
" | can afford to indul ge those whins, you know. "

" Your pleasure is ny pleasure, Ceneral. I'lIl be on ny way, then. Sure you can
handle this fellow? He's tough, fast, tricky as they cone."

"I have people who can handle him" It was plain that the general wasn't
referring to the butler and another uni-
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formed servant hovering in the background. He pressed a bell, and when sone
sort of footman came to the door, said: "Ask M. Wland and M. Royale to cone
in, will you, Fletcher?"

"Why don't you ask them yourself, General?" To ny way of thinking I was the
central figure in that little group, but they hadn't even asked me to speak, so
I thought it was tine to say sonmething. | bent down to the bow of artificial
flowers on the table by the fire, and pulled up a fine-neshed mcrophone. " This
room s bugged. A hundred gets one your friends have heard every word that's been
said. For a nmillionaire and high society flier, Ruthven, you have sone strange
habits." | broke off and |ooked at the trio who had just cone through the
doorway. "And even stranger friends."

Which wasn't quite an accurate statenent. The first man in | ooked perfectly at
honme in that [uxurious setting. He was of nedium height, medium build, dressed



in a perfectly cut dinner suit and snoking a cigar as long as your arm That was
the expensive snell |I'd picked up as soon as | had cone into the library. He was
in his early fifties, with black hair touched by grey at the tenples: his neat
clipped noustache was jet black. H's face was snmooth and unlined and deeply
sunburnt. He was Hollywiod's ideal of a nan to play the part of a top executive
snoot h, urbane and conpetent to a degree. It was only when he cane closer and
you saw the eyes and the set of the planes of his face that you realised that
here was a toughness, both physical and nmental, and a hardness that you would
never see around a novie set. A man to watch

The second man was nore off-beat. It was hard to put a finger on the quality
that nmade him so. He was dressed in a soft grey flannel suit, white shirt and
grey tie of the sanme shade as the suit. He was slightly bel ow nmedi um hei ght,
broadly built, with a pale face and snmooth slicked hair alnobst the same col our
as Mary Ruthven's. It wasn't until you |ooked again and again that you saw what
made him off-beat, it wasn't anything he had, it was sonething he didn't have.
He had the npbst expressionless face, the enptiest eyes | had ever seen in any
man.

O f-beat was no description for the man who brought up the rear. He belonged in
that library the way Mdzart would have belonged in a rock and roll club. He was
only twenty-
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one or -two, tall, skinny, with a dead-white face and coal - bl ack eyes. The eyes
were never still, they noved restlessly fromside to side as if it hurt themto
be still, flickering fromone face to another like a will-0'-the-wi sp on an
autum evening. | didn't notice what he wore, all | saw was his face. The face

of a hophead, a junky, an advanced dope addict. Take away his white powder for
even twenty-four hours and he'd be screaming his head off as all the devils in
hell closed in on him

" Cone in, M. Wiland." The general was speaking to the man with the cigar and
| wished for the tenth tinme that old Ruthven's expression wasn't so hard to
read. He nodded in nmy direction. " This is Talbot, the wanted man. And this is
M. Jabi onsky, the man who brought hi m back."

G ad to neet you, M. Jabionsky." VWyland smiled in a friendly fashion and put

his hand out. " I'mthe general's chief production engineer." Sure, he was the
general's chief production engineer, that nmade ne President of the United
States. VWyland nodded at the man in the grey suit. " This is M. Royale, M.
Jabi onsky. "

" M. Jabionsky! M. Jabionsky!" The words weren't spoken, they were hissed by
the tall thin boy with the staring eyes. H's hand dived under the lapel of his
jacket and | had to adnmit he was fast. The gun trenbled in his hand. He swore,

three unprintable words in succession, and the eyes were glazed and mad. " [|'ve
waited two |l ong years for this, you—bamm you, Royale! Wy did----- ?"
"There's a young |l ady here, Larry." | could have sworn that Royale's hand

hadn't reached under his coat, or for his hip pocket, but there had been no
nm staking the flash of dulled nmetal in his hand, the sharp crack of the barre
on Larry's wist and the clatter of the boy's gun bouncing off a brass-topped
table. As an exanple of sleight-of-hand conjuring, |I'd never seen anything to
beat it.



" We know M. Jabionsky," Royale was continuing. H's voice was curiously
nmusi cal and soothing and soft. " At least, Larry and | know. Don't we, Larry?
Larry did six nonths once on a narcotics charge. It was Jabionsky that sent him

up. "

" Jabi onsky sent------ the general began.

"Jabi onsky." Royale smled and nodded at the big nan. Det ecti ve- Li eut enant

Her man Jabi onsky, of New York Honi cide."
CHAPTER | V
It was one of those silences. It went on and on and on.

Pregnant, they call it. It didn't worry ne nmuch, | was for the high junp
anyway. It was the general who spoke first and his voice and face were stiff and
cold as he |l ooked at the nman in the dinner suit.

"What is the explanation of this outrageous conduct, Wyland?" he demanded. "You
bring into this house a man who is apparently not only a narcotics addict and
carries a gun, but who has also served a prison sentence. As for the presence of
a police officer, soneone nmight care to inform

" Rel ax, Ceneral. You can drop the front." It was Royal e who spoke, his voice
qui et and soothing as before and curiously devoid of any trace of insolence. "
wasn't quite accurate. Ex-Detective-Lieutenant, | should have said. Brightest

boy in the bureau in his day, first narcotics, then homicide, nore arrests and
nore convictions for arrests than any other police officer in the eastern
states. But your foot slipped, didn't it, Jabl onsky?"

Jabl onsky said nothing and his face showed nothing, but it didn't mean he
wasn't thinking plenty. My face showed nothing, but | was thinking plenty. | was
thinking how |l could try to get away. The servants had vani shed at a wave of the
hand from the general and, for the nonment, everyone seened to have | ost interest
in nme. | turned ny head casually. | was wong, there was soneone who hadn't | ost
interest in nme. Valentino, my court-room acquai ntance, was standing in the
passageway just outside the open door, and the interest he was taking in me nore
than made up for the lack of interest in the library. | was pleased to see that
he was carrying his right armin a sling. His left thunb was hooked in the side
pocket of his coat, and although he mght have had a big thunmb it wasn't big
enough to make all that bulge in his pocket. He would just love to see nme trying
to get away.

" Jabl onsky here was the central figure in the biggest police scandal to hit
New York since the war," Royale was saying. " Al of a sudden there were a |ot
of rmurders—
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i mportant murders—n his parish, and Jabl onsky boobed on the |ot. Everyone knew
a protection gang was behind the killings. Everybody except Jabl onsky. Al
Jabl onsky knew was that he was getting ten grand a stiff to look in every
direction but the right one. But he had even nore enemes nside the force than
outside, and they nailed him Eighteen nonths ago it was, and he had the
headlines to hinself for an entire week. Don't you renmenber, M. Wl and?"



" Now | do," Wland nodded. " Sixty thousand tucked away and they never laid a
finger on a cent. Three years he got, wasn't it?"

" And out in eighteen nonths," Royal e finished. Junped the wall, Jabl onsky?"

" Good conduct rem ssion," Jablonsky said calmy. " A respectable citizen
again. Wiich is nore than could be said for you, Royale. You enploying this man,
Gener al ?"

"1 fail to see-----
" Because if you are, it'll cost you a hundred bucks nore than you think. A
hundred bucks is the price Royale usually charges his enployers for a weath for
his victins. A very fancy weath. O has the price gone up, Royale? And who are
you putting the ringer on this tine?"

Nobody sai d anythi ng. Jabl onsky had the fl oor.
" Royale here is listed in the police files of half the states in the Union,
General . Nobody's ever pinned anything on him yet, but they know all about him
No. 1 renover in the United States, not furniture but people. He charges high
but he's good and there's never any coneback. A free-lance, and his services are
in terrific denand by all sorts of people you' d never dream of, not only because
he never fails to give satisfaction but also because of the fact that it's a

poi nt of Royale's code that he'll never touch a man who has enployed him An
awful lot of people sleep an awful |ot easier, General, just because they know
they're on Royale's list of untouchables." Jabl onsky rubbed a bristly chin with
a hand the size of a shovel. " | wonder who he could be after this tine,

General ? Could it even be yourself, do you think?"

For the first time the general registered enption. Not even the beard and
noust ache could hide a narrowing of the eyes, a tightening of the lips and a
slight but perceptible draining of colour fromthe cheeks. He wet his Iips,
slowy, and | ooked at Wyl and.
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"Did you know anything of this? What truth is there

"Jabl onsky's just shooting off the top of his nouth,” VWland interjected
snoothly. "Let's get them into another room GCeneral. W nust talk."

Rut hven nodded, his face still pale, and VWyland gl anced at Royale. Royale
smled and said without inflection: " Al right, you two, out. Leave that gun
t here, Jabl onsky."

"And if | don't?"

"You haven't cashed that cheque yet,"
listening, all right.

Royal e said obliquely. They'd been

Jabl onsky put his gun on the table. Royale hinmself didn't have a gun in his
hand. Wth the speed he could nove at it would have been quite superfl uous
anyway. The hophead, Larry, cane up behind ne and dug his pistol barrel in ny
kidney with a force that made nme grunt in pain. Nobody said anything, so | said:
"Do that again, hophead, and it'E take a dentist a whole day to repair your



face." So he did it again, twice as painfully as before, and when | swung round
he was too quick for me and caught nme with the barrel of his gun high up on the
face and raked the sight down ny cheek. Then he stood off, four feet away, gun
pointed at ny |ower stomach and those crazy eyes junping all over the place, a
wi cked smile on his face inviting ne to junp him | nopped sone of the blood off
ny face and turned and went out the door.

Val entino was waiting for nme, gun in hand and heavy boots on his feet, and by
the tine Royale cane leisurely out of the library, closed the door behind him
and stopped Valentino with a single word, | couldn't wal k. There's nothing wong
with ny thigh, it's carried me around for years, but it's not nmade of oak and
Val entino wore toe-plates on his boots. It just wasn't ny |lucky night. Jabl onsky
hel ped me off the floor into an adjacent room | stopped at the doorway, | ooked
back at the grinning Valentino and then at Larry, and | wote them both down in
nmy little black book.

W spent perhaps ten minutes in that room Jablonsky and | sitting, the hophead
paci ng up and down with the gun in his hand and hoping | would twitch an
eyebrow, Royal e |eaning negligently against a table, nobody saying anything,
until by and by the butler came in and said the genera
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wanted to see us. W all trooped out again. Valentino was still there, but |
made it safely to the library. Maybe he'd hurt his toe, but | knew it wasn't
that: Royale had told himonce to lay off, and just once would be all that
Royal e woul d have to tell anybody anything.

A far from subtle change had taken place in the atnosphere since we'd left. The
girl was still sitting on a stool by the fire, head bent and the flickering
light gl eam ng of f her wheat-col oured braids, but Vylaud and the general seened
easy and rel axed and confident and the latter was even sniling. A couple of
newspapers were lynmg on the library table and | wondered sourly if those, with
their big black banner headlines " Wanted Killer Slays Constable, Wunds Sheriff
" and the far fromflattering pictures of nyself had anything to do with their
confidence. To enphasise the change in atnposphere, a footnan came in with a tray
of gl asses, decanter and soda siphon. He was a young nan, but noved with a
peculiarly stiff |eaden-footed gait and he laid the tray down on the table with
so laborious a difficulty that you could alnbst hear his joints creak. Hs
colour didn't ook too good either. | |ooked away, glanced at him again and then
indifferently away once nore, hoping that the know edge of what | suddenly knew
didn't show in ny face.

They'd read all the right books on etiquette; the footman and the butler knew
exactly what to do. The footman brought in the drinks, the butler carried them
around. He gave a sherry to the girl, whisky to each of the four nen —Hophead
was pointedly bypassed—and planted hinself in front of me. My gaze travelled
fromhis hairy wists to his broken nose to the general in the background. The
general nodded, so | |ooked back at the silver tray again. Pride said no, the
magni fi cent aroma of the anber liquid that had been poured from that triangular
di npl ed bottle said yes, but pride carried the heavy handi cap of ny hunger,
soaked clothes and the beating I'd just had and the aroma won | ooki ng round.
took the glass and eyed the general over the rim " A last drink for the
condemmed nan, eh, GCeneral? "

Not condemned yet." He lifted his glass. " Your health, Talbot."



Very witty," | sneered. " Wiat do they do in the state of Florida, General?
Strap you over a cyani de bucket or just fry you 'in the hot seat?"
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"Your health," he repeated. "You're not condemmed, maybe you'll never be
condemmed. | have a proposition to put before you, Tal bot."

I lowered nyself carefully into a chair. Valentino's boot nust have mangl ed up
one of the nerves in ny leg, a thigh nmuscle was junping uncontrollably. I waved
at the papers lying on the library table.

" |1 take it you' ve read those, Ceneral. | take it you know all about what
happened to-day, all about ny record. Wat kind of proposition can a man |ike
you possibly have to put to a man |ike ne?"

" Avery attractive one." | imagined | saw a touch of red touch the high
cheekbones but he spoke steadily enough. " In exchange for a little service |
wi sh you to performfor ne | offer you your life."

" A fair offer. And the nature of this little service, Ceneral?"

"I amnot at liberty to tell you at present. In about, perhaps—thirty-six
hours, you would say, VWyland?"

"W shoul d hear by then," VWyland agreed. He was |less and |less |ike an engineer
every tine | looked at him He took a puff at his Corona and | ooked at ne. "You
agree to the general's proposition, then?"

" Don't be silly. What else can | do? And after the job, whatever it is?"
" You will be provided with papers and passport and sent to a certain South
American country where you will have nothing to fear," the general answered. "
have the connections." Like hell | would be given papers and a trip to South
America: | would be given a pair of concrete socks and a vertical trip to the
bottom of the Gulf of Mexico.

" And if | don't agree, then of course-----

"If you don't agree then they will all be overcone by a high sense of civic
responsibility and turn you over to the cops," Jablonsky interrupted
sardonically. " The whole setup stinks to high heaven. Wy should the general
want you?-he can hire practically any man in the nation. Wy, especially, should
he hire a killer on the lan? Wat earthly use can you be to hin? Wiy should he
help a wanted murderer to evade justice?" He sipped his drink thoughtfully. "
General Blair Ruthven, the noral pillar of New England society, best-known and
hi ghest - m nded do-gooder after the Rockefellers. It stinks. You're paddling in
some
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dark and dirty water, General. Very dark, very dirty. And paddling right up to
your neck. Lord knows what stakes you nust be playing for. They nust be

fantastic." He shook Ms head. " This | would never have believed."

" | have never willingly or know ngly done a dishonest thing in ny life," the
general said steadily.



Jeez!" Jabl onsky ejacul ated. For a few seconds he was silent, then said
suddenly: "Well, thanks for the drink, General. Don't forget to sup with a long
spoon. 1'Il take ny hat and ny cheque and be on ny way. The Jabl onsky retirenent
fund is in your debt."

I didn't see who nade the signal. Probably it cane from Wland. Again | didn't
see how the gun got into Royale's hand. But | saw it there. So did Jabl onsky. It
was a tiny gun, a very flat automatic with a snub barrel, even smaller than the
Lil Hout the sheriff had taken from nme. But Royal e probably had the eye and the
aimof a squirrel-hunter, and it was all he needed: a great big hole in the
heart from a heavy Colt nmakes you no deader than a tiny little hole froma .22

Jabl onsky | ooked thoughtfully at the gun. "You would rather | stayed, General ?"
" Put that damm" gun away," the general snapped. " Jab-lonsky's on our side. At
|l east, | hope he's going to be. Yes, |I'd rather you stayed. But no one's going
to make you if you don't want to."

"And what's going to make ne want to?" Jabl onsky inquired of the conpany at
large. "Could it be that the general, who has never willingly done a dishonest
thing in his life, as planning to hold up paynment on that cheque? O maybe just
planning to tear it up altogether?"

It didn't need the general's suddenly averted eyes to confirm Jabl onsky's
guess. Wland cut in smoothly: "It'Il only be for two days, Jablonsky, three at
the nost. After all, you are getting a great deal of money for very little. All
we're asking you to do is to ride herd on Tal bot here until he's done what we
want himto do."

Jabl onsky nodded slowy. "I see. Royale here wouldn't stoop to bodyguardi ng—he
takes care of people in a rather nore permanent way. The thug out in the passage
there, the butler, our little friend Larry here—Jal bot could eat 'emall before
breakfast. You nust need Tal bot pretty badly, eh?"
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"We require him" VWyland said snmoothly. "And from what we've learnt from M ss
Rut hven—and from what Royal e knows of you—you can hold him And your npbney's
safe.”

" Uh-huh. And tell ne, am | a prisoner |ooking after a prisoner, or am| free
to come and go?"

"You heard what the general said," VWland answered. " You're a free agent. But
if you do go out nmake sure he's |locked up or tied so that he can't break for
it."

"Seventy thousand bucks worth of guarding, eh?" Jab-lonsky said grimy. "He's

safe as the gold in' Fort Knox." | caught Royale and Vyland exchanging a brief
flicker of a glance as Jabl onsky went on: "But |'m kind of worried about that
seventy thousand. | nean, if someone finds out Talbot is here, | won't get the
seventy thousand. All |'Il get, with ny record, is ten years for obstructing the

course of justice and giving aid and confort to a wanted nmurderer." He | ooked
specul atively at Vyland and the general and went on softly: "Wat guarantee have
I that no one in this house will talk?"



" No one will talk," Wland said flatly.
"The chauffeur lives in the |odge, doesn't he?" Jablonsky said obliquely.

"Yes, he does." VWl and spoke softly, thoughtfully. "It might be a good idea to
get rid of----- "

" No!" the girl interrupted violently. She'd junped to her feet, fists clenched
by her sides.

" Under no circunstances
are too nuch in his debt."

General Ruthven said quietly. Kennedy renmains. W

Vyland's dark eyes narrowed for a nonent and he | ooked at the general. But it
was the girl who answered the unspoken query.

“Sinmon won't tali,"”
to see him"

she said tonelessly. She noved towards the door. " [|'ll go

"Si non, eh?" VWyland scraped a thunb-nail against the corner of his noustache,
and | ooked at her appraisingly. "Sinmon Kennedy, chauffeur and general handyman.

She retraced a few steps, stopped in front of VWland and | ooked at him
steadily, tiredly. You could just see the fifteen generations stretching back to
the Mayflower and every one of the 285 nillion bucks was show ng. She said
distinctly: "I think you are the nost utterly hateful man
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have ever known," and wal ked out, closing the door behind her. " M daughter is
overwought,” the general said hastily.

" fl1-.rv"

"Forget it, Ceneral." VWyland' s voice was as urbane as ever, but he | ooked a bit
overw ought hinself. " Royale, you m ght show Jabl onsky and Tal bot their
quarters for tonight. East end of the new wi ng—the roons are being fixed now "

Royal e nodded, but Jabl onsky held up his hand. " This job Talbot is going to do
for you—+s it in this house?" Cenedal Ruthven glanced at Vyland, then shook his

head. "Then where?" Jabl onsky dermanded. "If this guy is taken out of here and
anybody within a hundred mles spots him we've had it. Particularly, it would
be good-bye to ny nmoney. | think I"'mentitled to a little reassurance on this

poi nt, GCeneral."

Again the swift interchange of |ooks between the general and VWl and, again the
latter's all but inperceptible nod.
" | think we can tell you that," the general said. " The job's on the X 13, ny
oil rig out inthe gulf." He snmled faintly. " Fifteen nmles from here and wel
out in the gulf. No passers-by to see himthere, M. Jabl onsky."

Jabl onsky nodded, as though for the nmonent satisfied, and said no nore. |
stared at the ground. | didn't dare to |look up. Royale said softly: "Let's be on
our way."



I finished ny drink and got up. The heavy library door opened outwards into the
passage and Royale, gun in hand, stood to one side to let me pass through first.
He shoul d have known better. O naybe ny |inp deceived him People thought ny
linmp slowed ne up, but people were wong.

Val entino had disappeared. | went through the doorway, slowed up and noved to
one side round the edge of the door as if | were waiting for Royale to catch up
and show ne where to go, then whirled round and snashed the sole of ny right
foot against the door with all the speed and power | could rmnuster.

Royal e got nailed neatly between door and janb. Had it been his head that was
caught it would have been curtains. As it was, it caught his shoul ders but even
so it was enough to nmake him grunt in agony and send the gun spinning out
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of his hand to fall a couple of yards down the passage. | dived for it. |
scooped it up by the barrel, swung round, still crouched, as | heard the quick
step behind ne. The butt of the automatic caught the diving Royal e somewhere on
the face, | couldn't be sure where, but it sounded |ike a four-pound axe sinking

into the bole of a pine. He was unconscious before he hit nme—but he did hit nme.
An axe won't stop a falling pine. It took only a couple of seconds to push him
off and change nmy grip to the butt of the pistol, but two seconds would al ways
be enough and nore than enough for a man |ike Jabl onsky.

H s foot caught my gun-hand and the gun | anded twenty feet away. | | aunched
nyself for his legs but he noved to one side with the speed of a fly-weight,
lifted his knee and sent me crashing against the open door. And then it was too
late, for he had the Mauser in his hand and it was pointing between ny eyes.

| clinbed slowy to nmy feet, not trying anything. The general and VWl and, the
latter with a gun in his hand, cane crowdi ng through the open door, then rel axed
when they saw Jablonsky with the gun on ne. VWland bent down and hel ped a now
noani ng Royale to a sitting position. Royale had a |ong, heavily bleeding cut
above his left eye and tonorrow he'd have a duck's egg bruise there. After maybe
hal f a mnute he shook his head to clear it, w ped blood away with the back of

his hand and | ooked slowmy round till his eyes found nmine. I'd been m staken
I'd thought his the enptiest, the npst expressionless eyes |'d ever seen, but
I'"d been mstaken. | |looked in them and | could alnost snell the noist freshly-

turned earth of an open grave.

" 1 can see that you gents really do need ne around," Jablonsky said jovially.
" | never thought anyone would try that stuff with Royale and live to talk about
it. But we learn." He dug into a side pocket and brought out a set of very
sl ender blued-steel cuffs and slipped them expertly on my wists. " A souvenir
of the bad old days," he explained apologetically. "Wuld there happen to be
another pair and sone wire or chain round the house?"

" It mght be arranged,” VWl and said al nost nechanically. He still couldn't
credit what had happened to his infallible hatchet-nman.

Fine." Jabl onsky grinned down at Royal e. You don't need to |ock your door

to-night, I'll keep Tal bot out of your
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hair." Royale transferred his sonbre, evil stare fromny face to Jabl onsky's
and his expression didn't alter any that | could see. | fancied perhaps Royal e
was begi nning to have ideas about a doubl e grave.

The butler took us upstairs and al ong a narrow passage to the back of the big
house, took a key from his pocket, unlocked a door and ushered us in. It was
just another bedroom sparsely but expensively furnished, with a wash-basin in
one corner and a nodern nmahogany bed in the mddle of the right wall. To the
left was a communicating door to another bedroom The butler took a second key
from his pocket and unlocked this door also. It gave on to another room the
mrror image of the first, except for the bed, which was an ol d-fashioned iron-
railed effort. It looked as if it had been made with girders left over fromthe
Key West bridge. It looked solid. It looked as if it was going to be ny bed.

We went back into the other room Jablonsky stretched out his hand. "
pl ease. "

The keys,

The butler hesitated, peered uncertainly at him then shrugged, handed over the
keys and turned to leave. J -lonsky said pleasantly: "This Mauser |'m hol ding
here, friend—want that | should bounce it off your head two three tinmes?"

I'mafraid | don't understand, sir.

"' Sir', hey? That's good. | wouldn't have expected them to have books on
bulling in Alcatraz. The other key, ny friend. The one leading to the passage
from Tal bot's room"

The butler scow ed, handed over a third key, and left. Watever buttling book
he'd read, he'd skipped the section on closing doors, but it was a stout door
and it stood up to it. Jablonsky grinned, |ocked the door with an ostentatious
click, pulled the curtains, checked rapidly that there were no peep-holes in the
wal | s and crossed back to where | stood. Five or six tines he snacked a massive
fist into a massive palm kicked the wall and knocked over an armchair with a
thud that shook the room Then he said, not too softly, not too loudly: "Get up
when you're ready, friend. That's just a little warning, shall we say, not to
try any further tricks like you tried on Royale. Just nove one finger and you'll
think the Chrysler building fell on top of you."

| didn't nove a finger. Neither did Jablonsky. There was a conplete silence
inside the room W |istened hard. The
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silence in the passageway outside was not conplete. Wth his flat feet and
adenoi dal, broken-nosed breathing, the butler was conpletely niscast as the Last
of the Mohicans and he was a good twenty feet away by the tine the thick carpet
absorbed the last of his creaking footfalls.

Jabl onsky took out a key, softly opened the handcuffs, pocketed them and shook
ny hand as if he neant to break every finger | had. | felt like it, too, but for
all that nmy grin was as big, as delighted as his owmn. W lit cigarettes and
started on the two roons with toothpicks, |ooking for bugs and I|istening
devi ces.

The place was | oaded with them



Exactly twenty-four hours later | clinbed into the sports car that had been
left enmpty, but with the ignition key in the lock, four hundred yards away from
the entrance |odge to the general's house. It was a Chevrolet Corvette—the sane
car that 1'd stolen the previous afternoon when |I'd been holding Mary Ruthven
host age.

The rain of yesterday had vani shed, conpletely. The sky had been blue and
cloudless all day |long—and for ne it had been a very long day indeed. Lying
fully dressed and handcuffed to the rails of an iron bed for twelve hours while
the tenperature in a cl osed-w ndow south-facing roomrises to a hundred in the
shad*—wel |, the heat and the somolent inactivity woul d have been just right for
a Gal apagos tortoise. It left me as linp as a shot rabbit. They'd kept ne there
all day, Jablonsky bringing ne food and parading ne shortly after dinner before
the general, Vyland and Royale to |let them see how good a watch-dog he was and
that | was still relatively intact. Relatively was the word: to increase the
effect I'd redoubled ny linp and had sticking plaster crossed over cheek and
chin.

Royal e needed no such adventitious aids to advertise the fact that he had been

in the wars. | doubt if they made sticking plaster w de enough to cover the
enornous bruise he had on his forehead. His right eye was the sane bluish-purple
as the bruise, and conpletely shut. I'd done a good job on Royale: and | knew,

for all the enpty renpte expression that was back in his face and one good eye
that he'd never rest until he'd done a better job on ne. A pernmanent job.

The night air was cool and sweet and full of the snell of
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the salt sea. | had the hood down and as | travelled south | |eaned far back
and to one side to let the freshness drive away the |last of the cobwebs from ny
dopy mad. It wasn't just the heat that had made ny mnd sluggish, | had slept
so long during that sticky afternoon that | was overslept and paying for it: but
then, | wasn't going to get nuch sleep that com ng night. Once or twce |
t hought of Jabl onsky, that big black smling man with the tanned face and the
engaging grin, sitting back in his upstairs roomdiligently and solemly
guarding nmy enpty bedroomwth all three keys in his pocket. | felt in nmy own
pocket and they were still there, the duplicates that Jablonsky had had cut that
nmorni ng when be had taken the air in the direction of Marble Springs. Jabl onsky
had been busy that norning.

I forgot about Jabl onsky. He could take better care of hinself that any man |'d
ever known. | had enough troubles of ny own coming up that night.

The | ast traces of the brilliant red sunset had just vani shed over the wi ne-
dark gulf to the west and the stars were standing clear in the high and w ndl ess
sky when | saw a green -shaded lantern on the right of the road. | passed it,
then a second, then at the third I turned sharp right and ran the Corvette down
on to a little stone jetty, switching off nmy headlights even before | coasted to
a standstill beside a tall, bulky man with a tiny pencil flash in his hand

He took ny arm-he had to, | was blind fromstaring into the glaring white pool
of light cast by the Corvette's headl anps—and |l ed ne wordl essly down a flight of
wooden steps to a floating landing jetty and across this to a |ong dark shape
that lay rocking gently by the side of the jetty. | was seeing better already,
and | managed to grab a stay and junp down into the boat w thout a hel ping hand.
A squat, short man rose to greet ne.



"M . Tal bot?"

Yes. Captain Zaims, isnt it?"

" John." The little man chuckled and explained in his lilting accent: " M/ boys
would laugh at ne. ' Captain Zaims', they would say. ' And how is the Queen
Mary or the United States to-day?' they would say. And so on. The children of
to-day." The little nman sighed in nock sorrow. " Ah, well, | suppose ' John' is

good enough for the captain of the little Mtapan."
I glanced over his shoulder and had a | ook at the children
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They were, as yet, no nore than dark blurs against a slightly |ess dark
skyline, but there was |ight enough to let ne see that they averaged about six
feet and were built in proportion. Nor was the Matapan so little: she was at
| east forty feet long, twin-nmasted, with curious athwartshi ps and fore-and-aft
rails just above the height of a tall man's head. Both nen and vessel were
G eek: the crew were Greeks to a man and if the Matapan wasn't entirely G ecian,
she had at |east been built by Geek shipwights who had cone to and settled
down in Florida just for the express purpose of building those sponge ships.
Wth its slender graceful curves and upswept bows Homer would have had no

trouble in identifying it as a direct lineal descendant of the 'galleys that had
roanmed the sunlit &pound;igean and the Levant countless centuries ago. | felt a
sudden sense of gratitude and security that | was aboard such a vessel

acconpani ed by such nen.

A fine night for the job in band,” | said.

Per haps. Perhaps not." The humour had left his voice. " | don't think so. It
is not the night that John Zaims would have chosen.™

I didn't point out that choice didn't enter into the matter. | said: "Too
clear, is that it?"

" Not that." He turned away for a nonent, gave some orders in what could only
have been Greek, and men started noving about the deck, unhitching ropes from
the bollards on the |anding stage. He turned back to me. " Excuse ne if | speak
to themin our old tongue. Those three boys are not yet six months in this
country. My own boys, they will not dive. A hard life, they say, too hard a
life. So we have to bring the young nmen from Greece. ... | don't like the
weather, M. Talbot. It is too fine a night."

" That's what | said."

" No." He shook his head vigorously. " Too fine. The air is too still, and the
little breeze it cones fromthe northwest? That is bad. To-night the sun was a
flame in the sky. That is bad. You feel the little waves that are rocking the
Mat apan? When the weather is good the little waves they slap against the hull
every three seconds, maybe every four. To-night?" He shrugged. "Twelve seconds,
maybe every fifteen. For forty years | have sailed out of Tarpon Springs. | know
the waters here, M. Talbot, | would be lying if | say any man knows them
better. A big storm cones."”
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"A big storm eh?" When it cane to big stornms | didn't fancy nyself very nuch.
Hurri cane warni ng out?"

"NO. "
" Do you always get those signs before a hurricane?" Captain Zaims wasn't
going to cheer ne up, sonebody had to try.

" Not always, M. Talbot, Once, maybe fifteen years ago, there was a storm
warni ng but none of the signs. Not one. The fishermen from the South Caicos went
out. Fifty drowned. But when it is Septenber and the signs are there, then the
big storm conmes. Every tine it cones.”

Nobody was going to cheer nme up to-night. " Wen will it cone?" | asked.
" Eight hours, forty-eight hours, | do not know. " He pointed due west, the
source of the long slow oily swell. " But it cones fromthere. . . . You wll

find your rubber suit below, M. Talbot."

Two hours and thirteen nmiles later we were unconfortably nearer that still
distant storm W had travelled at full speed, but full speed on the Matapan was
nothing to wite hone about. Alnbst a nonth ago two civilian engineers, sworn to
secrecy, had by-passed the exhaust of the Matapan's engine to an underwater
cylinder with a curiously arranged system of baffle plates. They'd done a fine
job, the exhaust |evel of the Matapan was no nore than a throaty whisper, but
back pressure had cut the thrust output in half. But it was fast enough. It got
there. It got there too fast for nme, and the farther out we went into the
starlit gulf the |longer and deeper becane the troughs between the swells, the
nmore convinced | was of the hopel essness of what | had set out to do. But
soneone had to do it and I was the nan who had picked the joker.

There was no noon that night. By and by, even the stars began to go out. Cirrus

clouds in long grey sheets began to fill the sky. Then the rain cane, not heavy
but cold and penetrating, and John Zaims gave ne a tarpaulin for shelter —there
was a cabin on the Matapan, but | had no wish to go bel ow.

I must have dozed off, lulled by the motion of the boat, for the next | knew
the rain had stopped spattering on the tarpaulin and someone was shaki ng my
shoul der. It was the skipper, and he was saying softly: " There she is, M.
Tal bot. The X 13."
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| stood up, using a mast to support nyself—the swell was beconming really
unpl easant now-and followed the direction of his pointing hand. Not that he
needed to point, even at the distance of a nmle the X 13 seened to fill the
entire sky.

I looked at it, |ooked away, then |ooked back again. It was still there. I'd
lost nore than nost, | didn't have a great deal to live for, but | did have a
little, so | stood there and w shed nyself ten thousand niles away.

I was scared. If this was the end of the road, | wished to God |I'd never set
foot on it.

CHAPTER V



I'd heard of those off-shore rigs before. 1'd even had one of them described to
me by a man who designed them but |I'd never seen one before and now that | did
| realised that the description I'd had had been on the sane |evel as ny
i magi native capacity to clothe with flesh the bare bones of facts and
statistics.

| looked at the X 13 and | just didn't believe it.

It was enornmous. It was angular and ungainly as was no other structure |I'd ever
seen before. And, above all, it was unreal, a weird conbination of Jules Verne
and sonme of the fancier flights of space-fiction

At first glance, in the fleeting patches of dimstarlight, it |ooked like a
forest of huge factory chimeys sticking up out of the sea. Half-way up their

hei ght those chimeys were all joined by a deep and nmssive platform through the
sides of which those chimeys penetrated. And, at the very right hand side

built on the platformitself and reaching up into the sky, mysterious and
fragile in the spiderlike tracery of its slenderly interwoven girders, tw ce the
hei ght of the chimeys and outlined against the night sky in its fairy-Iike
festoon of white and col oured operating and aircraft warning lights, was the
oil-drilling derrick itself.

I'"'mnot one of those characters who go about pinching thenselves to convince
t hensel ves that things are real, but if | were | would never have had a better
opportunity or reason to pinch than right then. To see that weird Martian
structure suddenly thrusting itself up out of the sea would
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have had the nobst hardened topers in the country screaming to clinb aboard the
wat er wagon.

The chi meys, | knew, were nassive tubular nmetal |egs of al nost unbelievable
strength, each one capabl e of supporting a weight of several hundred tons, and
on this rig | could count no less than fourteen of (hose |egs, seven on each
side, and there nust have been a stretch of four hundred feet between the outer
ones at the ends. And the astonishing thing was that this huge platform was
mobile: it had been towed there with the platform deep-sunk in the sea and the
|l egs thrusting high up alnost to the level of the top of the derrick: arrived at
the right spot, those |legs had dropped right down to the floor of the sea—and
then the whole huge platform and derrick, maybe four or five thousand tons in
all and powered by huge engines, had risen dripping fromthe sea till it was
safe beyond the reach of even the highest of the hurricane-lashed waves of the
@ul f of Mexico.

Al this | had known; but knowing and seeing weren't the sane things at all.
A hand touched ny armand | junped. | had quite forgotten where | was.

"What do you think of him M. Talbot?" It was the skipper. "You like, eh?"

Yes. It's nice. How nuch did this little toy cost? Any idea?"

Four mllion dollars." Zaims shrugged. " Maybe four and a half."

" A fair investnent," | conceded. Four mllion dollars.™



" Eight," Zaims corrected. " A man cannot just conme and start drilling, M.
Tal bot. First he buy the land under the sea, five thousand acres, three mllion

dollars. Then to drill a well—ust one well, maybe two mles deep—+t cost
perhaps three-quarters of a mllion. If he's lucky."
Eight mllion dollars. And not an investnent either. A ganble. Geol ogists could

be wong, they were nore often wong than right. General Blair Ruthven, a nman
with eight mllion dollars to throw away: what colossal prize could a man like
that, with a reputation like his, be working for if he was prepared, as he so
obvi ously was prepared, to step outside the law? There was only one way of
finding out. | shivered and turned to Zaims.

You can get in close? Real close, | nean?"
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"All the way." He pointed to the near side of the vast structure. You have

seen the ship tied up al ongsi de?"

I hadn't but | could see her now, a |ean dark shape nmaybe two hundred and fifty
feet long, conpletely dwarfed by the massive rig, the tips of her nmasts reaching
no nore than halfway up to the platformdeck of the oil rig. | |ooked back at
Zaims.

"I's that going to queer our pitch, John?"

" CGet in our way, you nean? No. We nmake a w de curve and approach from the
sout h, "

He touched the rudder and the Matapan swung away to port, heading to by-pass
the X 13 to the south: to have gone to the north, the right, would have brought

the Matapan under the glare of the arc and floodlights that illuminated the big
working platformround the derrick. Even at a nile we could clearly see nen
novi ng around the derrick and the subdued hum of powerful machinery, |ike that

of diesel conpressors, canme at us clearly over the darkened waters. So nuch, at
| east, was in our favour; it had not occurred to me that work on those nobile
rigs would go on twenty-four hours a day but at |east the clanour of their
operations would drown out the throaty whisper of the Matapan's engines.

The boat had begun to corkscrew violently. W were quartering to the south-
west, taking that |ong, deepening swell on our starboard bow and water was
begi nning to break over the sides of the boat. And | was getting wet. | crouched
under a tarpaulin near the rudder, lit a last cigarette under cover and | ooked
at the skipper.

"That ship out there, John. Wat chances of it noving away?"

" 1 don't know. Not much, | think. It is a supply and power ship. It brings out
food and drink and nud for the drills, and thousands of gallons of oil. Look
closely, M. Talbot. It is a kind of small tanker. Now it brings oil for the big
machi nes, and perhaps electricity fromits dynanps. Later, when the strike
cones, it takes oil away."

| peered out under a corner of the tarpaulin. It did |ook, as John said, a kind
of small tanker. | had seen the sane type of ship years ago in the war; the
hi gh, raised, bare centre-deck and after accommodati on and engi ne-room of the



inshore fleet oiler. But what interested nme nore right then was John's statenent
that it was there nost of the tine.
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"I want to go aboard that ship, John. Can do?" | didn't want to go aboard, 'but
I knew | had to. The idea of a vessel nmobre or Hess pernmanently noored there had
never occurred to ne: now that | knew it to be a fact it was suddenly the nost

i mportant factor in ny considerations.

" But—but | was told you wanted to go aboard the rig itself, M. Talbot."
"Yes. Perhaps. But later. Can you manage the-shi p?”

"1 can try." Captain Zaim s sounded grim " It is a bad night, M. Talbot."

He was telling ne. | thought it was a terrible night. But | said nothing. Stil
angling south-west, we were passing directly opposite the niddle of one of the
long sides of the rig and | could see that the massive steel columms supporting
the derrick platform were not so symetrically arranged as | had inagi ned.
Between the fourth and fifth of the huge legs, on either side, was a gap of
perhaps a hundred and fifty feet and here the platform was scooped out to a nuch
| ower level than the main deck. On this Jower level the thin spindly cigar-
shaped outline of a crane reached up as high as the topnost |evel of the
colums: the ship was noored directly below this cut-out well-deck, spanning the
gap and a couple of steel pillars on either side of the gap.

Five m nutes |ater the skipper changed course until we were headi ng due west
again, in a direction that would have taken us clear to the south of the rig,
but we had hardly tinme to get accustoned to the conparative confort of heading
straight into the swell when he put the hel m over again and headed north-west.
W steered straight in, as it seened, for the nobst southerly leg on the |andward
side of the rig. passing within forty feet of the bow of the ship noored
al ongsi de, scraped by the leg with only feet to spare and so found oursel ves
directly under the nmassive platformof the oil-rig.

One of the young Greeks, a black-haired bronzed boy by the nane of Andrew, was
busy in the bows, and as we passed right under the platform and cane abreast of
the second pillar fromthe south on the seaward side he called softly to John
and at the sanme tine threw a Lifebelt, attached to a coil of light rope, as far
as he could to one side. As he did so John cut the engine to the nerest whisper,
and the Matapan, urged by the swell, drifted slowy back past one side of the
pillar while the lifebelt cane back on the other, so passing the
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light line conpletely round the pillar. Andrew picked up the lifebelt with a
boat - hook and started pulling in the grass |line which bad been bent on to a
heavier manila: within a nmnute the Matapan was securely noored to the pillar,
with the engine just ticking over sufficiently to give her enough way to take
the strain of the rope so that she wouldn't snag too heavily in the steadily
deepening swell. Nobody had heard us, nobody had seen us: not, at least, as far
as we' could tell

" You will be very quick," John said softly, anxiously. " | do not know how
long we shall be able to wait. | snell the storm"”



He was anxious. | was anxious. W were all anxious. But all he had to do was to
sit in that boat. Nobody was going to beat his head in or tie rocks to him and
throw himinto the Gulf of Mexico.

" You've got nothing to worry about,” | said reassuringly. Nor had he, conpared
to ne. " Half an hour." | stripped off my overcoat, snapped the vul cani sed neck
and wist cuffs of the tanned twill and rubber suit | was wearing beneath it,

sli pped an oxygen apparatus over ny shoul ders, tightened the straps, took the
nose and eye piece in one hand and coat, pants and hat under the other arm and
stepped gingerly over the side into the rubber raft the crew had already slipped
over the side.

Andrew sat at the after end of this flinmsy contraption, holding a line in his
hand, and, as soon as |I'd settled, let go his 'grip on the gunwal e of the

Mat apan. The drift of the swel carried us quickly under the gl oony nmass of the
platform Andrew paying out the Iine as we went. Paddling a rubber dinghy in a
swell is difficult enough, paddling it in a specific direction against such a
swell all but inpossible: it would be a hundred tines easier to regain the

Mat apan by haul i ng oursel ves back hand over hand.

At a whispered word from me Andrew checked the rope and took a .turn. W were
now close up to the side of the ship, but still in deep shadow. the ship |ay
close in to the massive legs, but the platform overhung those |egs, and so
ourselves, by a good dozen feet, so that the angled light fromthe floodlights
by the crane on the well-deck above barely succeeded in touching the faraway
si de—the port side—ef the upper deck of the ship. Al the rest of the vessel |ay
shrouded In deep darkness except for a patch of light that

Fear is the Key 79

fdl on the fo'c'sle froma rectangular gap high up in the overhang of the
platform Through this hole was suspended the vertical gangway, a zig-zag set of
caged-in nmetal steps like a fire-escape, which, | supposed, could be raised or
| owered, with the ebb and flow of the tide.

The conditions m ght have been made for ne.

The ship was low in the water, the ribbed oil tanks standing high but the
gunwal e only at waist level. | took a pencil light fromny coat and went aboard

I nmoved right for'ard in the darkness. Apart froma glimer fromthe
accomuodation aft there was no light at all on board, not even nagivation or
riding lights: the Christrmas tree illuminations of the oil derrick made those
super fl uous.

There were deep sliding vertical doors giving to the raised fo'c'sle. | pulled
the head and foot bolts on one of these, waited for a slight roll of the ship to
hel p and eased the door back a crack, enough for ny head, arm and |ight.

Barrels, paint drums, ropes, wood, heavy chains—+t was some sort of bosun's
store. There was nothing there for ne. | eased the door back, slid in the bolts
and left.

I made my way aft over the tanks. There were raised trapdoors with large clips
whi ch stuck out at all angles, there were fore-and-aft and at hwartshi ps pipes of
every conceivabl e size and at every conceivable height, there were valves, big
wheels for turning those valves and nasty knobbly ventilators, and | don't think
I mssed one of all of those, with ny head, kneecaps or shins, on the way aft.



It was |ike hacking your way through a virgin jungle. A netal virgin jungle. But
| made it, and | made it with the sure know edge that there wasn't a trap or
hatch on that deck able to take anything larger than a human being

There was nothing for ne in the stern either. Mst of the deck space and
superstructure there was given over to cabins: the one big coach-type hatch was
glassed in and had a couple of skylights open. | used the flash. Engines. That
ruled that hatch out. And the whole of the upper deck.

Andrew was waiting patiently in the dinghy. | felt, rather than saw, his

i nquiring ook and shook ny head. Not that | had to shake ny head. Wen he saw
me cl ampi ng on ny rubber skull-cap and oxygen mask that was all the answer he
needed. He hel ped ne nmake fast a life-line round the waist, and it took the two
of us a whole ninute: the rubber
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raft was pitching and bounci ng about so nuch that we had one hand for ourselves
and only one for the job.

Wth the closed oxygen circuit the safe maxi mrum depth | could get was about
twenty-five feet. The oiler drew perhaps fifteen, so | had plenty in hand. The
underwat er search for a wire, or for sonmething suspended froma wire, proved far
easier than | had anticipated, for even at fifteen feet the effect of the
surface swell notion was al nobst negligible. Andrew paid out, slackened and
tightened the life-line to adjust to nmy every underwater novenent as if he had
been doing this sort of thing all his working life, which indeed he had. |
covered the entire subnerged length of the oiler twi ce, keeping close to the
bil ge keels on either side, examining every foot of the way with a powerful
underwat er flash. Half-way along the second sweep | saw a huge noray eel, which
writhed out of the darkness beyond the beam of the torch and thrust its head
with its evil unwi nking eyes and vicious poisonous teeth right up against the
glass of the flashlight: | clicked the beam on and off a couple of tines and he
was gone. But that was all | saw

| felt tired when | got back to the rubber dinghy and haul ed nysel f aboard.
felt tired because fifteen nminutes' hard swinmmng in an oxygen outfit would mnake
anybody tired: but | knew too weE that if 1'd found what 1'd been |ooking for

tiredness woul d never have touched nme. |'d banked heavily on finding what ['d
been looking for in or under that ship. |I felt let down.

| felt tired and low and dispirited and cold. |I w shed | could snmoke. | thought
of a crackling wood fire, of steaming coffee and & long |ong nightcap. | thought
of Herman Jab-1onsky sleeping peacefully in his big mhogany bed back in the
general's house. | stripped off mask and cylinder, kicked the flippers off ny

feet, pulled on a pair of shoes with nunbed and funbling fingers, flung ny
pants, coat and hat up on the deck of the oiler and dragged nyself up after
them Three minutes later, dressed in ny outer clothes and dripping like a
bl anket that's just been hauled froma wash-boiler, | was on ny way up the
encl osed gangway to the well-deck of the oil-rig a hundred feet above ny head.

Drifting grey cloud had washed the last of the starlight out of the sky, but
that didn't help ne any. 1'd thought the overhead lanp illumnating the gangway
had been weak, but it hadn't, it had only been distant. By the time | was ten
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feet fromthe underside of the platformit was a searchlight. And if they kept
a gangway watch? Did | tell them | was the Second Engineer fromthe oiler and
was suffering frominsomia? Did | stand there and spin a plausible story while
the noisture dripping down under ny pants fromthe diving-suit formed a pool of
wat er under ny feet and ny vis-a-vis examned with interest the ruched high-
necked glistening rubber where ny collar and tie ought to have been? | had no
gun, and | was prepared to believe that anyone in any way associated with
General Ruthven and VWyland pulled on his shoul der holster before his socks when
he got up in the norning: certainly everyone |I'd net so far had been a wal ki ng
armoury. And if a gun were pulled on nme? Did | start running down a 'hundred and
thirty steps while soneone picked nme off at their leisure? O course | didn't
have to run, the fire-escape gangway was only enclosed on three sides, but the
fourth opened seawards and | wouldn't bounce far off that maze of valves and
pi pes on the oiler below. | concluded that any half-way intelligent man woul d
have gone strai ght back down.

I went right on up.
There was no one there. The gangway energed in an alcove closed off on three

sides—by the railed platform edge on one side, by high steel walls on the other
two. The fourth side gave directly on to the well-deck where the crane was. Wat

little I could see of this well was brightly illumnated and | could hear the
clank of machinery and the voices of nmen not thirty feet away. It didn't seem
like a good idea to wander straight out into their midst so | |ooked for another
way out. | found it at once, a set of steel rungs built into one of the twelve-

foot high steel bul kheads by ny side.

I went up those, flattening nmyself out as | went over the top, crawed a few
yards then stood up behind the shelter of one of the huge pillars. | could see
t he whol e panoranma of the oil-rig now.

A hundred yards away, on the larger raised platform to the north, was the
derrick itself, looking nore massive than ever, with control cabins at its base
and nen noving around: under the surface of that platform | supposed, would be
t he power-generating machinery, the living accomodation. The snaller platform
to the south, the one on which |I stood, was al nbst conpletely bare with a sem -
circul ar extension reach-
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ing out over the sea to the south. The purpose of this large cleared space
baffled ne for a nonent and then sonething clicked in nmy nenory: Mary Ruthven
had said that the general normally conmuted between oil-rig and shore in his
helicopter. The helicopter would need a | andi ng-ground. This was it.

On the well-deck between the two platforns, alnost at nmy feet, men were noving
large barrels with the aid of a tracked crane, trundling theminto a brightly-
it opening half-way along the high bul khead on the northern platform G 1 would
be piped aboard, so those barrels could only be " Mid," a chem cal m xture of
barites used for forcing down under pressure the cenent that formed the outer
casing of the drill hole. There was a whole series of those big storage sheds,
nost of them open, extending right across the width of the rig. There, if
anywhere, would be what | was | ooking for.

| crossed to the far side of the south platform found another set of rungs and
dropped down to the well-deck. There was nothing to be gained by caution or
stealth now, apart fromthe fact that they would only excite suspicion, the tine



factor was becoming all-inportant: with the weather steadily worseni ng—the w nd
now seened twice as strong as it had been half an hour previously and it wasn't
just a factor of the height—€aptain Zaims would be clinbing up the nast.

Per haps he mi ght even be forced to take off without nme. But there was no future
in that 'thought and certainly none for ne. | put it out of ny mnd and crossed
to the first of the storage bays.

The door was held on a heavy steel latch, unlocked. | opened the | atch, pushed
back the door and passed inside. It was pitch dark, but my torch found the Iight
switch right away. | pressed it and | ooked around.

The bay was perhaps a hundred feet long. Stacked in nearly enpty racks on both
sides were three or four dozen screwed pipes alnost as long as the bay itself.
Round each pipe, near the end, were deep gouge narks as if sone heavy neta
claws had bitten into it. Sections of the drill pipe. And nothing else.
switched off the light, went out, pulled shut the door and felt a heavy hand on
ny shoul der.

"Wul d you be looking for sonething, ny friend?" It was a deep rough no-
nonsense voice, as lrish as a sprig of shanrock
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| turned slowy, but not too slowy, pulling the lapels of ny coat together
with both hands as if to ward off the wind and the thin cold rain that was
beginning to sift across the deck, glittering palely through the beans of the
arc-lanps then vanishing into the darkness again. He was a short stocky man,

m ddl e-aged, with a battered face that could be kindly or truculent as the needs
of the noment denanded. At that nonent, the bal ance of expression was tipped on
the side of truculence. But not nuch. | decided to risk it.

" As a matter of fact, | am" Far fromtrying to conceal my British accent,
exaggerated it. A marked hi gh-class English accent in the States excites no
suspicion other than the charitaible one that you may be slightly wong in the
head. " The field foreman told nme to inquire for the—ah—roustabout forenman. Are
you he?"

"CGolly!"™ he said. | felt that it should have been " be-gorrah” but the
grammati cal nmasterpi ece had floored him You could see his mnd clanbering on to
its feet again. "M. Jerrold sent you to look for ne, eh?"

"Yes, indeed. Mserable night, isn't it?" | pulled ny hat-brimlower. " |
certainly don't envy you fell ows------

If you was |ooking for ne,
t her e?”

he interrupted, why were you poking about in

"Ah, yes. Well, | could see you were busy and as he thought he had lost it in
there, | thought perhaps I------

"Who had | ost what where?" He breathed deeply, patience on a nonunent.

" The general. Ceneral Ruthven. His brief-case, with very inportant private
papers—and very urgent. He'd been making a tour of inspection yesterday—tet ne

see, now, it would have been early afternoon—when he received the dastardly



"He what ?"

"When he heard his daughter had been kidnapped. He went straight for his
heli copter, forgetting all about the briefcase and------

"l get you. lnmportant, huh?"
" Very. General Ruthven says he'd put it down just inside some doorway. It's
bi g, norocco, marked C. C. F. in gold letters.™

"C.CF.? 1 thought you said it was the general's?"
" The general's papers. He'd borrowed ny case. |'m Farn-borough, his private
confidential secretary." It was very |ong
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odds indeed agai nst one of the scores of roustabout forenen enployed by the
general knowing the real nanme of his secretary, C. C. Farnborough.

"C. C, eh?" Al suspicion and trucul ence now vani shed. He grinned hugely. "
Not Cl aude Cecil by any chance?"

" One of ny names does happen to be Claude," | said quietly. "I don't think
it's funny."

I had read the Irishman rightly. He was instantly contrite
" Sorry, M. Farnborough. Talkin' outa turn. No offence. Want that me and ny
boys hel p you | ook?"

" 1'd be awfully obliged."
" If it's there we'll have it in five mnutes."

He wal ked away, issued orders to his gang of nmen. But | had no interest in the
result of the search, ny sole remaining interest lay in getting off that
platformwi th all speed. There would be no brief-case there and there would be
nothing else there. The foreman's gang were sliding doors open with the abandon
of men who have nothing to conceal. | didn't even bother glancing inside any of
the bays, the fact that doors could be opened wi thout unlocking and were being
opened indiscrimnately in the presence of a total stranger was proof enough for
me that there was nothing to be conceal ed. And apart fromthe fact that there
were far too many nmen there to swear to secrecy, it stood out a nile that that
genial Irishman was not the type to get mixed up in any crinminal activities.
Sorre people are like that, you know it the nonent you see and speak to them The
roust about foreman was one of those.

I could have slipped away and down the gangway while the search was still going
on but that would have been stupid. The search for the missing brief-case would
be nothing conpared to the all-out search that would then start for C. C.

Far nbor ough. They m ght assunme | had fallen over the side. Powerful searchlights
could pick up the Matapan in a matter of minutes. And even were | aboard the

Mat apan | didn't want to | eave the vicinity of the rig. Not yet. And above all
didn't want the news to get back ashore that an intruder disguised as, or at
|east claimng to be, the general's secretary had been prowling around the X 13



What to do when the search was over? The foreman would expect me to go back .to
the derrick side, where the accommodati on and offices were, presunably to report
failure of a mssion to M. Jerrold. Once | left for there ny
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retreat to the gangway would be cut off. v And so far it hadn't occurred to the
foreman to ask how | had arrived aboard the rig. He was bound to know that there
had been no helicopter or boat out to the rig in hours. Wich argued the fact
that | must have been aboard for hours. And if | had been aboard for hours why
had | delayed so long in starting this so very urgent search for the mssing
bri ef case?

The search, as far as | could see, was over. Doors were being banged shut and
the foreman was starting back towards ne when a bul khead phone rang. He nopved
towards it. | noved into the darkest patch of shadow | could see and buttoned ny
coat right up to the neck. That, at |east, wouldn't excite suspicion: the w nd
was strong now, the cold rain driving across the well-deck at an angle of al nost
forty-five degrees.

The foreman hung up and crossed over to where | was standing. " Sorry, M.
Far nbor ough, no luck. You sure he left it here?"

"Certain, M.—ah----- "

Curran. Joe Curran. Well, it's not there now And we can't |ook any nore." He
hunched deeper into his black glistening oilskin. " Gotta go and start yo-yo-ing
t hat dammed pi pe."

" Ch, yes," | said politely.
He grinned and explained: "The drill. Gotta haul it up and change it."

"On a night like this and in a wind like this? And it nust take some tine."

" It takes sone tinme. Six hours if we're lucky. That dammed drill's buried two
and a half mles straight down, M. Farnborough.”

I made the proper noises of astonishment instead of the noises of relief | felt
like making. M. Curran working on the derrick for the next six hours in this
weat her would have nore to worry about than stray secretaries.

He made to go. Already his nmen had filed past and clinbed up a compani onway to
the north platform " Com- ing, M. Farnborough?"

" Not yet." | smiled wanly. " | think 1'Il go and sit in the shelter of the
gangway for a few minutes and work out what |'m going to tell the general." |
had an inspiration. " You see, he only phoned up about five mnutes ago. You
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know what he's like. Lord knows what |'m going to tell him'

"Yeah. It's tough." The words neant nothing, already his mnd was on the
recovery of the drill. " Be seein' you."



"Yes. Thank you." | watched him out of sight and two minutes later | was back
aboard the rubber dinghy: another two minutes and we had been haul ed back to the
Mat apan.

" You 'have been far too long, M. Talbot," Captain Zainis scolded. H's small
agitated figure gave the inpression of hopping around in the darkness although
it would have taken a nopnkey to hop around that pitching heaving sponge-boat
wi thout falling overboard with the first hop. The engine note was nuch | ouder
now. not only had the skipper been forced to increase engine revolutions to keep
a certain anpunt of slack on the rope tying 'the Matapan to the pillar, but the
vessel was now pitching so wildly that alnost every time the bows plunged deep
into the sea the underwater exhaust beneath the stern cane clear in a brief but
carrying crackle of sound.

"You have been successful, no?" Captain Zaims called in ny ear.
" No. "

" So. It is sad. But no matter. We nust |eave at once."

Ten minutes, John. Just another ten minutes. It's terribly inportant.”

" No. W& nust |eave at once." He started to call the order to cast off to the
young Greek sitting in the bows when | caught his arm

Are you afraid, Captain Zaims?" Despicable, but | was desperate.

" | am beginning to be afraid,” he said with dignity. " Al w se nen know when
it is time to be afraid and | hope | amnot a fool, M. Talbot. There are tines
when a man is selfish if he is not afraid. | have six children, M. Talbot."

" And | have three." | hadn't even one, not any nore. | wasn't even narried
not any nore. For a |long norment we stood there, clinging on to the nast while
the Matapan pitched and corkscrewed wi ckedly in that alnobst inpenetrable
dar kness under the cavernous shadow of the oil-rig, but apart fromthe thin
whistling of the rain-laden wind in the rigging, it was a long silent nonent.
changed my tactics. " The lives of nmen depend upon this, Captain Zaims.
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Do not ask ne how I know but | know. Wuld you have it said that nen died
because Captain Zaims would not wait ten m nutes?"

There was a long pause, the rain hissed whitely into the heaving bl ackness of
the sea beneath us, then he said: " Ten minutes. No nore."

| slipped off shoes and outer clothing, made sure the lifeline was securely
tied to nmy waist just above the weights, slipped on the oxygen mask and stunbled

forward to the bows, again thinking, for no reason at all, of big Herman
Jabl onsky sl eeping the sleep of the just in his mahogany bed. | watched until a
particularly big swell canme along, waited until it had passed under and the bows

were deep in the water, stepped off into the sea and grabbed for the rope that
nmoored the Matapan to the pillar.

I went out towards the pillar hand over hand—t coul dn't have been nore than
twenty feet away—but even with the rope to help ne | got a pretty severe
hanmmering and wi thout the oxygen mask | don't know how much water | would have



swal lowed. | collided with the pillar before | realised | was near it, let go

the rope and tried to grab the pillar. Wiy, | don't know. | mght as well have
tried to put ny arns round a railway petrol tanker for the dianeter was about
the same. | grabbed the rope again before I was swept away and worked mnmy way

round to the left towards the seaward side of the massive steel leg. It wasn't
easy. Every tine the Matapan's bows rose with the swell the rope tightened and
jamred my clutching hand i nmovably against the nmetal, but just so long as |
didn't lose any fingers |I was beyond cari ng.

When ny back was squarely to the swell | released the rope, spread out ny arns
and |l egs, thrust mnyself below water and started to descend that pillar sonething
in the fashion of a Sinhal ese boy descending an enornous palm tree, Andrew
paying out the line as skilfully as before. Ten feet, twenty, nothing: thirty,
nothing: thirty-five, nothing. My heart was starting to pound irregularly and ny
head beginning to swim | was well below the safe operating limt of that closed
oxygen nmask. Qickly | half-swam half-clawed ny way up and cane to rest about
fifteen feet below the surface clinging to that enornous pillar |like a cat
hal fway up a tree and unable to get down.

Five of Captain Zaims's ten minutes were gone. My tine
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was al nbst run out. And yet it had to be that oil-rig, it sinply had to be. The
general hinself had said so, and there had been no need to tell anything but the
truth to a man with no chance of escape: and if that weren't enough, the nenory
of that stiff, creaking, |eaden-footed man who'd brought the tray of drinks into
the general's room carried with it conplete conviction.

But there was nothing on the ship alongside, nor was there anything under it. |
woul d have sworn to that. There was nothing on the oil-rig itself: | would have
sworn to that too. And if it wasn't on the platform then it was under the
platform and if it was under the platformit was attached to a wire or chain.
And that wire or chain nust be attached, underwater, to one of those supporting
| egs.

| tried to think as quickly and clearly as | could. Wich of those fourteen
l egs would they use? Alnost certainly | could elinmnate right away the eight
l egs that supported the derrick platform Too nuch activity there, too nmany
lights, too many eyes, too many dangling lines to catch the hundreds of fish
attracted by the powerful overhead lights, too nuch danger altogether. So it had
to be the helicopter platform under which the Matapan was rolling and plunging
at the end of her nooring rope. To narrow it still farther— had to narrow it,
to localise the search by ganbling on the probable and ignoring the possible and
al nost equally probable, there were only minutes left—+t was nore likely that'
what | sought was on 'the seaward side, where | was now, than on the |andward
si de where there was al ways danger from ships nooring there.

The middle pillar of the seaward three, the one to which the Mtapan was
noored, | had already investigated. Wich of the remaining two to try was
settled at once by the fact that ny life-line was passed round the |eft-hand
side of the pillar. To have worked nmy way round three-quarters of the
circunference would have taken too long. | rose to the surface, gave two tugs to
indicate that | would want nore slack, placed both feet against the netal
pushed off hard and struck out for the corner pillar



I almpst didn't nmake it. | saw now why Captain Zaims was so worried—and he'd a
forty-foot boat and forty horsepower to cope with the power of the wind and the
sea and that steadily growi ng, deepening swell that was already breaking white
on the tops. Al | had was nyself and
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could have done with nore. The heavy weights round ny waist didn't help ne any,
it took ne a hundred yards of frantic thrashing and gasping to cover the fifteen
yards that lay between the two pillars, and closed oxygen sets aren't designed
for the kind of gasping | was doing. But | nade it. Just.

Once nore on the seaward side and pinned against the pillar by the pressure of
the swell | started crabbing ny way down bel ow the surface. This tinme it was
easy, for right away, by chance, ny hand found a broad, deeply- and sharply-cut
series of slightly curved grooves in the nmetal extending vertically downwards. |
am no engi neer, but | knew this nust be the wormthat engaged agai nst the big
not or -dri ven pinion which would be required to raise and | ower those pillars.
There must have been one on the last pillar also, but I'd mssed it.

It was |like going down a cliff with a series of rungs cut in the rock-face. |
paused every other foot or so, reaching out on both sides, but there was
nothing, no projection, no wire, just the snoboth rather sliny surface. Steadily,
pai nstakingly, | forced nyself downwards, increasingly nore conscious of the
gripping pressure of the water, the difficulty of breathing. Sonewhere close on
forty feet | called it a day. Damaging ny ear-druns or |lungs or getting nitrogen
into the bl oodstream wasn't going to help anyone. | gave up. | went up

Just below the surface | stopped to have a rest and clear ny head. | felt
bitterly disappointed, | had banked nore heavily than | knew on this |ast

chance. Wearily, | laid nmy head against the pillar and thought with a bl eak
hopel essness that | would have to start all over again. And | had no idea in the
world where to start. | felt tired, dead tired. And then, in a nonent, the
tiredness left me as if it had never been

That great steel pillar was alive with sound. There could be no doubt about it,
i nstead of being silent and dead and full of water, it was alive with sound.

| ripped off my rubber helnet, coughed and gagged and spluttered as sone water
found its way in under the oxygen nmask, then pressed nmy ear hard against the
cold steel.

The pillar reverberated with a deep resonant vibration that jarred the side of
ny head. Water-filled pillars don't reverberate with sound, not with sound of
any kind. But this one did, beyond all question. It wasn't water that was in
t hat
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pillar, it was air. Air! Al at once | identified that peculiar sound | was
hearing; | should have identified it inmmediately. That rhythmical rising and
falling of sound as a notor accelerated and sl owed, accelerated and sl owed, was
a sound that had for many years been part and parcel of ny professional M. It
was an air conpressor, and a big one at that, hard at work inside that pillar.
An air conpressor deep down bel ow water |evel inside one of the support |egs of
a nobile rig standing far out in the @ulf of Mexico. It didn't make sense, it
didn't make any kind of sense at all. | leant ny forehead against the netal, and



it seemed as if the shuddering jarring vibration was an insistent clanorous
voice trying to tell ne sonething, sonething of urgency and vital inportance, if
only I would listen. | listened. For half a mnute, perhaps a minute, |

listened, and all of a sudden it made the very best kind of sense there Was. It
was the answer | would never have dreaned of, it was the answer to nany things.
It took me tinme to guess this mght be the answer, it took ne tinme to realise
this nmust be the answer, but when | did realise it | was left with no doubts in
the world.

| gave three sharp tugs on the rope and within a nminute was back aboard the
Mat apan. | was haul ed aboard as quickly and with as little cerenony as if | had
been a sack of coals and I was still stripping off oxygen cylinder and mask when
Captain Zains barked for the nooring rope to be slipped, gunned the engine,
scraped by the nooring pillar and put the rudder hard over. The Matapan yawed
and rolled wickedly as she cane broadside on to the troughs, shipping solid seas
and flying clouds of spray over the starboard side, and then, stern to the wnd
and steady on course, headed for shore.

Ten mnutes later, when |'d peeled off the diving-suit, dried off, dressed in
shore clothes and was just finishing ny second glass of brandy, Captain Zaims
canme down to the cabin. He was snmiling, whether with satisfaction or relief |
couldn't guess, and seened to regard all danger as being past: and true enough,
riding before the seas, the Matapan was now al nost rock-steady. He poured
hinself a thinble of brandy and spoke for the first tinme since |I'd been dragged
aboard.

"You were successful, no?"
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"Yes." | thought the curt affirmative a bit ungracious. " Thanks to you,
Captain Zaims."

He beaned. " You are kind, M. Talbot, and | am delighted. But not thanks to ne
but to our good friend here who watches over us, over all those who gather
sponges, over all who go to sea." He struck a match and put a light to a wick in
an oil-filled boat-shaped pottery dish which stood in front of a glassed-in
portrait of St. N cholas.

I looked sourly at him | respected his piety and appreciated his sentinments
but I thought he was a bit late in striking the nmatches.
CHAPTER VI

It was exactly two o'clock in the norning when Captain Zaims skilfully eased
t he Matapan al ongside the wooden jetty from which we had left. The sky was bl ack
now, the night so dark that it was scarcely possible to distinguish land from
sea and the rain was a drunfire of sound on the roof of the cabin. But |I had to

go and go at once. | had to get back inside the house w thout being observed,
had to 'have a long conference with Jablonsky, and | had to get ny clothes dry:
ny luggage was still in La Contessa, |I'd only the one suit, and | had to have it
dry before norning. | couldn't bank on not seeing anyone until evening, as |'d

done the previous day. The general had said that he'd |l et ne know what job it

was he had in mnd inside thirty-six hours: the thirty-six hours would be up at
eight o' clock this nmorning. | borrowed a long oilskin to keep off the worst of
the rain, put it on over my own raincoat—the oilskin was a couple of sizes too



small, it felt as if | were wearing a strait-jacket—shook hands all round,
t hanked them for what they had done for ne and left.

At a quarter past two, after naking a brief stop at a call-box, | parked the
Corvette in the side turning where I'd found it and squel ched along the road in
the direction of the drive leading up to the general's house. There were no
sidewal ks on the road, the kind of people who lived on this exclusive stretch of
sea frontage didn't have any need of sidewal ks, and the gutters were swollen
little rivers with the
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muddy water spilling over the uppers of nmy shoes. | wondered how | was going to
get nmy shoes dry in tinme for the norning.

| passed the | odge where the chauffeur lived—er where | presuned he |ived—and
passed by the driveway also. The enclosed tunnel was brightly lit and cl anbering
over the top of that sixjbarred gate in that blaze of light wouldn't have been a

very clever thing to do. And for all | knew the top bar might be set to work
some electrically operated warning bell if sufficient weight were brought to
bear. | wouldn't have put anything beyond the lot who lived in that house

Thirty yards beyond the drive | squeezed through an all but inperceptible gap
in the magnificent eight-foot hedge that fronted the general's estate. Less than
two yards behind the edge was an equally magnificent eight-foot wall, hospitably
topped with huge chunks of broken glass set in cenent. Neither the hedge
concealing the wall, nor the wall designed to discourage those too shy to enter
by the main driveway was, | had l|earnt from Jabl onsky, peculiar to the general's
estate. Al the neighbours had noney enough and inportance enough to nake the
protection of their privacy a matter of considerabl e consequence, and this set-
up was common to nost of them The rope dangling fromthe gnarled branch of the
big live oak on the other side of the wall was where | had left it. Badly
hanpered by the binding constriction of the oilskin | waddl ed rather than wal ked

up that wall, swung to earth on the other side, clanbered up the oak, unfastened
the rope and thrust it under an exposed root. | didn't expect to have to use
that rope again, but one never knew. what | did know was that | didn't want any

of Wland' s playmates finding it.

VWhat was peculiar to the general's estate was the fence about twenty feet
beyond the wall. It was a five-stranded affair, and the top three were barbed.
The sensi bl e person, obviously, pushed up the second |owest plain wire, pushed
down the bottom one, stooped and passed through. But what | knew, thanks to
Jabl onsky, and what the sensible person didn't, was that pressure on either of
the two lower wires operated a warning bell, so |I clinbed |aboriously over the
top three wires, to the sound of much ripping and tearing, and |owered nyself
down on the other side. Andrew wasn't going to have nuch farther use for his
oilskin by the time he got it back. If he ever got it back
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Under the closely packed trees the darkness was al nbst absolute. | had a penci
flash but | didn't dare use it, | had to trust to luck and instinct to circle
the big kitchen garden that lay to the left of the house and so reach the fire-
escape at the back. | had about two hundred yards to go and |I didn't expect to
make it in under a quarter of an hour.



I wal ked as ol d Broken-nose, the butler, had fancied he wal ked when he crept
away from our bedroom door after |eaving Jabknmsky and nyself there. | had the
advant ages of normal arches to my feet and no adenoids worth tal king about. |
wal ked with both arnms outstretched before ne, and it wasn't until my face
collided with a tree trunk that | learned not to walk with ny arnms outspread as
well as outstretched. | couldn't do anythi ng about the dripping clanmy Spanish
noss that kept wapping itself about ny face but | could do sonething about the
hundreds of twi gs and broken branches that littered the ground. | didn't walk, |
shuffled. | didn't Iift ny feet, |I slid each one forward slowy and carefully,
brushing aside whatever lay in ny path, and not allowi ng any weight to come on
the leading foot until | had made good and certain that there was nothing under
that foot that would snap or creak when ny weight was transferred to it.
Although | do say it, | was pretty silent.

It was as well that | was. Ten mnutes after leaving the fence, when | was
seriously beginning to wonder whether | had angled oif in the wong direction,
suddenly, through the trees and the curtain of rain dripping steadily fromthe
oaks, | thought | saw a tiny glimer of light. A flicker, then gone. | might
have imagined it, but | don't have that kind of imagination. | knew | didn't, so
| slowed down still nore, pulling nmy hat-brimdown and coat collar up so that no
fai ntest sheen of pal eness night betray ny face. You couldn't have heard the
rustle of ny heavy oilskin three feet away.

| cursed the Spanish nbss. It wapped its long clamy tendrils round nmy face
it made nme blink and shut ny eyes at the very nonents when shutting nmy eyes
nm ght have been the last thing | ever did, and it obscured my vision to a degree
where | felt like dropping to ny hands and knees and crawling forward on al
fours. | might even have done that, but | knew the crackling of the oilskin
woul d give me away.

Then | saw the glinmer of light again. It was thirty feet away, no nore, and it
wasn't pointing in ny direction, it
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was illumnating something on the ground. | took a couple of quick snooth steps
forward, wanting to pinpoint the light source and see the reason for its use,
and then | discovered that ny navigational sense in the darkness had been
conpl etely accurate. The kitchen garden was surrounded by a w re-netted wooden
fence and half-way through nmy second step | walked right into it. The top rai
creaked like the door to an abandoned dungeon

There canme a sudden exclamation, the dousing of the light, a brief silence and
then the torch flicked on again, the beam no |onger pointing at the ground but
reaching out for and searching the perineter of the kitchen garden. Whoever held
the torch was as nervous as a kitten, because whoever held the torch had nore
than a vague idea where the sound had cone from and a steady careful sweep would
have picked me up in three seconds. As it was the search consisted of a series
of jittery probings and jerkings of the beamand I'd tine to take a |ong snpoth
step backwards. Just one: there was no tinme for nore. As far as it is possible
to nmelt into a neighbouring oak tree, | nelted into a neighbouring oak tree.
pressed against it as if | were trying to push it over and w shed as | had never
wi shed before: | wished I had a gun.



Gve nme that flash." The cold quiet voice was unmni stakably Royale's. The
torch beam wavered, steadied, then shone down on the ground again. " Get on with
it. Now "

"But | heard sonething, M. Royale!" It was Larry, his voice a high-pitched
jittery whisper. "Over there! |I know | did."

" Yeah, ne too. It's all right." Wth a voice like Royale's, with a voice with
as much warnth in it as a chanpagne bucket, it was difficult to sound soothing
but he was doing his best. " Wods are full of those noises in the dark. Hot
day, cold rain at night, contraction, then all sorts of noises. Now hurry it up
Want to stay out in this damed rain all night?"

" Look, M. Royale." The whisper was nore than earnest now, it was desperate.
"I didn't make a m stake, honest, | didn't! | heard----- "

" M ssed out on your shot of the white stuff, to-night?" Royale interrupted
cruelly. The strain of even a nonment's kindness had been too nuch for him "
God, why did | have to be saddled with a junky like you. Shut up and work."
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Larry shut up. | wondered about what Royal e had said, because |'d been
wondering about it ever since | saw Larry. His behaviour, the fact that he was
allowed to associate with Wland and the general, the liberties he was
permtted, above all his very presence there. Big crimnal organisations working
for big stakes—and if this bunch weren't working for big stakes | couldn't
i magi ne who were—dsually picked the nenbers of their organisation with as nuch
care and forethought as a big corporation picks its top executives. Mre. A
careless slip-up, a monent's indiscretion on the part of an executive won't ruin
a big corporation but it can destroy a crimnal set-up. Big crinme is big
busi ness, and big crimnals are big businessmen, running their illega
activities with all the neticulous care and adm nistrative precision of their
nore | aw abiding colleagues. If, npbst reluctantly, it was found necessary to
renove rivals or such as offered nenace to their security, the renmoval was
entrusted to quiet polite people like Royale. But Larry was about as much use to
them as a match in a powder nagazi ne.

There were three of themin that corner of the kitchen garden, Royale, Larry
and the butler whose range of duties appeared to be wi der than that normally
expected of his profession in the better class English country houses. Larry and
the butler were busy with spades. Digging, | thought at first, because Royal e
had the light hooded and even at ten yards in that rain it was difficult to see
anyt hing, but by and by, judging nore by ear than by eye, | knew that they were
filling in a hole in the ground. | grinned to nyself in the darkness. | would
have taken | ong odds that they were burying sonething very val uable indeed,
sonething that would not be remaining there very long. A kitchen garden was
hardly the ideal permanent hiding place for treasure trove.

Three minutes later they were finished. Sonmeone drew a rake to and fro across
the filled-in hole—+ assunmed that they nust have been digging in a freshly
turned vegetabl e patch and wanted to conceal the signs of their work—and then
they all went off together to the gardening shed a few yards away and left their
spades and rake there.



They cane out again, talking softly, Royale in the lead with the torch in his
hand. They passed through a wi cker gate not fifteen feet fromme, but by this
tinme 1'd withdrawn sone yards into the wood and had the thick bole of
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an oak for cover. They went off together up the path that led to the front of
t he house and by and by the | ow rmurnur of voices faded and vani shed. A bar of
light fell across the porch as the front door opened, then there canme the solid
click of a heavy door closing on its latch. Then silence

| didn't nove. | stayed exactly where | was, breathing lightly and shallowy,
not stirring an inch. The rain redoubled in violence, the thick foliage of the
oak m ght have been a wi sp of gauze for all the protection it afforded, but I
didn't nove. The rain trickled down inside oilskin and overcoat and ran down ny
back and legs. But | didn't nove. It trickled down ny front and into ny shoes,
but I didn't nmove. | could feel the tide rising up to ny ankles, but | didn't
nove. | just stayed where | was, a human figure carved fromice, but colder. My
hands were nunb, ny feet frozen and uncontrollable shivers shook ny entire body
every few seconds. | would have given the earth to nove. But | didn't. Only ny
eyes noved.

Hearing was of little value to ne now Wth the high nban of the steadily
i ncreasing wi nd through the topnost swayi ng branches of the trees and the | oud
frenetic rustling of the rain driving through the |eaves, you couldn't have
heard a careless footfall ten feet away. But after three-quarters of an hour
standing there notionless, eyes becane perfectly accustonmed to the dark and you
could have spotted a carel ess novenent ten yards away. And | spotted it.

A novenent, that is, but not careless. Deliberate. | think it nust have been a
sudden furious flurry of wind and rain that finally broke the patience of the
shadow that now detached itself fromthe shelter of a nearby tree and noved away
silently up towards the house. If | hadn't been watching, staring into the
darkness with eyes sore and strained from staring, | would have missed it, for |
certainly would have heard nothing. But | didn't mss it. A shadow noving with
t he soundl essness of a shadow. A quiet deadly nan. Royale. His words to Larry
had been so nuch bluff for the benefit of any listener. Royale had heard a
noi se, al right, and the noise nust have been just sufficiently off-beat to make
hi m wonder if someone were there. Only enough to nake him wonder. If Royal e had
been certain he'd have remained there all night waiting to strike. The strike of
a fer-de-lance. | thought of nyself going into that kitchen garden i mediately
after the three had left, getting a spade
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and starting to investigate, and | felt colder than ever. | could see nyself
bendi ng over the hole, the unseen, unheard approach of Royale, and then the
bullet, just one, a cupro-tdckel jacketed .22 at the base of the skull.

But | had to go to get a spade and start investigating sone tinme, and no better
time than now. The rain was torrential, the night as dark as the tonb. In those
conditions it was unlikely that Royale would return though I woul d have put
not hi ng past that cunning and devious mind, but even if he did he would have
been exposed to the bright lights inside and it would take himten mnutes, at
|l east, to re-adapt his eyes to that al nbst total darkness before he would dare
nove around again. That he wouldn't nove around with a torch was certain: if he
t hought there was still an intruder in the grounds, then he thought that



i ntruder had seen the digging operations but had still made no nove: and if he

t hought there was such a nman, then he would assune himto be a careful and
dangerous man to nove in search of whomw th a lighted torch in hand would be to
ask for a bullet in the back. For Royale was not to know that the intruder had
no gun.

I thought ten minutes would be enough to find out what | wanted, both because
any burial of anything in a garden was bound to be tenporary and because neither
Larry nor the butler had struck nme as people who would derive any pleasure from
using a spade or who would dig an inch deeper than was absolutely necessary. |

was right. | found a spade in the tool shed, located the 'freshly-raked earth
with a pin-point of light fromny pencil flash, and fromthe tine | had passed
through the wicker gate till | had cleared off the two or three inches of earth

that covered sone kind of white pine packing case, no nore than five mnutes had
el apsed.

The packing case was lying at a slight angle in the ground and so heavy was the
rain drumr ng down on ny bent back and on top of the case that within a mnute
the lid of the case had been washed white and clean and free fromthe last stain
of earth, the nuddy water draining off to one side. | flashed the torch
cautiously: no nane, no marks, nothing to give any indication of the contents.

The case had a wood and rope handle at each end. | grabbed one of those, got
both hands round it and heaved, but the case was over five feet |ong and seened
to be filled

D
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with bricks: even so | mght have managed to nove it, but the earth around the
hole was so waterlogged and soft that my heels just gouged through it and into
the hole itself.

I took ny torch again, hooded it till the light it cast was snaller than a

penny, and started quartering the surface of the packing case. No netal clasps.
No heavy screws. As far as | could see, the only fastenings holding down the lid

were a couple of nails at either end. | lifted the spade, dug a corner under one
end of the lid. The nails creaked and squealed in protest as | forced them out
of the wood, but | went on anyway and sprung the end of the lid clear. | lifted

it a couple of feet and shone ny flash inside.

Even in death Jabl onsky was still smiling. The grin was |opsided and crooked
the way they had had to make Jabl onsky hinmself |opsided and crooked in order to
force himinside the narrow confines of that case, but it was still a smle. Hs

face was cal m and peaceful, and with the end of a pencil you could have covered
that tiny hole between his eyes. It was the kind of hole that woul d have been
made by the cupro-nickel jacketed bullet froma .22 automatic.

Twi ce that night, out on the gulf, | had thought of Jabl onsky sl eeping
peaceful ly. He'd been asleep all right. He'd been asleep for hours, his skin was
cold as marble.

| didn't bother going through the pockets of the dead man, Royale and Wyl and
woul d have done that already. Besides, | knew that Jablonsky had carried nothing
incrimnating on his person, nothing that could have pointed to the true reason
for his presence there, nothing that could have put the finger on ne.



I wiped the rain off the dead face, lowered the lid and hamered the nails
softly home with the handle of the spade. |'d opened a hole in the ground and
now | closed a grave. It was well for Royale that | did not neet himthen.

I returned spade and rake to the tool shed and left the kitchen garden.

There were no lights at the back of the entrance |odge. | found one door and
two ground-1level w ndows—+t was a single-story building—and they were al
| ocked. They would be. In that place everything would be | ocked, always.

But the garage wasn't. Nobody was going to be so crazy as to make off with a
coupl e of Rolls-Royces, even if they could have got past the electrically
operated gate, which they
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couldn't. The garage was fit match for the cars: the tool bench and equi prent
were the do-it-yourself devotee's dream

I ruined a couple of perfectly good wood chisels, but I had the catch slipped
on one of the windows in a mnute flat. It didn't seemlikely that they had
burglar alarns fitted to a |odge, especially as there hadn't even been an
attenpt nmade to fit half-circle thief-proof sash latches. But | took no chances,
pull ed the top wi ndow down and clinbed in over it. Wien wiring a w ndow the
usual idea is to assune that the sneak-thief who breaks and enters is a slave to
habit who pushes up the | ower sash and craws in under, apart from which the
average electrician finds it nmuch kinder on the shoulder nuscles to wire at
wai st | evel instead of above the head. And in this case, | found, an average
el ectrician had indeed been at work. The | odge was wired

| didn't drop down on top of any startled sleeper in a bedroom or knock over a
row of pots and pans in the kitchen for the sufficient reason that |'d picked a
roomwith frosted windows and it seemed a fair bet that that might be the
bat hroom And so it was.

Qut in the passageway | flicked ny pencil light up and down. The |odge had been
desi gned—f that was the word —with sinplicity. The passage directly joined the
back and front doors. Two snall roons opened off either side of the passage:
that was all

The room at the back opposite the bathroom proved to be the kitchen. Nothing
there. | nmoved up the small passageway as softly as the squel ching of ny shoes
woul d pernit, picked the door on the left, turned the handle with mlli-nmetric
caution and noved soundl essly inside.

This was it. | closed the door behind nme and noved softly in the direction of
the deep regular breathing by the left hand wall. Wen | was about four feet
away | switched on ny pencil flash and shone it straight on the sleeper's closed
eyes.

He didn't remamin sleeping long, not with that concentrated beam on him He woke
as at the touch of a switch and half sat up in bed, propped on an el bow while a
free hand tried to shade his dazzled eyes. | noticed that even when woken in the
m ddl e of the night he |ooked as if he'd just brushed that gl eaning black hair
ten seconds previously: | always
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woke up with mne looking like a half-dried nop, a replica of the current
fem nine urchin cut, the one achieved by a short-sighted lunatic armed with
garden shears.

He didn't try anything. He |ooked a tough, capable, sensible fellow who knew
when and when not to try anything, and he knew that now was not the tine. Not
when he was al nost blind.

" There's a .32 behind this flash, Kennedy," | said. " Were's your gun?’
"What gun?" He didn't sound scared because he wasn't.

"Get up," | ordered. The pyjamas, | was glad to see, weren't maroon. | m ght
have pi cked them nyself. " Move over to the door."

He noved. | reached under his pillow

This gun,” | said. A small grey automatic, | didn't know the nake. " Back to
your bed and sit on it."

Torch transferred to nmy left hand and the gun in the right, | nmade a quick
sweep of the room Only one window, with deep velvet wine curtains closed right
across. | went to the door, switched on the overhead light, glanced down at the

gun and slipped off the safety catch. The click was |oud, precise and sounded as
if it neant business. Kennedy said: " So you hadn't a gun."

I've got one now. "

It's not | oaded, friend."

"Don't tell nme," | said wearily. "You keep it under your pillow just so you can
get oil stains all over the sheets? If this gun was enpty you'd be at ne like
t he Chatanooga Express. Watever that is."

| | ooked over the room A friendly, nmasculine place, bare but confortable, with
a good carpet, not in the corn-belt class of the one in the general's library, a
coupl e of arncthairs, a damask-covered table, snmall settee and gl assed-in wall

cupboard. | crossed over to the cupboard, opened it and took out a bottle of
whi sky and a couple of glasses. | |ooked at Kennedy. " Wth your perm ssion, of
course."

Funny man," he said coldly.

I went ahead and poured nyself a drink anyway. A big one. | needed it. It
tasted just the way it ought to taste and all too seldom does. | watched Kennedy
and he watched ne.

"Who are you, friend?" he asked.

I'"d forgotten that only about two inches of ny face was visible. | turned down
the collars of ny oilskin and over-
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coat and took off ny hat. My hat had becone no better than a sponge, ny hair
was wet and plastered all over ny head but for all that | don't suppose it was
any less red than normal. The tightening of Kennedy's nouth, the suddenly stil
expressionl ess eyes told their own story.

" Tal bot," he said slowy. " John Talbot. The killer.'

That's nme," | agreed. " The killer."

He sat very still, watching ne. | suppose a dozen different thoughts nust have
been running through his mnd, but none of them showed, he had as nuch
expression in his face as a wooden Indian. But the brown intelligent eyes gave
hi m away: he could not quite mask the hostility, the cold anger that showed in
their depths.

" What do you want, Tal bot? What are you doi ng here?"

"You nean, why am | not high-tailing it for the tall tinber?"
" Wiy have you cone back? They've had you | ocked up in the house, God knows
why, since Tuesday evening. You' ve escaped, but you didn't have to now anyone
down to escape or | would have heard of it. They probably don't even know you' ve
been away or |'d have heard of that too. But you've been away. You've been out
in a boat, | can snmell the sea off you and that's a seaman's oilskin you've got
on. You've been out for a long tine, you couldn't be any wetter if you'd stood
under a waterfall for half an hour. And then you cone back. A killer, a wanted
man. The whole set-up is screw as hell."

" Screwy as hell," | agreed. The whisky was good, | was beginning to feel half-
human for the first tinme in hours. A smart boy, this chauffeur, a boy who
thought on his feet and thought fast. | went on: " Al npbst as screwy a set-up as

this weird bunch you're working for in this place.”

He said nothing, and | didn't see why he should. In his place | don't think I

woul d have passed the tinme of day by discussing ny enployers with a passing
murderer. | tried again.

"The general's daughter, Mss Mary. She's pretty nuch of a tramp, isn't she?"

That got him He was off the bed, eyes mad, fists balled into hard knots and
was hal f-way towards ne before he renenbered the gun pointing straight at his
chest. He said softly: " I'd love you to say that again, Talbot—wi thout that gun
in your hand."
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" That's better,” | said approvingly. " Signs of life at last. Commtting
yourself to a definite opinion, you know the old saw about actions speaking

| ouder than words. If I'd just asked you what Mary Ruthven was |ike you'd just
have clamed up or told nme go jump in the lake. | don't think she's a tramp
either. | know she's not. | think she's a nice kid, a very fine girl indeed."

Sure you do." His voice was bitter, but | could see the first shadows of

puzzl ement touching his eyes. "That's why you scared the Me out of her that
afternoon. "



" 1I"msorry about that, sincerely sorry. But | had to do it, Kennedy, although
not for the reasons that you or any of that nurderous bunch up at the big house
think." | downed what was left of ny whisky, |ooked at himfor a |ong
specul ati ve nonent, then tossed the gun across to him " Suppose we tal k? "

It took him by surprise but he was quick, very quick. He fielded the gun
neatly, looked at it, looked at me, hesitated, shrugged then smiled faintly. "
don't suppose another couple of oil stains will do those sheets any harm" He
thrust the gun under the pillow, crossed to the table, poured hinself a drink,
filled up ny glass and stood there waiting.

"I''m not taking the chance you might think I am" | began. " | heard Vyl and
trying to persuade the general and Mary to get rid of you. | gathered you were a
potential danger to Vyland and the general and others | may not know of. From
that | gathered you're not on the inside of what's going on. And you're bound to

know t here's sonething very strange indeed going on."

He nodded. "I'monly the chauffeur. And what did they say to Wland? " Fromthe
way he spoke the nanme | gathered he regarded Wland with sonmething |ess than
af fection.

" They stuck in their heels and refused point-bl ank."
He was pleased at that. He tried not to show it, but he was.

" It seens you did the Ruthven family a great service not so long ago," | went
on. " Shot up a couple of thugs who tried to kidnap Mary."

" 1 was |lucky." \Were speed and viol ence were concerned, | guess, he'd al ways
be lucky. " I"'mprimarily a bodyguard, not a chauffeur. Mss Mary's a tenpting
bait for every hoodlumin the country who fancies a quick mllion. But |I'm not

t he bodyguard aay | onger," he ended abruptly.
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"I'"ve met your successor," | nodded. "Valentino. He

couldn't guard an enpty nursery."

"Val enti no?" He grinned. "AlGunther. But Valentino suits him better. You
damaged his arm so | heard.™

" He danmaged nmy leg. It's black and blue and purple all over." | eyed him
specul atively. " Forgotten that you're talking to a nurderer, Kennedy?"

"You're no murderer," he said flatly. There was a |ong pause, then he broke bis
gaze fromnme and stared down at the floor

" Patrol man Donnelly, eh?" | asked.
He nodded without speaking.

Donnelly is as fit as you are," | said. " Mght take himsone little tinme to
wash the powder-stains out of his pants, but that's all the damage he suffered."

"Ri gged, eh?" he asked softly.



You' ve read about nme in the papers.” | waved a hand at the magazine stand in
the corner. | was still front page news and the photograph was even worse than
the previous one. " The rest you'll have heard from Mary. Sone of what you've
heard and read is true, sone of it just couldn't be |ess true

" My nane is John Talbot and | am as they said in court, a salvage expert. |
have been in all the places they nention, except Bonbay, and for approxinmately
the periods they mention. But | have never been engaged in any crimna
activities of any kind. However, either Wland or the general or both are very
cagey birds indeed. They've sent cables to contacts in Holland, England and
Venezuel a—the general, of course, has oil interests in all three places—to check
on ny bona fides. They'll be satisfied. W' ve spent a long tinme preparing the
groundwork for this."

"How do you know they sent those cabl es?"
" Every overseas cable out of Marble Springs in the past two nonths has been
vetted. The general —all cables are in his nane—dses code, of course. Perfectly
legal to do so. There's a little old man from WAshington living a bl ock away
fromthe post office. He's a genius with codes: he says the general's is
childish. From his point of view'

| got up and started to wal k around. The effects of the whisky were vani shing.
| felt like a cold wet flounder.

"I had to get in on the inside. Up till now we've been working very much in the
dark, but for reasons which would
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take too long to explain at present we knew that the general would junp at the
chance of getting hold of a salvage expert. He did."

"We?" Kennedy still had his reservations about ne.
" Friends of mine. Don't worry, Kennedy, |'ve got all the law in the world
behind me. I"'mnot in this for nyself. To make the general take the bait we had

to use the general's daughter. She knows nothing of what actually went on. Judge
Mol lison's pretty friendly with the famly, so | got himto invite Mary al ong
for a neal, suggesting that she drop in at the court-house first while she was
waiting for himto clear up the |ast cases."

"Judge Mollison's in on this?"
" He is. You' ve a phone there, and a phone book. Want to ring hinP"

He shook his head

Mol i son knows," | conti nued, and about a dozen cops. Al sworn to secrecy
and they know that a word the wong way and they're looking for a job. The only
person outside the |law who knows anything about it is the surgeon who is
supposed to have operated on Donnelly and then signed his death certificate.
He'd a kind of troubl esonme conscience, but | finally talked himinto it."

" Al a phoney," he rmurnured. Here's one that fell for it."



"Everybody did. They were neant to. Phoney reports from Interpol and Cuba—with
the full backing of the police concerned—blank rounds in the first two chanbers
of Donnelly's Colt, phoney road bl ocks, phoney chases by the cops, phoney----- "

"But —but the bullet in the wi ndscreen?"

"I told her to duck. | put it there nyself. Car and enpty garage all laid on
and Jabl onsky laid on too."

" Mary was telling nme about Jablonsky," he said slowmy. " Mary ", | noticed
not " Mss Mary". Maybe it meant nothing, maybe it showed the way he habitually
t hought of her. "'A crooked cop', she said. Just another plant?"

Just another plant. W' ve been working on this for over two years. Earlier on
we wanted a nman who knew the Cari bbean backwards. Jabl onsky was the nman. Born
and brought up in Cuba. Two years ago he was a cop, in New York honmicide. It was
Jabl onsky who thought up the idea of rigging false charges against hinself. It
was smart: it not
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only accounted for the sudden di sappearance of one of the best cops in the
country, but it gave himthe entree into the wong kind of society when the need
arose. He's been working with me in the Caribbean for the past eighteen nonths."

" Taking a chance, wasn't he? | nean, Cuba is honme from honme for half the
crooks in the States, and the chances------

He was disguised,” | said patiently. Beard, moustache, both hone-grown, al
his hair dyed, glasses, even his own nother woul dn't have known him?"

There was a long silence, then Kennedy put down his glass and | ooked steadily
at nme. "Wat goes on, Tal bot?"

" Sorry. You'll have to trust ne. The |ess anyone knows the better. Mollison
doesn't know, none of the |awnen know. They've had their orders."

"It's that big?" he asked slowy.

"Bi g enough. Look, Kennedy, no questions. |I'masking you to help ne. If you're
not frightened for Mary's health, it's tinme you started to be. | don't think she
knows a thing nore about what goes on between Vyland and the general than you
do, but |I'm convinced she's in danger. Great danger. O her life. |I'mup against
big boys playing for big stakes. To win those stakes they've already killed
eight tinmes. Eight times to ny certain know edge. |If you get nmixed up in this
business 1'd say the chances are nore than even that you'll end up with a
"bullet in your back. And |I'm asking you to get mixed up in it. |I've no right
to, but I"'mdoing it. What's it to be?"

Some of the colour had gone out of his brown face, but not nmuch. He didn't like
what |'d just said, but if his hands were trenbling | couldn't notice.

" You're a clever man, Talbot," he said slowy. " Mybe too clever, | don't
know. But you're clever enough not to have told ne akE this unless you were
pretty certain I'd do it. Playing for big stakes, you said: |I think 1'd like to

sit in."



I didn't waste any time in thanking him or congratulating him Sticking your
neck in a running noose isn't a matter for congratulation. Instead | said: "I

want you to go with Mary. No matter where she goes | want you to go also. I'm
al nost certain that to-norrow norning—this comng norning, that is—well all be
going out to the oil-rig. Mary will alnost certainly go along too. She'll have
no option. You will go with her."

He made to interrupt, but | held up ny hand.
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"I know, you've beea taken off the job. Make some excuse to go up to the house
to-norrow norning, early. See Mary. Tell her that Valentino is going to have a
slight accident in the course of the nmorning and she----- "

What do you nean, he'll have an accident?"

" Don't worry," | said grimy. " He'll have his accident all right. He won't be
able to look after hinself, far |ess anybody else, for sone time to come. Tell
her that she is to insist on having you back. If she sticks out her neck and
makes an issue of it she'll win. The general won't object, and |I'm pretty sure
VWl and won't either: it's only for a day, and after to-norrow the question of
who | ooks after her won't worry him very much. Don't ask ne how | know, because
| don't. But I'm banking on it." | paused. " Anyway, Wland will just think
she's insisting on having you because he thinks she has, shall we say, a soft
spot for you." He kept his wooden |ndian expression in place, so | went on: " |
don't know whether it's so and | don't care. I'"'mjust telling you what | think
Wl and thinks and why that should nake him accept her suggestion—that, and the
fact that he doesn't trust you and would rather have you out on the rig and
under his eye anyway."

" Very well." | mght have been suggesting that he come for a stroll. He was a
cool custoner, all right. " 111 tell her and 111 play it the way you want." He
t hought a nonent, then continued: "You tell ne |I'm sticking nmy neck out. Maybe |
am Maybe |'mdoing it of ny own free will. At the sanme tine, | think that the
fact that I'mdoing it at all entitles nme to a little nore honesty on your
part."

"Have | been dishonest?" | wasn't annoyed, | was just beginning to feel very
tired indeed.

" Only in what you don't say. You tell ne you want nme so that 1'll |ook after
the general's daughter. Conpared to what you're after, Talbot, Mary's safety
doesn't matter a tuppenny damm to you. If it did you could have hidden her away
when you had her the day before yesterday. But you didn't. You brought her back.
You say she's in great danger. It was you, Talbot, who brought her back to this
danger. O K, so you want me to keep an eye on her. But you want me for
sonet hing el se, too."

I nodded. " | do. I'mgoing into this with nmy hands tied. Literally. |'m going
into this as a prisoner. | nust have soneone | can trust. |'mtrusting you."
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"You can trust Jablonsky," he said quietly.

Jabl onsky' s dead."



He stared at ne w thout speaking. After a few nonents he reached out for the
bottl e and splashed whisky into both our glasses. His mouth was a thin white
line in the brown face.

"See that?" | pointed to ny sodden shoes. "That's the earth from Jabl onsky's
grave. | filled it in just before | canme here, not fifteen minutes ago. They got
him through the head with a small bore automatic. They got him between the eyes.
He was smiling, Kennedy. You don't smile when you see death coming to you
Jabl onsky never saw it coming. He was murdered in his sleep.”

I gave him a brief account of what had happened since |I'd left the house
including the trip in the Tarpon Springs sponge boat out to the X 13, up to the

nonent | had cone here. When | was finished he said: " Royal e?"

" Royal e."

" You'll never be able to prove it."

"1 won't have to." | said it almst without realising what I was saying. "

Royal e may never stand trial. Jablonsky was ny best friend."

He knew what | was saying, all right. He said softly: " I'd just as soon you
never cane after ne, Tal bot."

| drained ny whisky. It was having no effect now | felt old and tired and
enpty and dead. Then Kennedy spoke again.

" \What are you going to do now?"

" Do? I'mgoing to borrow sonme dry shoes and socks and underwear from you. Then
I'"'mgoing to go back up to the house, go to ny room dry my clothes off,
handcuff nyself to the bed and throw the keys away. They'll cone for ne in the
nor ni ng. "

" You're crazy," he whispered. " Wiy do you think they killed Jabl onsky?"

"1 don't know," | said wearily.

"You nust know," he said urgently. "Wy else should they kill himif they

hadn't found out who he really was, what he was really doing? They killed him
because they found out the double-cross. And if they found that out about him

they must have found it out about you. They'll be waiting for you up there in
your room Talbot. They'll know you'll be coming back, for they won't know you
f ound
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Jabl onsky. YouTl get it through the head as you step over the threshold. Can't
you see that, Talbot? For God's sake, man, can't you see it?"

"I saw it a long tine ago. Maybe they know all about nme. Maybe they don't.
There's so much | don't know, Kennedy. But maybe they won't kill ne. Maybe not
yet." | got to ny feet. " |'m going back on up."



For a nonment | thought he was going to use physical force to try to stop ne tat
there must have been something in ny face that nmade him change his nmind. He put
his hand on ny arm

"How nuch are they paying you for this, Tal bot?"
"Penni es. "

" Rewar d?"

" None."

" Then what in the nane of God is the conpulsion that will drive a man |ike you
to crazy lengths like those?" Hi s good-|ooking brown face was twisted in anxiety
and perplexity, he couldn't understand ne.

I couldn't understand nyself either. | said: " I don't know. . . . Yes, | do
"Il tell you soneday."

"" You'll never live to tell anybody anything,” he said sonbrely.
I picked up dry shoes and clothes, told himgood night and |eft.
CHAPTER VI |

There was nobody waiting for ne in ny roomup in the general's house.

unl ocked the corridor door with the duplicate key Jablonsky had given ne, eased
it open with only a whisper of sound and passed inside. Nobody blasted nmy head
of f. The room was enpty.

The heavy curtains were still drawn shut as | had left them but | let the
light switch be. There was a chance 'that they didn't know that 1'd left the
room that night but if anyone saw a light conme on in the roomof a nman
handcuffed to his bed they'd be up to investigate in nothing flat. Only
Jabl onsky coul d have switched it on and Jabl onsky was dead

I went over every square foot of floor and wails with
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my pencil flash. Nothing mssing, nothing changed. |If anyone had been here he'd
left no trace of his visit. But then if anyone had been here | would have
expected himto | eave no trace.

There was a big wall heater near the conmunicating door to Jabl onsky's room |
switched this on to full, undressed by its ruddy glow, towelled nyself dry and
hung trousers and coat over the back of a chair to dry off. | pulled on the
underwear and socks |'d borrowed from Kennedy, stuffed ny own rain-soaked
underwear and socks into ny sodden shoes, opened the curtains and wi ndows and
hurled themas far as | could into the dense undergrowth behind the house, where
I'd already conceal ed oilskin and overcoat before clinbing the fire-escape. |
strained ny ears but | couldn't even hear the sound the shoes nade on | andi ng.
felt pretty sure no one else could have heard anything either. The high nmpan of
the wind, the druming of that torrential rain snothered all sound at its
sour ce.



I took keys from the pocket of ny already steaning jacket and crossed to the
conmuni cati ng door to Jabl onsky's room Maybe the reception comrittee was
waiting there. | didn't nmuch care.

There was no committee. The room was as enpty as ny own. | crossed to the
corridor door and tried the handle. The door was | ocked.

The bed, as | expected, had been slept in. Sheets and bl ankets had been pulled
back so far that nost of them were on the floor. There were no signs of a
struggle. There were no signs, even, of violence: not until | turned the pillow
upsi de down.

The pillow was a nmess, but nothing to what it would have been if death hadn't
been instantaneous. The bullet nust have passed clean through the skull, not
what you would have expected froma .22 but then M. Royale used very fancy
ammunition. | found the shell in the down of the pillow Cupro-nickel. It wasn't
like Royale to be so careless. | was going to look after that little piece of
nmetal. 1 was going to treasure it like the Cullinan dianond. | found sone
adhesive in a drawer, pulled off a sock, taped the spent bullet under the second
and third toes where there would be no direct pressue on it and where it
woul dn't interfere with my walking. It would be safe there. The nost thorough
and consci entious search—should there be one—aould mss it.
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Houdi ni went around for years with tiny steel instrunments taped to the sol es of
his feet and no one ever thought to | ook

Down on my hands and knees | levelled the torch along the nap of the carpet and
squi nted down the beam It wasn't nmuch of a carpet but it was enough, the two
parall el indentations where Jabl onsky's heels had dragged across it were
unm stakable. | rose to ny feet, exam ned the bed again, picked up a cushion
that lay on the arnthair and examined that. | couldn't see anything, but when
bent ny head and sniffed there could be no doubt about it: the acrid odour of
burnt powder clings to fabrics for days.

| crossed to the small table in the corner, poured three fingers of whisky into
a glass and sat down to try to figure it all out.

The set-up just didn't begin to make any sense at all. Nothing jibed, nothing
fitted. How had Royal e and whoever had been with him$for no one nman could have
carried Jabl onsky out of that room by hinsel f—Aranaged to get in in the first
pl ace? Jablonsky had felt as secure in that house as a stray lanb in a starving
wol f pack and | knew he woul d have | ocked the door. Sonebody el se could have had
a key, of course, but the point was that Jabl onsky invariably left his key in
the lock and jammed it so that it couldn't be pushed out or turned fromthe
ot her side—not unless enough force were used and noi se made to wake him up a
dozen tinmes over.

Jabl onsky had been shot when sleeping in bed. Jablonsky, | knew, had pyjanas
and used them-but when | found himin the kitchen garden he'd been conpletely
clothed. Wiy dress hin? It didn't nmake sense, especially trying to dress a dead
man wei ghing 240 Ib. didn't nake sense. And why had there been no silencer
fitted to the gun? | knew there hadn't been; with the pressure absorption of a
silencer not even those special bullets would travel through a skull-bone tw ce,
and, besides, he'd used a cushion to nuffle the shot. Understandable enough, in
a way: those roons were in a renmote wing of the house and with the help of a



cushion and the background noi se of the growing stormthe chances were that the
shot would not be heard in the other parts of the house. But the point was that

I had been right next door and was bound to have heard it, unless | were deaf or
dead, and as far as Royal e had known—er as far as | thought he had
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known—+ had been asleep in the next room O had Royale known | was not in that
roon? Had he cone to make a quick check, found | was gone, knew that it nust
have been Jablonsky that had let nme go and killed Jabl onsky there and then? It
fitted with the facts: but it didn't fit with the snmle on the dead man's face

I went back into ny own room rearranged my steam ng clothes on the back of the

chair before the electric fire, then returned to Jablonsky's room | took up ny
gl ass again and glanced at the whisky bottle. It was a five-gill flask, stil
three parts full. That was no help, what was mssing wouldn't even have begun to
af fect Jabl onsky's razor-edged vigilance. |I'd seen Jabl onsky di spose of an

entire bottle of rum-he wasn't a whisky man—+n an evening and the only apparent
effect it had had on himwas that he smiled even nore than usual

But Jabl onsky woul d never snile again.

Sitting there alone in the near darkness, the only illunination the glow from
the electric fire in the next room | lifted my glass. A toast, a farewell, |
don't know what you'd call it. It was for Jablonsky. | sipped it slowy, rolling
t he whi sky over nmy tongue to savour to the full the rich bouquet and taste of a
fine old Scotch; for the space of two or three seconds | sat very still indeed

then | put the glass down, rose, crossed quickly to the corner of the room spat
the Scotch into the wash-basin and rinsed ny nouth out very carefully indeed.

It was Wl and who had provided the whisky. After Jabl onsky had paraded ne
downstairs last night, VWyland had given him a seal ed whisky bottle and gl asses
to take back to his room Jabl onsky had poured out a couple of drinks soon after
we had gone upstairs and |I'd actually had ny glass in ny hand when | renenbered
that drinking al cohol before breathing oxygen on a deep dive wasn't a very
clever thing to do. Jabl onsky had drai ned them both, then had nmaybe a couple
nore after | had left.

Royal e and his friends didn't have to batter Jablonsky's door in with foreaxes,
they had a key for the job, but even if they had used axes Jabl onsky woul d never
have heard them There had been enough knockout drops in that bottle of whisky
to put an el ephant out for the count. He must have been just able to stagger as
far as his bed before collapsing. | knew it was stupid, but | stood there in the
si | ent
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dark reproaching nyself bitterly for not having accepted that drink; it was a
fairly subtle blending of a Mckey Finn and Scotch, but | think I would have got
on to it straight away. But Jabl onsky wasn't a whi sky man, naybe he thought that
was the way Scotch ought to taste.

And Royal e, of course, had found two glasses with whisky dregs in them That
made ne as unconsci ous as Jablonsky. But it hadn't been any part of their plan
to kill ne too.



| understood it all now, everything except the answer to the one question that
really mattered: why had they killed Jablonsky? | couldn't even begin to guess.
And had they bothered looking in to check on ne? | didn't think so. But |
woul dn't have bet a pair of old bootlaces on it.

There was nothing to be gained by sitting and thinking about it, so | sat and
t hought about it for a couple of hours. By that time nmy clothes were dry, or as
near dry as made no difference. The trousers, especially, were lined and
winkled Iike a pair of elephant's legs, but then you couldn't expect an
i mmacul ate crease in the clothes of a man who is compelled to sleep in them |
dressed, all except for coat and tie, opened the wi ndow and was just on the
point of throwing out the three duplicate keys for the room doors and the
handcuff key to join the other stuff in the shrubbery bel ow when | heard a soft
tappi ng on the door of Jabl onsky's room

I only junped about a foot, then | froze. | suppose | should have stood there
with my mind racing but the truth was that with what | had been through that
night and with all the inconclusive and futile thinking |I'd been doing in the
past two hours, my mind was in no condition to walk, far less race. | just stood
there. Lot's wife had nothing on ne. For a lifetime of ten seconds not a single
intelligent thought came, just an inpulse, one single overpowering inpulse. To
run. But | had no place to run to.

It was Royale, that quiet cold deadly man with the little gun. It was Royal e,
he was waiting outside that door and the little gun would be in his hand. He
knew | was out, all right. He'd checked. He knew |I'd be back, because he knew
that Jablonsky and | were in cahoots and that | hadn't gone to such extrene
lengths to get nyself into that household just to light out at the first
opportunity that offered, and he'd guessed that | should have been back by this
time. Maybe
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he'd even seen ne coming back. Then why had he waited so | ong?

I could guess the answer to that one too. He knew I would have been expecting
Jabl onsky to be there when | returned. He would think that | would have figured
t hat Jabl onsky nust have gone off on some private expedition of his own and that
as |'d locked the door when | came back and left the key there Jabl onsky
woul dn't be able to use his owmn to get in. So he would knock. Softly. And after
having waited two hours for ny partner's return | would be so worried stiff by
his continuing absence that | would rush to the door when the knock cane. And
then Royale would [ et nme have one of those cupro-nickel bullets between the
eyes. Because if they knew beyond doubt that Jablonsky and | were working
toget her they would al so know that | would never do for them what they wanted ne
to do and so | would be of no further use to them So, a bullet between the
eyes. Just the sane way Jabl onsky had got his.

And then | thought of Jablonsky, | thought of himlying out there jamred up in
that cheap packing case, and | wasn't afraid any nore. | didn't see that 1'd
much chance, but | wasn't afraid. | cat-footed through to Jabl onsky's room

cl osed ny hand round the neck of the whisky bottle, went as silently back into
nmy owmn room and slid a key into the |ock of the door opening on to the passage
outside. The bolt slid back without even the whisper of a click and just at that
nmorment the knocking cane again, slightly louder this time and nore sustained
Under cover of the sound | slid the door open a crack, raised the bottle over ny
head ready for throwi ng and stuck nmy head round the corner of the door.



The passage was only dimy lit by a single weak night-light at the other end of
a long corridor, but it was enough. Enough to iet ne see that the figure in the
passage had no gun in its hand. Enough to let nme see that it wasn't Royale. It

was Mary Ruthven. | lowered the whisky bottle and stepped back softly into ny
room

Five seconds later | was at the door of Jablonsky's room | said in ny best
imtation of Jablonsky's deep husky voice: " Wo's there?"

" Mary Ruthven. Let ne ia. Quickly. Please 1"

I let her in. Quickly. I had no nore desire than she had that she shoul d be
seen out in that passage. | kept behind
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the door as she came through, then closed it swiftly before the pale glimer of
[ight fromoutside gave "her tine to identify ne.

" M. Jablonsky." Her voice was a quick, urgent, breathless, frightened
whisper. " | had to cone to see you. | sinply had. | thought | could never get
away but Qunther dropped ofi to sleep and he may wake up any nonent and find
that |'m----¢¢

" Easy, easy," | said. 1'd lowered ny voice to a whisper, it was easier to
imtate Jabl onsky that way, but even so it was one of the worst inmtations | had
ever heard. "Wy conme to see ne?"

" Because there was no one else | could turn to. You're not a killer, you're

not even a crook, | don't care what they say you' ve done, you're not bad." She
was a sharp one, all right, her woman's insight or intuition or whatever had
taken her far beyond what either VWyland or the general could see. " You nust

hel p me—ds—you sinply nmust. We-we are in great trouble."
ayves

" Daddy and |." A pause. " | honestly don't know about ny father, | honestly
don't. Perhaps he's not in trouble. Maybe he's working with those—those evil nen
because he wants to. He cones and goes as he pleases. But—but it's so unlike
him WMybe he has to work with them GCh, | don't know, | don't know. Perhaps
t hey have power over him

some terrible hold, perhaps------ | caught the glint of fair

hair as she shook her head. " He—well, he was al ways so good and honourabl e and
strai ght and—and everything, but

NOW - - - -

" Easy," | interrupted again. | couldn't keep this deception up nuch longer, if
she hadn't been so scared, so worried, she'd have caught on right away. "Facts,

mss, if you please."



I'd left the electric fire burning in ny room the comrmuni cating door was open
and | was pretty sure it was only a matter of time till she could see enough of
ny features to see that | wasn't Jabl onsky—and that red thatch of mine was a
dead giveaway. | turned ny back to the glow of the fire

" How can | begin?" she said. " W seemto have lost all our freedom or Daddy
has. Not in noving around, he's not a prisoner, but we never nmke decisions for
our sel ves, or,
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rather, Daddy makes mine for nme and | think he has his nmade for himtoo. W're

never allowed to be apart for any tinme. Daddy says |I'mto wite no letters
unl ess he sees them nmke no phone calls, never go anywhere except when that

horrible man Gunther is with ne. Even when | go to a friend' s house, |ike Judge
Mol lison's, that creature is there all the tine. Daddy says he's had kidnap
threats about nme recently. | don't believe it and if it were true Sinbn Kennedy—
the chauffeur—s far better than Gunther. | never have a private nonent to
nyself. When I'mout on the rig—the X 13—4'm no prisoner, | just can't get off,

but here ny room wi ndows are screwed into the wall and Gunther spends the night
in the ante-room watching to see------

The last three words took a long, long time to cone out and trailed off into a
shocked silence. In her excitenent, her eagerness to unburden herself of aE
those things that had been worrying her for weeks, she had conme close to ne. And
now her eyes were adjusted to the darkness. She started to shake. Her right hand
began to nove up slowy towards her mouth, the armtrenbling all the tinme and
jerking like the arm of a nmarionette, her nmouth opened and her eyes wi dened and
kept on widening until | could see white all the way round the pupils. And then
she drew a long quavering breath. Prelude to a scream

But the prelude was all that there was to it. In ny business, you don't
tel egraph your signals. 1'd one hand over her nmouth and an arm round her before
she'd even nmade up her nmind what key to sing in. For several seconds, with
surprising strength—er in the circunstances perhaps not so surprising—she
struggl ed furiously, then sagged against me, linp as a shot rabbit. It took ne
by surprise, I'd thought the day when young | adi es had passed out in monents of
stress had vanished with the Edwardi ans. But perhaps | was underestimating the
fearsone reputation | appeared to have built up for myself, perhaps | was
underestimati ng the cunul ative effect of the shock after a Iong night of nerving
herself to take this |last desperate chance, after weeks of endless strain.
What ever the reasons, she wasn't faking, she was out cold. |I lifted her across
to the bed, then for sonme obscure reason | had a revulsion of feeling, |
couldn't bear to have her lie on that bed where Jabl onsky had so recently been
nmurdered, so | carried her through to the bed in ny own room

I've "had a fairly extensive practical first-aid education, but
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| didn't know the first thing about bringing young |adies out of swoons. | had
a vague feeling that to do anything mght be dangerous, a feeling that accorded
wel | enough with my ignorance of what to do, so | cane to the conclusion that
not only the best thing but the only thing to do was to let her cone out of it
by herself. But | didn't want her to conme out of it unknown to me and start
bringing the house down so | sat on the edge of the bed and kept the flash on
her face, the beam just below the eyes so as not to dazzle her.



She wore a blue quilted silk dressing-gown over blue silk pyjamas. Her high-
heel ed slippers were blue, even the night-ribbon for holding those thick shining
braids in place was of exactly the sane colour. Her face, just then, was as pale
as old ivory. Nothing would ever make it a beautiful face, but then | suppose
that if it had been beautiful ny heart wouldn't have chosen that nonent to start
doi ng handsprings, the first tine it had shown any life at all, far less such
extravagant activity, in three long and enpty years. Her face seened to fade and
again | could see the fire and the slippers that 1'd seen two nights ago and al
that stood between us was 285 million dollars and the fact that | was the only
man in the world the very sight of whom could nake her collapse in terror. | put
ny dreans away.

She stirred and opened her eyes. | felt that the technique I'd used with
Kennedy—telling himthat there was a gun behind ny torch—ai ght have unfortunate
results in this case. So | caught one of the hands that were lying linmply on the
coverlet, bent forward and said softly, reprovingly: " You silly young nuggins,
why did you go and do a daft thing like that?"

Luck or instinct or both had put nme on the right track. Her eyes were wide, but
not staring wide, and the fear that still showed there was touched with
puzzl ement. Murderers of a certain category don't hold your hand and speak
reassuringly. Poisoners, yes: knife-plungers in the back, possibly: but not
murderers with ny reputation for pure violence.

You're not going to try to scream again, are you?" | asked

" No." Her voice was husky. I+"msorry I was so stupid-----

" Right,” | said briskly. " If you're feeling fit for it, we'll talk. W have
to, and there's little tinme."

" Can't you put the light on?" she begged.
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“"No light. Shines through curtains. W don't want any callers at this time-----

" There are shutters,” she interrupted
t he house."

Whoden shutters. On every w ndow in

Hawk- eye Tal bot, that was ne. 1'd spent a whole day doing nothing but staring
out the window and |'d never even seen them | rose, closed and fastened the
shutters, closed the comunicating door to Jabl onsky's room and switched on the
light She was sitting on the side of the bed now, hugging her arns as if she
were col d.

"I''"'m hurt,” | announced. "You can take one | ook at Jablonsky and tell right
away, or so you think, that he's not a crook. But the longer you |look at ne the
nore convinced you are that |I'ma nurderer.” | '"held up a hand as she was about
to speak. " Sure, you got reasons. Excellent reasons. But they're wong." |
hitched up a trouser leg and offered for her inspection a foot elegantly covered
in a maroon sock and conpletely plain black shoe. "Ever seen those before?"

She | ooked at them just for a second, then switched her gaze to ny face
"Sinon's," she whispered. "Those are Sinon's.”



"Your chauffeur." | didn't care much for this Sinon business. He gave themto

me a couple of hours ago. O his own free will. It took ne five mnutes flat to
convince himthat | am not a nmurderer and far from what | appear to be. Are you
willing to give ne the sane tinme?"

She nodded slowly without speaking.

It didn't even take three minutes. The fact that Kennedy had given nme the O K
was the battle nore than half won as far as she was concerned. But | skipped the
bit about finding Jablonsky. She wasn't ready for any shocks of that nature, not
yet.

When | was finished she said, al nost unbelievingly: "So you knew about us all
the ti me? About Daddy and ne and our troubles and-----

"We've known about you for several nonths. Not specifically about your trouble,
t hough, nor your father's, whatever that nay be: all we knew was that Genera
Blair Ruthven was mxed up in sonething that General Blair Ruthven had no right
to be mxed up in. And don't ask ne who ' we' are or who | am because | don't
like refusing to answer questions and it's for your own sake anyway. Wat's your
father scared of, Mary?"
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" I+ don't know. I know he's frightened of Royale, but-----

" He's frightened of Royale. I'm frightened of Royale. We're all frightened of
Royale. 1'lIl take long odds that Vyland feeds him plenty of stories about Royale
to keep him good and scared. But it's not that. Not primarily. He's frightened
for your sake, too, but ny guess is that those fears have only grown since he
found out the kind of conpany he's keeping. Wat they're really like, | mean. |
think he went into this with his eyes open and for his own ends, even if he
didn't know what he was letting hinself in for. Just how |l ong have Vyland and
your father been, shall we say, business associates?"

She thought a bit and she said: "I can tell you that exactly. It started when
we were on holiday with our yacht, the Tenptress, in the West Indies late [ast
April. We'd been in Kingston, Janmmica, when Daddy got word from Mumy's | awyers
that she wanted a | egal separation. You may have heard about it," she went on
mserably. " | don't think there was a paper in North Anerica that mssed out on
the story and sone of them were pretty vicious about it."

" You nean the general had been so long held up as the nodel citizen of the
country and their marriage as the ideal fanmly marriage?"

" Yes, sonething like that. They nmade a lovely target for all the yellow
Press,” she said bitterly. " | don't know what canme over Mumy, we had al
al ways got on so well together, but it just shows that children never know
exactly how things were or are between their parents.”

"Chil dren?"

" |1 was just speaking generally." She sounded tired and dispirited and beaten,
and she | ooked that way. And she was, or she would never have talked to a
stranger of such things. " As it happens, there's another girl. Jean, ny young
sister—she's ten years younger than | am Daddy narried late in life. Jean's



with my nmother. It looks as if she's going to stay with ny nmother, too. The

| awyers are still working things out. There'll be no divorce, of course." She
smled enptily. " You don't know the New Engl and Ruthvens, M. Talbot, but if
you did you' d know that there are certain words mssing fromtheir vocabul ary.
Divorce' is one of them"
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" And your father has never nade any attenpts at reconciliation?"

"He went up to see her twice. It was no good. She doesn't-she doesn't even want
to see ne. She's gone away sonmewhere and apart from Daddy nobody quite knows
where. When you have noney those things aren't too difficult to arrange.” It
nust have been the nention of the nobney that sent her thoughts off on a new tack
for when she spoke again | could hear those 285 million dollars back in her
voi ce and see the Mayflower in her face. "I don't quite see how all our private
fam |y business concerns you, M. Tal bot."

" Neither do I," | agreed. It was as near as | cane to an apology. " Maybe
read the yellow Press, too. I'monly interested in it as far as the VWland tie-
up is concerned. It was at this nonent that he stepped in?"

"About then. A week or two later. Daddy was pretty low, | suppose he was
wilh'ng to listen to any proposal that would take his mnd off his troubles,
and—and- - - - -

" And, of course, his business judgnent was bel ow par. Although it wouldn't
have to be nore than a fraction below to allow friend Wland to get M foot
stuck in the front door. Fromthe cut of his moustache to the way he arranges
hi s display handkerchief VWyland is everything a top-flight industrialist ought
to be. He's read all the books about Wall Street, he hasn't nissed his Saturday
night at the cinema for years, he's got every last littlest trick off to
perfection. | don't suppose Royale appeared on the scene until later?"

She nodded dunbly. She | ooked to nme to be pretty close to tears. Tears can
touch me, but not when |I'm pushed for tine. And | was desperately short of tine
now. | switched off the light, went to the w ndow, pulled back one of the
shutters and stared out. The wind was stronger than ever, the rain |ashed
agai nst the glass and sent the water streaning down the pane in little hurrying
rivers. But, nore inportant still, the darkness in the east was lightening into
grey, the dawn was in the sky. | turned away, closed the shutter, sw tched on
the light and | ooked down at the weary girl.

"Think they'll be able to fly the helicopter out to the X 13 to-day?" | asked.

Choppers can fly in practically any weather." She stirred. " Wo says
anybody's flying out there to-day?"
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"1 do." | didn't elaborate. " Now, perhaps, you'll tell me the truth of why
you cane here to see Jabl onsky?' 8

" Tell you the truth----- "

"You said he had a kind face. Maybe he has, maybe he hasn't, but as a reason
it's rubbish.”



" 1 see. |I'mnot holding anything back, honestly I"'mnot. It's just that I'm

so—so worried. | overheard sonething about him that made ne think----- "
" Get to the point," | said roughly.
" You know the library's wired, | nean theyVe got |istening devices plugged in-
"I've heard of them™" | said patiently. "I don't need a diagram'
Col our touched the pale cheeks. " I'msorry. Well, | was next door in the
of fice where the earphones are and | don't know why | just put them on." |
grinned: the idea of the biter bit appealed. " VWyland and Royale were in the

library. They were tal king about Jabl onsky."
I wasn't grinning any nore.

They had himtailed this nmorning when he went into Marble Springs. It seens

he went into a hardware store, why, they don't know " | could have filled that
part in: he'd gone to buy a rope, have duplicate keys cut and do quite a bit of
tel ephoning. " It seens he was there half an hour w thout conming out, then the
tail went in after him Jabl onsky came out, but his shadower didn't. He'd
di sappeared.” She smiled faintly. "It seens that Jablonsky nust have attended to
him"

| didn't smile. | said quietly: "How do they know this? The tail hasn't turned

up, has he?"
"They had three tails on Jabl onsky. He didn't catch on to the other two."
| nodded wearily. " And then?"

Jabl onsky went to the post office. | saw himgoing in nyself when we—baddy

and | —were on our way to tell the police the story Daddy insisted | tell, about
how you'd dunped nme and I'd thunbed a lift hone. Well, it seens Jabl onsky picked
up a pad of telegraph fornms, went into the booth, wote out and sent off a
nmessage. One of Wland's nen waited till he'd left then got the pad and took off

the top message sheet—+the one under the sheet Jabl onsky had witten on—and
brought it back here. Fromwhat | could

Fear is the Key 121
hear Wyl and seenmed to be working on this with sonme powder and | anps."

So even Jablonsky could slip up. But in his place | would have done the sane.
Exactly the sane. | would have assunmed that if |'d disposed of a shadower that
woul d be the lot. VWyland was clever, maybe he was going to be too clever for ne.
| said to the girl: "Hear anything nore?”

" Alittle, not nuch. | gather they nade out nbst of what was witten on the
form but they couldn't understand it, | think it nust have been in code." She
broke off, wet her lips then went on gravely: " But the address was in plain
| anguage, of course."

" O course.” | crossed the roomand stared down at her. | knew the answer to
ny next question, but | had to ask her. "And the address?"



" AM. J. C Curtin, Federal Bureau of Investigation. That—that was really why

| cane. | knew | had to warn M. Jablonsky. | didn't hear any nore, somebody
canme along the passage and | slipped out a side door, but |I think he's in
danger. | think he's in great danger, M. Tal bot."

For the past fifteen minutes |I'd been looking for a way to break the news to
her, but now | gave up

" You're too late." | hadn't neant ny voice to sound harsh and cold but that's
the way it sounded. " Jabl onsky's dead. Miurdered."

They came for me at eight o'clock next norning, Royale and Val entino

I was fully dressed except for ny coat and | was fastened to the bed-head by a
single set of handcuffs—'d thrown the key away together with Jablonsky's three
duplicate keys after 1'd |l ocked all the doors.

There was no reason why they should search me and | hoped as | never hoped
before that they wouldn't. After Mary had left, tear-stained, forlorn and having
unwi I lingly promised me that no word of what had passed should be repeated to
anyone, not even her father, |I'd sat down and thought. Al ny thinking so far
had been in a never-ending circle and 1'd got so deep in the rut that | could
hardly see daylight any nore and just when ny nental processes had been about to
vani sh conpletely into the darkness |1'd had the first illumnating flash, in the
dark gloom of my thinking a blindingly bright Sash of intuition or compn sense,
t hat
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I"d had since I'd conme to that house. |I'd thought about it for another half-
hour, then I'd got a sheet of thin paper and witten a |ong nessage on one side,
folded it twice until it was only a couple of inches wide, sealed it with tape

and addressed it to Judge Mollison at his honme address. Then I'd folded it in
hal f lengthwise, slid it over the neck-band of ny tie and turned ny collar down
over it until it was conpletely hidden. Wwen they came for ne I'd had | ess than
an hour in bed and | hadn't slept at all

But | pretended to be sound asleep when they came in. Sonebody shook ne roughly
by the shoulder. | ignored it. He shook ne again. | stirred. He gave up the
shaki ng as unprofitable and used 'the back of 'his hand across ny face, not
lightly. Enough was enough. | groaned, blinked ny eyes painfully and propped
nyself up in bed, rubbing ny forehead with ny free hand

" On your feet, Talbot" Apart fromthe upper |eft-hand side of his face, a
m ni ature sunset viewed through an indigo haze, Royale |ooked cal m and snooth as
ever, and fully rested: another dead man on his conscience wasn't going to rob
hi m of much sleep. Valentino's arm | was glad to see, was still in a sling:
that was going to nake nmy task of turning himinto an ex-bodyguard all the
easi er.

On your feet," Royal e repeated. How cone only one handcuff?"
"Eh?" | shook ny head from side to side and made a great play of being dazed

and hal f-doped. " Wiat in hell's nane did | have for dinner |ast night?"



" Dinner?" Royale smiled his pale quiet snile. You and your gaoler enptied
that bottle between you. That's what you had for dinner."

I nodded slowy. He was on safe ground as far as he knew his ground; if I'd
been doped 1'd have only the haziest recollection of what had happened
i mediately before I'd passed out. | scow ed at him and nodded at the handcuffs
" Unlock this dam' thing, will you?"

Whay only one cuff?" Royal e repeated gently.

"What does it matter if it's one cuff or twenty,” | said irritably. " | can't
remenber. | seemto think Jabl onsky shoved nme in here in a great hurry and coul d
only find one. | think perhaps he didn't feel too good either."” | buried ny face

in ny hands and drew them down hard as if to clear ny head and eyes. Between ny
fingers | glinpsed Royale's
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sl ow nod of understanding and | knew | had it nade: it was exactly what
Jabl onsky woul d have done; he'd have felt sonmething com ng over him and rushed
in to secure me before he coll apsed.

The cuff was unl ocked and on the way through Jablon-sky's room | glanced
casually at the table. The whisky bottle was still there. Enpty. Royal e—er
Wyl and—di dn't miss much.

W went out into the passage with Royal e | eading and Val entino bringing up the
rear. | shortened my step abruptly and Valentino dug his gua into the small of
ny back. Nothing Valentino would do woul d ever be gently, but, for him it was a
conparatively gentle prod and ny sharp exclamati on of pain mght have been
justified if it had been about ten tines as hard. | stopped in nmy tracks
Val entino bunmped into ne and Royale swung round. He'd done his conjuring act
again and his deadly little toy gun was sitting snugly in the palmof his hand.

"What gives?" he asked coldly. No inflection, not the slightest raising of the

pitch of voice. | hoped | lived to see the day when Royal e was good and worried
" This gives," | said tightly. " Keep your trained ape out of my hair, Royale,
or I'Il take himapart. Gun or no guns."”

" Lay off him Qunther," Royale said quietly.

" Jeez, boss, | didn't hardly touch him" Discounting the anthropoid brow,
broken nose, pock-marks and scars, there wasn't nuch room left on Valentino's
face for the shift and play of expression, but what little area renmained
appeared to indicate astonishment and a sharp sense of injustice. " | just gave
hima little tap------ "

" Sure, | know. " Royale had already turned and was on his way.
him"

Just lay off

Royal e reached the head of the stairs first and was half a dozen steps down by
the tinme | got there. Again | slowed abruptly, again Valentino bunped into ne. |
swung round, chopped the side of ny hand against his gun-wist and knocked the
automatic to the ground. Valentino dived to pick it up with his left hand then
roared in anguish as the heel of ny right shoe stanped down and crushed his
fingers between leather and netal. | didn't hear any bones break, but nothing so



drastic was necessary—with both his hands out of conmi ssion Mary Rut hven was
going to need a new bodyguard.
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I made no attenpt to stoop and pick up the gun. | nade no attenpt to nove. |
coul d hear Royale comng slowy up the stairs

Move well back fromthat gun," he ordered. Bot h of you."

W noved. Royal e picked up the gun, stood to one side and waved ne down the
stairs in front of him | couldn't tell what he was thinking; for all the
expression on his face he mght just as well have been watching a leaf falling.

He said nothing nore, he didn't even bother to glance at Valentino's hand

They were waiting for us in the library, the general, Wland and Larry the
junky. The general's expression, as usual, was hidden behind noustache and beard
but there was a tinge of blood to his eyes and he seened greyer than thirty-six
hours ago: naybe it was just my imagination, everything |ooked bad to ne that
nmorni ng. VWyland was urbane and polished and smiling and tough as ever, freshly
shaven, eyes clear, dressed in a beautifully cut charcoal-grey suit, white soft
shirt and red tie. He was a dream Larry was just Larry, white-faced, with the
junky's staring eyes, pacing up and down behind the desk. But he didn't | ook
quite so jerky as usual; he, too, was smling, so | concluded that he'd had a
good breakfast, chiefly of heroin.

" Mrning, Talbot." It was Wl and speaking; the big-tinme crooks to-day find it
just as easy to be civil to you as to snarl and beat you over the head and it
pays off better. " Wiat was the noi se, Royal e?"

" Qunther." Royale nodded indifferently at Valentino, who had just cone in,
| eft hand tucked tightly under his disabled right arm and nbaning with pain. "He
rode Tal bot too hard and Tal bot didn't like it."

" G off and nmake a noi se sonewhere else," VWland said coldly. The Good
Samaritan touch. " Feeling tough and tetchy this norning, hey, Talbot?" There
was no | onger even an attenpt at keeping up the pretence that the general was
the boss, or even had an equal say in what went on in his own house: he just
stood quietly in the background, renote and dignified and in sone way tragic.

But maybe the tragedy was only in nmy owmn mind; | could be guessing wongly about
the general. | could be terribly wong about him Fatally wong.
"Where's Jabl onsky?" | denmanded.
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Jabl onsky?" VWyland raised a |azy eyebrow GCeorge Raft couldn't have done it
any better. " What's Jabl onsky to you, Tal bot?"

My gaoler,"” | said briefly. "Were is he?"

"You appear very anxious to know, Talbot?" He |ooked at nme |ong and
consideringly and | didn't like it at all. " |I've seen you before, Talbot. So
has the general. | wish | could renenber who it is you renmind nme of."

" Donald Duck." This was perilous ground indeed. "Were is he."



"He's left. Lammed out. Wth his seventy thousand bucks."

" Lammed out" was a slip, but I let it pass. " Were is he?"
" You are beconing boringly repetitious, ny friend." He snapped his fingers. "
Larry, the cables."”

Larry picked up sone papers fromthe desk, handed themto Wl and, grinned at ne
wol fishly and resunmed his pacing.

" The general and | are very careful people, Talbot,” VWland went on. " Sone
peopl e m ght say highly suspicious. Sane thing. W checked up on you. W checked
in England, Holland and Venezuela." He waved the papers. " These canme in this
norning. They say you're all you claimto be, one of Europe's top sal vage
experts. So now we can go ahead and use you. So now we don't need Jabl onsky any
nore. So we let himgo this norning. Wth his cheque. He said he fancied a trip
to Europe.™

VWyland was quiet, convincing, utterly sincere and could have tal ked his way

past St. Peter. | |looked as | thought St. Peter night have |ooked as he was in
the process of being convinced, then | said a lot of things St. Peter would
never have said and finished up by snarling: " The dirty lying double-crosser!™

" Jabl onsky?" Again the George Raft touch with the eyebrows.

"Yes, Jablonsky. To think that | listened to that lying two-timer. To think I
even spent five seconds listening to him He pronised ne------

"Well, what did he prom se you?" Vyland asked softly.

" No harmnow," | scowmed. " He reckoned | was for the high junp here—and he
reckoned that the charges that had had him dismissed fromthe New York police
had been rigged. He thinks—er said he thought—-he could prove it, if
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he was given the chance to investigate certain policenmen and certain police
files." | swore again. "And to think that | believed-----

"You're wandering, Talbot,” Vyland interrupted sharply. He was watching nme very
closely indeed. "Get on."

"He thought he could buy this chance—and at the sanme tine have ne help him
whil e he hel ped me. He spent a couple of hours in our roomtrying to remenber an
old federal code and then he wote a telegramto sone agency offering to supply
sonme very interesting information about Generai Ruthven in exchange for a chance
to exam ne certain files. And | was nmug enough to think he neant it!"

" You don't by any chance happen to renenber 'the name of the man to whom this
tel egram was addressed?"

"No. | forget."

"You better renmenber, Talbot. You nay be buying yourself sonething very
i mportant to you—your life."



| |ooked at him without expression, then stared at the floor. Finally | said
wi t hout |ooking up: " Catin, Cartin, Curtin—yes, that was it. Curtin. J. C
Curtin.™”

" And all he offered was to give information if his own conditions were nmet. Is
that it?"

" That's it."
"Tal bot, you've just bought yourself your life."

Sure, |1'd bought nyself ny life. | noticed VWyland didn't specify how long |
woul d be allowed to hang on to ny purchase. Twenty-four hours, if that. It al

depended how the job went. But | didn't care. The satisfaction it had given ne
to stanp on Valentino's hand upstairs was nothing conpared to the glow | felt
now. They'd fallen for ny story, they'd fallen for it hook, line and sinker. In

the circumstances, with the cards dealt the right way, it had been inevitable
that they should. And |'d dealt ny cards just right. Judged from the standpoint
of their limted awareness of the extent of ny know edge, it would have been

i npossi ble for ne to have concocted such a story. They didn't and couldn't know
that | knew Jabl onsky to be dead, that they had himtailed yesterday and

deci phered the telegram s address: for they didn't know that | had been in the
ki tchen garden during the previous night, that Mary had overheard their
conversation in the library and that she had been to see ne. Had they thought |
had been an acconplice of
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Jabl onsky' s throughout, they'd have shot ne out of hand. As it was, they
woul dn't shoot me for sone tine yet. Not a long tine. But perhaps |ong enough.

I saw Vyland and Royal e exchange glances, a nere flicker, and the faint shrug
of Wland's shoulders. They were tough all right, those two, tough and cool and
ruthl ess and cal cul ati ng and dangerous. For the past twelve hours they nust have
lived with the knowl edge or the possibility that Federal agents would be around
their necks any nonent but they had shown no awareness of pressure, no signs of
strain. | wondered what they would have thought, how they would have reacted
had they known that Federal agents could have been on to them all of three
nonths ago. But the tinme had not then been ripe. Nor was it yet.

" Well, gentlenen, is there any need for further delay?" It was the first tine
the general had spoken, and for all his cal mess there was a harsh burred edge
of strain beneath. " Let's get it over with. The weather is deteriorating
rapidly and there's a hurricane warning out. W should | eave as soon as
possi bl e."

He was right about the weather, except in the tense he used. It had
deteriorated. Period. The wind was no |longer a noan, it was a high sustained
keening how through the swayi ng oaks, acconpanied by intermttent squally
showers of brief duration but extraordinary intensity. There was nuch | ow cl oud
in the sky, steadily thickening. I'd glanced at the baroneter in the hall, and
it was creeping down towards 27, which prom sed sonething very unpl easant
i ndeed. Whether the centre of the stormwas going to bit or pass by us | didn't
know. but if we stood in its path we'd have it in less than twelve hours.
Probably much | ess.



We're just leaving, General. Everything's set. Petersen is waiting for us
down in the bay." Petersen, | guessed, would be the helicopter pilot. "A couple
of fast trips and we should all be out there in an hour or so. Then Tal bot here
can get to work."

"Al|l ?" asked the general. "Who?"
"Yoursel f, nyself, Royale, Talbot, Larry and, of course, your daughter."
"Mary. Is it necessary?"

Vyl and said nothing, he didn't even use the eyebrow routine again, he just
| ooked steadily at the general. Five
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seconds, perhaps nore, then the general's hands unclenched and his shoul ders
drooped a fraction of an inch. Picture w thout words

There canme the quick light tap of fem nine footsteps from the passage inside
and Mary Ruthven wal ked in through the open door. She was dressed in a |inme-
col oured two-piece costune with an open-necked green bl ouse beneath. She had
shadows under her eyes, she |ooked pale and tired and | thought she was
wonder ful . Kennedy was behind her, but he remained respectfully in the passage,
hat in hand, a rhapsody in maroon and shining high |eather boots, his face set
in the renpte unseei ng, unhearing expression of the perfectly trained fanily
chauffeur. | started to nove aimessly towards the door, waiting for Mary to do
what |'d told her less than two hours previously, just before she'd gone back to
her own room

" 1'mgoing in to Marble Springs with Kennedy, Father,” Mary began w thout
preanble. It was phrased as a statenent of fact, but was in effect a request for
perm ssi on.

"But—wel |, we're going to the rig, ny dear,” her father said unhappily. "You
said last night----- "

I"mconming," she said with a touch of inpatience. But we can't all go at
once. I'Il cone on the second trip. W won't be nore than twenty minutes. Do you
m nd, M. VWylaad?" she asked sweetly.

“I''mafraid it's rather difficult, Mss Ruthven," Wland said urbanely. " You
see, Qunther has hurt hinself----- "

" Good! "

He worked his eyebrow again. " Not so good for you, Mss Ruthven. You know how
your father likes you to have protection when----- "

" Kennedy used to be all the protection | ever needed," she said coldly. " He
still is. What is nore, I'mnot going out to the rig with you and Royal e and
that that creature there " —she |left no doubt but that she nmeant Larry— unl ess
Kennedy comes with ne. And that's final. And | rmust go into Marble Springs.
Now. "

I wondered when anyone had last talked to VWland like that. But the veneer
never even cracked



" Why nust you, M ss Ruthven?"

" There are some questions a gentleman never asks," she said icily.
That floored him He didn't 'know what she neant, the
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sane as | wouldn't have known what she neant, and the net result was to |eave
hi m stranded. Every eye in the room was on the two of them except mine: mne
were on Kennedy's and his were on mine. | was near the door now, with ny back
turned to the conmpany. It had been easy to slip out the piece of paper from
under ny collar and now | held it against my chest so that he could see Judge
Mol lison's name on it. His expression didn't alter and it would have taken a
m croneter to neasure his nod. But he was with ne. Everything was fine—but for
the chance that Royale might get ne with a snapshot before |I cleared the
door way.

And it was Royale who broke the tension in the room giving VWland an easy out.
“I'd like some fresh air, M. Wland. | could go along with them for the ride."

I went out through that doorway the way a torpedo |eaves its tube. Kennedy had
his arm outstretched and | caught it: we crashed heavily to the floor and went
rolling along the passageway together. Inside the first two seconds | had the
letter stuck deep inside his tunic and we were still threshing about and
bel abouring each other on the shoul ders and back and everywhere it didn't hurt
very much when we heard the unni stakable flat cMk of a safety catch

"Break it up, you two."
We broke it up and | got to ny feet under the steady nenace of Royale's gun.

Larry, too, was hopping around in the background, waving a revolver in his hand
had I been Vyland | wouldn't even have let him have a catapult in his hand.

"That was a good job of work, Kennedy," Wland was saying warmy. " | won't
forget it."

" Thank you, sir," Kennedy said woodenly. " | don't like killers.”

" Neither do |, ny boy, neither do I," VWyland said approvingly. He only
enpl oyed them hinsel f because he wanted to rehabilitate them " Very wel, Mss

Rut hven. M. Royale will go along. But be as quick as you can."

She swept by without a word to himor a glance at nme. Her head was high.
still thought she was wonderful

CHAPTER VI I |
I hadn't enjoyed the helicopter trip out to the oil-rig.

Planes |'mused to, I've flown nmy own, | once even owned a piece in a snall
charter airline, but helicopters are not for me. Not even in fine weather, and
the weather that norning was indescribable. W swayed and rocked and pl umreted
and soared up again as if some drunk had us on the end of a giant yo-yo, and
nine-tenths of the time we couldn't see where we were goi ng because the wi pers
couldn't cope with the deluge of water that |ashed against the w ndscreen: but



Petersen was a fine pilot and we made it. W touched down on the | anding-deck of
the X 13 shortly after ten o' clock in the norning.

It took six nen to hold the machi ne even reasonably steady while the general
VWyland, Larry and | shinned down the extension |adder. Petersen gunned his notor
and took off just as the last of us reached the deck, and was lost in a blinding
flurry of rain inside ten seconds. | wondered if | would ever see him again.

Qut there on the exposed deck the wind was far stronger and nuch gustier than
it had been on land and it was all that we could do to keep our bal ance on the
slippery nmetal underfoot. Not that there was nuch chance of ne falling, at |east
not backwards, not with Larry's cannon jabbing into the small of ny back all the
time. He was wearing the big-collared, big-lapelled, belted, epauletted and
| eat her-buttoned coat that Hollywood had taught him was the correct rig of the
day for this kind of weather, and he had the gun inside one of the deep pockets.
| felt nervous. Larry didn't like me and would have counted a hole in his fine
coat as a snall price to pay for the privilege of pulling that trigger. |1'd got
right under Larry's skin like a burr under a saddle, and | neant to stay there.
| rarely spoke to him but when I did | never failed to refer to himas "
hophead " or j unky and to hope that his supplies of snow were coming al ong
all right. On the way down to the helicopter that norning I'd inquired
solicitously whether or not he'd remenbered to pack his grip, and when he'd
asked suspiciously what the i nprint-able | neant by that | explained that | was
concer ned that
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he mi ght have forgotten to pack his syringe. It took VWyland and the general al
the strength of their conbined efforts to pull himoff ne. There is nothing nore
dangerous and unpredictable than a drug addict, just as there is nothing nore
pitiable: but there was no pity in ny heart then, Larry was the weakest link in
the chain and | neant to keep sawing away at himuntil sonething snapped

We staggered along against the wind till we cane to a raised hatch-cover
entrance which gave to a wi de compani on-way | eading to the deck bel ow. A group
of men awaited us here, and | had ny collar turned up, hat-brimturned dowmn and
a handkerchief in my hand busy wi ping the rain off ny face, but | needn't have
bot hered: Joe Curran, the roustabout foreman |I'd talked to ten hours previously,
was not there. | tried to imgine what would have happened had he been there, or
had he asked the general whether C. C. Farnborough, his private confidential
secretary, had found the mssing brief-case; but | gave it up, the strain on the
i magi nati on was too great. |'d probably just have borrowed Larry's gun and shot

nmysel f.

Two men canme forward to nmeet us. Ceneral Ruthven did the honours: " Martin
Jerrold, our field foreman, Tom Harrison, our petroleum engineer. Gentlenen,
this is John Snmith, a specialist engineer flown out from England to help M.
VWyland in his research.” John Snith, | gathered, was the inspired choice of nane
for nyself.

Both nmen nade perfunctory noises of greeting. Larry prodded ne in the back so |
said | was delighted too, but they obviously had no interest at all in ne. Both
nmen | ooked worried and uneasy, and both nen were doing their best to conceai the
fact. But the general didn't mss it.



"Somet hi ng bothering you, Harrison?" Qut here on the rig it was obviously the
policy for VWyland to keep very much in the background.

Very much so, sir." Harrison, a crew cut youngster w th heavy horn-ri mred

spectacles, looked to ne as if he should still be in college, but he nust have
been good to hold down the responsible job he did. He produced a snmall chart,
spread it out and pointed with a carpenter's pencil. " This chart's good

General Ruthven. It couldn't be better, and Pride and Honeywel|l are the best
geol ogical team in the business. But we're already twelve hundred feet overdue.
We should have hit oil at least five hundred feet back. But there's not
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even a snell of gas yet. | can't even begin to explain it, sir.

I could have explained it, but it was hardly the tine.
"Those things happen, ny boy," the general said easily. | had to adnire the old
coot; | was beginning to have nore than a fair idea of the alnost inhuman strain
he was | abouring under, but the control, the self-possession were admrable. "
We're lucky if we make it two out of five. And no geol ogist would claimto be
100 per cent accurate, or even within shouting distance of it. Gve it another

t housand. The responsibility's mne."

Thank you, sir." Harrison |ooked relieved, but there was still a certain
uneasi ness about him and the general was quick to get on to it.

" Still something worrying you, Harrison?"
" No, sir, of course not." He was too quick, too emphatic, he wasn't half the
actor the old boy was. " Nothing at all.™

"Hmm " The general considered himthoughtfully, then | ooked at Jerrold. "
Sonet hi ng on your mnd, too?"

The weat her, sir.

" O course." The general nodded understandingly. "Latest reports are that
Hurricane Diane is going to hit Marble Springs fair and square. And that neans
the X 13. You don't have to ask me, Jerrold. You know that. You're the captain
of this ship, I"'monly a passenger. | don't like losing ten thousand dollars a
day, but you nust suspend drilling the nonent you think it's right to."

" It's not that, sir," Jerrold said unhappily. He jerked a thunmb over his
shoul der. "That experinental |eg you re working on, sir—shouldn't it be |owered
to give maxi mum stability?"

So the drilling crew did know there was sonmething going on in that pillar I'd
i nvestigated the previous night. Wien | cane to think of it, although it wasn't
i nevitable that they should know, it was advisable. So nuch easier to give the
crew a specious explanation for the activities taking place there than to cordon
off a section and raise suspicion and unwanted and possi bly dangerous
specul ation. | wondered what sort of yarn had been spun to them | was to find
that out right away.

" Wl and?" The general had turned to the man by bis side and raised a
qguesti oni ng eyebrow.
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"I"l'l accept full responsibility, General Ruthven." He spoke in the quiet,
precise, confident tones that a top-flight engineer night have enpl oyed,
although it would have surprised me if he knew a nut froma bolt. But he could
use reason, too, for he added: "This stormis going to hit fromthe west and the
maxi mum strain is going to be on the other the |landward side. The effect on this
side will nerely be to lift it." He made a deprecating gesture. "It does seem
rather pointless, doesn't it, to |lower an additional |leg just when the other
legs on that sane side will have far less strain than normal to carry? Besides,
General, we are now so near the perfection of this technique which is going to
revol utioni se underwater drilling that it would be a crine to set it back, naybe
several months, by lowering the |eg and perhaps destroying all our delicate
equi pnent . "

So that was the line. It was well done, | had to adnit: the dedicated
enthusiasmin his voice was so exactly right, without being in any way overdone.
"That's good enough for nme," Jerrold said. He turned back to the general
"Comi ng across to your quarters, sir?"

" Later. To eat, but don't wait lunch for us. Oder it for ny stateroom will
you? M. Smith here is keen to get to work right away." Like hell | was.

W |eft them and made our way down a broad passage. Deep inside the platform
here the sound of the wind aad the rising waves crashing and breaki ng agai nst
the pillars was conpletely inaudible. Perhaps some faint nurnur of sound mi ght
have been heard if the air in that brightly-lit steel passage hadn't been filled
with the hum of powerful generators: we appeared to be passing by sone diesel
engi ne room

At the far end of the passage we turned |left and wal ked alnobst to its far cul -
de-sac linits before stopping outside a door on the right-hand side. On this
door, printed in large white letters, was the legend: " Drilling Research
Project” followed, in letters scarcely less large, by the words: " Private. Mbst
Secret. Positively No Adnmittance "

Vyl and rapped on the door in a long code knock—+ nade a nmental note of it: four
shorts, two long, four shorts—waited till there carne three | ong knocks from
the inside, then knocked again, four tinmes in rapid succession. Ten seconds
later we 'had all passed through the door and it was double |ocked and bolted
behind us. It nmade all the signs about
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Private and " No Admittance " seem rather superfluous.

Steel floor, steel bul kheads, steel ceiling, it was a black cheerless box of a
room At |east, three sides of it formed a box—the bul khead we'd just passed
t hrough, the blank bul khead on the left and the one to the right, with a high
grilled door in its centre. The fourth side was convex, bulging out into the
roomin an al nost perfect senmi-circle, with a butterfly-clanped hatchway in its
mddle: the trunking, | felt certain, of the big steel pillar reaching down to
the floor of the sea. On either side of the hatchway hung large druns with
neatly coiled rubber tubes arrmoured in flexible steel. Below each dram and
bolted to the floor, was a large notor: the one on the right was, | knew, an air



conpressor-—that's what |1'd heard when |1'd been out there during the night—and
the one on the left probably a forced-suction water punp. As for the furnishings
of the room even the Spartans would have found it rugged: a deal table, two
benches and a netal wall-rack.

There were two nen in the roomthe one who had opened the door and anot her
sitting at the table, dead cigar in his nmouth and a pack of greasy cards spread
out on the table in front of him-and both cast in the sane nould. It wasn't the
fact that they were both shirt-sleeved and had | eather hol sters strapped across
their chests and high up on their left sides that gave them the close
simlarity, not even their evenly-matched height and wei ght and broad bul ky
shoul ders. The saneness lay in their faces, hard expressionless faces with cold,
still, watchful eyes. |I'd seen nen out of the sanme nould before, the top-notch
professionals of the strong-arm underworld, all that Larry would have given his
life to be and could never hope to be. They were so exactly the type of nen |
woul d have expected VWyland to enploy that the presence of Larry was all the nore
nmysterious indeed.

VWyland grunted a greeting and that was all the tinme he wasted in the next ten
m nutes. He wal ked across to the wall-rack, reached down a long roll of canvas-
backed paper that was wapped round a wooden stick, unrolled it flat on the
table and weighted the ends to keep them from curling up again. It was a |arge
and highly conplicated diagram sixty inches long by about thirty in depth. He
stood back and | ooked at nme.

"Ever seen that before, Tal bot?"
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| bent over the table. The diagram represented a peculiar object shaped half-
way between a cylinder and a cigar, about four tinmes as long as its average
width. It was flat on top, flat along the mddle third of the bottom then
tapering slightly upwards towards either end. At |east eighty per cent of it
appeared to be given up to sone kind of storage tanks—+ could see the fuel |ines
|l eading to the tanks froma raised bridge-like structure superinposed on the top
side. This sanme bridge housed the beginnings of a vertical cylindrical chanber
which ran clear through the body of the machine, passed out through the bottom
angl ed sharply left and entered an oval -shaped chanber suspended beneath the
body of the cigar. On either side of this oval chanber and attached to (he
underside of the cigar were large rectangular containers. To the left, towards
the narrower and nore tapering end, were what appeared to be searchlights and
| ong slender renote-control grabs housed in spring clips along the side

| took a good long ook at all of this, then straightened. "
head. " Never seen it in nmy life."

Sorry." | shook ny

| needn't have bothered straightening for next monent | was |ying on the deck
maybe five seconds |ater | had pushed nyself to ny knees and was shaking nmy head

fromside to side in an attenpt to clear it. | |ooked up, groaned with the pain
just behind ny ear, and tried to focus ny eyes. | focused one of them at any
rate, for | nmade out Wyl and standing above ne, his pistol held by the barrel

" | kind of thought you might say that, Talbot." A nice quiet controlled voice,
we were sitting at the vicar's afternoon tea-table and he was asking ne to pass
along the muffins. " Your menory, Talbot. Perhaps you would like to jog it again
alittle, eh?"



“Is all this really necessary?" General Ruthven sounded distressed. He | ooked
di stressed. " Surely, VWland, we-----

" Shut up!™ Wland snapped. W were no longer calling on the vicar. He turned
tone as | clinbed to ny feet. "Wl ?"

"What's the good of beating ne over the head?" | said savagely. " How will that
make ne renmenber sonething | never------ ?2"

This tinme | saw it coming, got the palmof ny hand up to the side of ny head
and was riding the blow, going fast away fromit, when it connected. | staggered
and hit the bul k-
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head. It was nearly all show and to conplete the effect |I slid down to the
deck. Nobody said anything. Wland and his two hoodl uns were | ooking at me with
a detached interest, the general was white and he had his lower |ip caught in
his teeth; Larry's face was a nmask of unholy gl ee.

Renenber anyt hi ng now?"

I called himan unprintable nane and rose shakily to ny feet.

Very well .’

VWyland shrugged. " | think Larry here would like to persuade
you.

"Can 1? Can | really?" The eagerness on Larry's face was revolting
frightening. "Want that-1 nmake him tal k?"

Vyland smiled and nodded. " Renenber he's got to work for us when you're
finished."
“ 1"l remenber." This was Larry's big nonment. To be in the centre of the
stage, to get his own back for ny sneers and gi bes, above all to indulge a
sadi stic streak wi de as a bam door—this was going to be one of the high spots of
hi s exi stence. He advanced towards nme, big gun wavering slightly, wetting his
lips continuously and giggling in a high and horrible falsetto. " The inside of
the right thigh, high up. He'll screamlike—tike a pig going under the knife.
Then the left. And he'll still be able to work." The eyes were wi de and staring
and mad, and for the first time in my life | was confronted by a human bei ng
drooling at the nouth.

Wl and was a good psychol ogist; he knew | would be ten tinmes nore scared of
Larry's viciousness, his neurotic instability, than of any coldly calcul ated
brutality he or his tw thugs would have brought to bear. | was scared all
right. Besides, 1'd put up a good enough front, it would have been expected of
me, but there was no point in overdoing it.

" It's a devel opnent of the early French bathyscaphes," | said rapidly. " This
nodel is a conbined British and French naval project, designed to reach only
about twenty per cent of the depths of its predecessors—t's good for about
2,500 feet—but it's faster, nore manoeuvrable and it's equi pped for actua
underwat er sal vage which its predecessors weren't."



Nobody ever hated anyone nore than Larry hated nme at that nonment. He was a
little boy, | was a prom sed toy, the nost wonderful he had ever seen, and he
was being robbed of it just as it came within his grasp. He could have wept with
rage and frustration and the sheer bitterness of his dis-
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appoi ntnent. He was still prancing in front of me and waving the gun around

He's lying!" His voice was shrill, alnbst a scream "He's just trying------

" He's not lying,"” VWland interrupted coldly. No triunph, no satisfaction in
his voice, the end had been achieved and the past was done with. " Put that gun
away. "

" But | tell you------ Larry broke off in an exclanation

of pain as one of the two big silent nmen caught his wist and forced the gun
down till it was pointing at the floor

" Put that heater away, punk," the man growed, " or 111 take it off you."

Vyl and gl anced at them then ignored the by-play. " And you not only know what
this is, Taibot, but you ve actually worked on it. The general has inpeccable
sources in Europe and we got the word this norning." He bent forward and went on
softly: "And you also worked on it later on. Recently. Qur sources in Cuba are
even better than those in Europe."

"I didn't work on it recently.” I held up ny hand as Vyland tightened his
nmout h. "When this bathyscaphe was brought out in a freighter to do its
prelimnary unmanned dives in the sheltered waters off Nassau, the British and
French thought it would be cheaper and nore sensible to hire a local vesse

suitable for the job instead of bringing one out from Europe. | was working wth
a salvage firmin Havana at the tine and they had a ship with a heavy crane and
boomright aft. It was ideal for the job. | was aboard it, but | didn't work on
t he bat hyscaphe itself. Wat would be the point in denying it if it wasn't so."

| smled faintly. " Besides, | was only aboard the salvage ship for a week or
so. They got wind that | was there, | knew they were after ne and | had to |eave
ina hurry.”

"They?" Wland's eyebrow was still working as snoothly as ever.

"What does it matter now?" Even to nyself | sounded tired, defeated

" True, true," Wland smiled. " From what we know of your record it mght have
been any one of the police forces of half a dozen countries. Anyway, Ceneral, it

expl ai ns one thing that has been worryi ng us—where we saw Tal bot's face before.”
Ceneral Ruthven said nothing. If ever |I'd needed convic-
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tion that he was a tool, a pawn of Wland' s, | needed it no |longer. He was

n serabl e, unhappy and clearly wi shed to have no part whatever in what was going
on.



| said, as if a great light had suddenly dawned upon me: Have you—were you
the people responsible for the loss of this bathyscaphe? My God, it was you! How

" You didn't think we brought you here just to discuss the diagrammatic |ayout
of this vessel?" Wland permitted hinself a small pleased smile. " O course it
was us. It was easy. The fools noored it on a wire hawser in ten fathons of
water. We unhitched it, substituted a frayed hawser so that they would think
"that it had broken its nporings and that the tide had carried it out to deep
water, then we towed it away. W made nost of the trip in darkness, and the few
ships we saw we just slowed down, pulled the bathyscaphe up on the side renote
from the approaching vessel and towed it like that." He smiled agai n—he was
spoiling himself this norning. " It wasn't difficult. People do not expect to
see a bat hyscaphe being towed by a private yacht."

"A private yacht. You nean the------ ?" 1 could feel the

hairs on the back of my neck prickling, I'd al nost nade the blunder that would
have finished everything. It had been on the tip of nmy tongue to say the
Tenptress—but no one knew |I'd ever heard that nane, except Mry Ruthven, who'd
told nme. " You nean the general's private yacht? He has one?"

Larry and | certainly haven't one," he grinned
phrase, but there was nothing in it for nme, so | let it pass.
the general's yacht."

Larry and | "—an off-beat
" OF course it's

I nodded. " And equally of course you have the bathyscaphe sonewhere near here
Wuld you nmind telling ne what in the world you want a bathyscaphe for?"

" Certainly not. You'll have to know anyhow. W are—ah—treasure-hunting,
Tal bot . "

" Don't teli me you believe this Captain Kidd and Bl ack-beard nonsense," |
sneer ed.

" Recovering your courage, eh, Talbot? No, it's rather nore recent than that
and very close to here."

"How did you find it?"

" How did we find it?" VWyland seened to have forgotten his urgency; |like every
crimnal who ever lived he had a streak of the hamin himand woul dn't pass up
the chance of basking in the glow of his own glory. " W had a vague idea where
it was. We tried trawing for it—n the days
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before I net the general, that was—but had no success. Then we net the general
As you may not know, the general provides his yacht for his geol ogi sts when they
pl od around setting off their little bonbs on the bottom of the ocean tuning in
with their seisnographic instruments to find out where the oil strata are. And
while they were doing this we were plotting the ocean bed with an extrenely
sensitive depth recorder. We found it all right."

" Near here?"

Very near."



"Then why haven't you recovered it?" Talbot giving his inpression of a salvage
speci alist so engrossed in a problem that he has forgotten his own
ci rcunst ances.

"How woul d you recover it, Tal bot?"

" Diving for it, of course. Should be easy in those waters. After all, there's
a huge continental shelf here, you have to go a hundred mles out from any point
off the west coast of Florida before you even reach five hundred feet. W're
cl ose inshore here. Hundred feet, hundred fifty?"

"The X 13 is standing in how nuch, General ?"
" One-thirty feet low tide," Ruthven said nechanically.
| shrugged. " There you are then."

" There we are not." VWknd shook his head. " Wat's the greatest depth at which
you can expect divers to performreally useful work, Talbot?"

"Perhaps three hundred feet.” | thought a nmoment. "The deepest | know was by
U S. divers off Honolulu. Two hundred and seventy-five feet. U S. Submarine F4."

You really are a specialist, aren't you, Talbot? "

Every diver and salvage nman worth his salt knows that."

"Two hundred and seventy-five feet, eh? Unfortunately, what we're after is in
the bottom of a big hole, a deep chasmin the sea bed. The general's geol ogists
were very interested i ndeed when we |ocated this hole. Said it was just |ike—
what was it, GCeneral ?"

" The Kurd Deep."

"That's it. The Hurd Deep. In the English Channel. Deep valley in the sea-bed
where the Linmeys dunp all 'their old explosives. This one here is four hundred
and eighty feet in depth."

" That makes a difference,” | said slowy.

"Doesn't it now? And how woul d you get at that?"

" Al depends how difficult it is to reach. The newest
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Neuf el dt - Kuhnke rigid diving-suit, armour-plated in cast steel, could just
about make it. | doubt if any diver could acconplish anything at that depth.
He'd be under a pressure of two hundred pounds to the square inch and any
noverrent would be like in a barrel of heavy tar. Anything except the sinplest
manceuvre would be beyond him The way to do it would be with observation
turrets—Gaieazzi and ny old firm Siebe-CGornman, produce the best—and use those.
They can go down about one thousand five hundred feet. You get inside one of
those and use a phone to guide laying of explosives or dredgers or grapnels or
power grabs. That's the way they took over ten mllion dollars' worth of gold
from the N agara, from about the sane depth, off New Zeal and, and about four



mllion dollars' worth of gold fromthe Egypt, lying in four hundred feet off
Ushant. Those are the two classic cases of nodern tines and that's how | woul d
do it"

"And of course that would require at |east a couple of surface vessels and nuch
speci al i sed equi pnent," Wland said softly. " Do you think we can go around
buyi ng up observation turrets—f there are any available in this country —and
dredgers and then sit anchored in the sane spot for weeks w thout exciting
suspi ci on?"

You have a point,"” | admtted.

" So the bathyscaphe,” Wland smled. " The valley in the sea floor is |ess
than six hundred yards from here. W take with us grabs and hooks attached to
wires on drans fastened to the outside of the scaphe, fix them on—you can do
sone very fancy work with those extension arns and grabs fitted in front—then
cone back here, unreeling the wire as we go. Then we haul the wire in fromthe X
13."

" As easy as that, eh?"

Just as easy as that, Talbot. Cever, you would say?"

"Very." | didn't think it clever at all, | didn't think Vyland had even begun
to appreciate the difficulties involved, the endless slownotion try, try, try
again frustration of underwater salvage, the scope of the initial preparation,
the skill and experience of years required. |I tried to remenber how long it had
taken to salvage two and a half million dollars' worth of gold and silver from
the Laurentic, sunk in only just over a hundred feet of water—sonething |ike six
years if | remenbered rightly. And Vyland spoke as if he
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was going to do it in an afternoon.
asked.

And where exactly is the scaphe?" |

Vyl and pointed at the seni-circular trunking. That's one of the support |egs
of this rig —but it happens to be raised twenty feet above the sea bed. The
bat hyscaphe is nobored bel ow that."

"Moored below it?" | stared at him "Wat do you nean? It's beneath the bottom
of that leg? How did you get it there? How do you get into it? How in the world

"Sinmple," he interrupted: "I amnot, as you may have gathered, much of an
engi neer but | do have an—ah —professional friend who is. He devised the
sinmple expedient of fitting a reinforced and conpletely waterproof steel floor
of great strength across the bottomof this |leg —about six feet fromthe
bottom actually —and letting into this a tapering steel cylinder about six
feet long and not quite three feet in diameter, projecting downwards, open top
and bottom but the top capable of being sealed off flush with the waterproof
floor by a screwed hatch. In a recession about two feet fromthe top of this

cylinder is a reinforced rubber tube. . . . You begin to see daylight, | think,
Tal bot ?"
" | see daylight." They were an ingenious bunch, if nothing else. " Sonehow —

al nrost certainly at night —you got the rig's engineers to co-operate with you
in the lowering of this leg —I suppose you told themthe yarn about top secret



research, so secret that no one was allowed to see what was going on. You had

t he bathyscaphe on the surface, unbolted its bridge cover, |lowered the leg
slowy until this cylinder fitted over the bathyscaphe's entrance hatch, punped
this rubber ring full of conpressed air to nake a perfect seal, then |owered the
leg into the water, pushing the bathyscaphe down before it while soneone inside
t he bathyscaphe, probably your engineering friend, adjusted the hydrostatic

val ve for one of the adjacent flooding chanbers enough to let it sink easily but
not so much as to rob it of its slight positive buoyancy necessary to keep the
top of the entrance chanber jamed into the cylinder at the foot of the leg. And
when you want to take off you just clinb into the bathyscaphe, seal both the
cylinder and bat hyscaphe hatches, have soneone on the rig blow the air fromthe
rubber seal gripping the entrance chanber of the bathyscaphe, fl ood
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your tanks to get enough negative buoyancy to drop clear of the I eg and there

you are. Reverse process when you cone back except that you'll need a suction
punp to clear the water that's accunulated in the cylinder. R ght?"

"In every detail." Vyland pernmitted hinmself one of his rare smiles. "Brilliant,
you mght call it?"
"No. The only brilliant thing was stealing the bathyscaphe. The rest is within

the scope of any noderately conpetent underwater operator. Just an application
of the doubl e-chanbered submarine rescue diving bell which can fit in nuch the
same way over the escape hatch of practically any submarine. And a fairly
simlar principle has been used for cai sson work—sinki ng underwater piers for
bridges and the like. But smart enough for all that. Your engineer friend was no
fool. ,A pity about him wasn't it?"

"A pity?" Wland was no | onger sniling.
"Yes. He's dead isn't he?"

The room becane very still. After perhaps ten seconds VWyland said very quietly:
"What did you say?"

"I said he was dead. \When anyone in your enploy dies suddenly, VWyland, | would
say it was because he had outlived his usefulness. But with your treasure
unrecovered, he obviously hadn't. There was an accident."

Anot her | ong pause. "Wat nakes you think there was an accident?"

And he was an elderly man, wasn't he, Wl and?"

" What makes you think there was an accident?" A soft nenace in every word.
Larry was licking his |ips again.

" The waterproof floor you had put in in the bottom of the pillar was not quite
as waterproof as you had thought. It leaked, didn't it, VWyland? Only a very
smal |l hole, possibly, and in the perineter of the floor where it joined the side
of the leg. Bad welding. But you were |ucky. Sonmewhere above where we're
standi ng there nmust be another transverse seal in the |leg—+to give structura
strength, no doubt. So you used this nachine here "—+ pointed to one of the
generators bolted to the deck— to drive in conpressed air after you'd sent
soneone inside the leg and sealed this door off. Wen you' d driven in enough



conpressed air the accurmul ated water was driven out the bottom and then the man
—or nen—nside were able to repair the hole. R ght, Wland?"

" Right." He was on bal ance again, and there was no
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harmin admitting sonething to a person who would never live to repeat it to
anyone. "How do you know all this, Tal bot?"

"That footrman up in the general's house. |'ve seen many cases. He's suffering
fromwhat used to be called cai sson di sease—and hell never recover fromit. The
di ver's bends, VWyland. Wen people are working under a high ak or sea pressure
and that pressure is released too quickly they get nitrogen bubbles in the
bl ood. Those nmen in the leg were working in about four atnospheres, about sixty
pounds to the square inch. If they'd been down there nore than half an hour they
shoul d have spent at |east half an hour deconpressing, but as it was sone
crimnal idiot released the built-up pressure far too fast-—as fast as it could
escape, probably. At the best of times caisson work, or its equivalent, is only
for fit young men. Your engineer friend Was no longer a fit young man. And you
had, of course, no deconpressor. So he died. The footrman may |ive Song enough
but he'll never again know what a pain-free existence is. But | don't suppose
that troubles you, does it, Wland?"

" We're wasting tinme." | could see the relief on Wland's face, for a nonent
there he'd suspected that | —and possibly others as wel |l —knew too nuch about the
happeni ngs on the X 13. But he was satisfied nowand very relieved. But | wasn't
interested in his expression, only in the general's.

General Ruthven was regarding ne in a very peculiar fashion indeed: there was
puzzlement in his face, sone thought that was troubling him but worse than that
there was the beginnings of the first faint incredulous stirrings of
under st andi ng.

| didn't like that, | didn't like it at all. Swiftly |I reviewed everything |I'd
said, everything |I'd inplied, and in those matters | have an al nost tota
recall, but | couldn't think of a single word that night have been responsible

for that expression on his face. And if he'd noticed sonething, then perhaps
Vyland had al so. But VWland' s face showed no sign of any know edge or suspicion
of anything untoward and it didn't necessarily follow that any off-beat word or
circunstance noted by the general would also be noted by Vyland. The general was
a very clever man indeed: fools don't start from scratch and accunul ate cl ose on
three hundred million dollars in a single lifetine.

But | wasn't going to give Wland tine to |ook at and read
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t he expression on the general's face—he mght fee snmart enough for that.
said: " So your engineer is dead and now you need a driver, shall we say, for
your bat hyscaphe?"

"Wong. We know how to operate it ourselves. You don't think we'd be so
everlastingly stupid as to steal a seapfae without at the sanme tine know ng what
to do with it. Froman office in Nassau we had obtained a conplete set of
mai nt enance and operation instructions in both French and English. Don't worry,
we know how to operate it."



" Indeed? This is nbst interesting.” | sat down on a bench wi thout as nmuch as a
by-your-leave and lit a cigarette. Some such gesture would be expected from ne.
"Then what precisely do you want with ne?"

For the first tinme in our brief acquaintance VWyland | ooked enbarrassed. After a
few seconds he scowl ed and said harshly: "W can't get the dammed engines to
start."

I took a deep draw on ny cigarette and tried to blow a snmoke-ring. It didn't
cone off—with nme it never came off.
" well, well, well,” | murnured. " How npbst inconvenient, For you, that is. For
me, it couldn't be nore convenient. Al you've got to do is to start those two
little engines and hey presto! you pick up a fortune for the asking. | assune
that you aren't playing for peanuts—ot operating on this scale. And you can't
start themup without nme. As | said, how convenient—for ne."

"You know how to make that machi ne run?" he asked col dly.
"I mght. Should be sinple enough—they're just battery-powered electric

motors.” | smiled. " But the electric circuits and switches and fuse boxes are
pretty conplicated. Surely they're listed in the maintenance instructions?"

"They are." The snpoth polished veneer was showing a distinct crack and his
voice was alnobst a snarl. "They're coded for a key. W haven't got a key."

" Wonderful, just wonderful." | rose leisurely to ny feet and stood in front of
Wyl and. " Wthout me you're lost, is that it?"

He made no answer. >

" Then | have ny price, VWland. A guarantee of ny life." This angle didn't
worry me at all but | knew | had to make the play or he'd have been as
suspicious as hell. "Wat guarantee do you offer, Wyland?"

"Good God, man, you don't need any guarantee." The
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"Look, General," | said patiently. "You nay be a big, big tiger when you're
prowing along the jungles of Wall Street, but as far as the other side of the
I egal divide is concerned you're not even in the kitten class. Anyone not in
your friend Vyland' s enploy who knows too rmuch will always conme to the same
sticky end-when he can no |onger be of any use to him of course. VWland |ikes
his nmoney's worth, even when it costs himnothing. "

" You're suggesting, by inference, that / might also cone to the sane end?"
Rut hven i nqui r ed.

" Not you, Ceneral. You're safe. | don't know what the stinking tie-up between
you and VWland is and | don't care. He nay have a hold on you or you may be up
to the ears in cahoots with himbut either way it makes no difference. You're
safe. The di sappearance of the richest man in the country would touch off the
bi ggest man-hunt of the decade. Sorry to appear cynical, CGeneral, but there it



is. An awmful lot of noney buys an awful lot of police activity. There would be
an awful lot of pressure, General, and snowbirds |ike our hopped-up young friend
here "+ jerked a finger over ny shoulder in the general direction of Larry—=
are very apt indeed to talk under pressure. VWyland knows it. You' re safe, and
when it's al over, if you're not really Wland s ever-loving partner, he'll find
ways to ensure your silence. There would be nothing you could prove against him
it would only be your word against his and many others and | don't suppose even
your own daughter knows what's going on. And then, of course, there's Royal e—the
know edge that Royale is prowing around on the |oose waiting for a man to nake
just one slip is enough to guarantee that man putting on an act that would nake
a clam seem positively garrulous.” | turned from himand smled at Vyland. " But
"' m expendabl e, am 1 not?" | snapped ny fingers. "The guarantee, Vyknd, the

guar antee. "

" 1'"lIl guarantee it, Talbot," CGeneral Ruthven said quietly. " | know who you
are. | know you're a killer. But | won't have even a killer murdered out of
hand. 1If anything happens to you 111 tal k, regardl ess of the consequences.
Wland is first and forenmpbst a business nan. Killing you wouldn't even begin to
be conpensation for the mllions he'd lose. You need have EO fear."
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MIllions. It was the first time there had been any nention of the anounts
involved. MIlions. And | was to get it for them

" Thanks, GCeneral, that puts you on the side of the angels," | murnured. |
stubbed out ny cigarette, turned and smled at VWland. " Bring along the bag of
tools, friend, and we'll go and have a | ook at your new toy."

CHAPTER | X

It isn't the fashion to design tonbs in the form of two-hundred-foot-high neta
cylinders, but if it were that pillar on the X 13 would have been a sensation
As a tonb, | nean. It had everything. It was cold and dank and dark, the gl oom
npt so rmuch relieved as accentuated by three tiny glowworns of light at top
nmddle and bottom it was eerie and sinister and terrifying and the holl ow,
reverberati ng echoing boom of a voice in those black and cavernous confines held
all the dark resonance, the doomfilled apocalyptic finality of the dark ange
calling your nanme on the day of judgnment. It should have been, | thought
bl eakly, a place you went through after you died, not just before you died. Not
that the question of precedence mattered at the end of the day.

As a tonb, fine: as a neans of getting anywhere, terrible. The only connection
between top and bottom lay in a succession of iron |adders welded on to the
riveted sides of the pillar. There were twelve of those | adders, each with
fifteen rungs, not one break or resting place between top and bottom What with
the weight of a heavy circuit-testing bridge nmegger hangi ng down ny back and the
fact that the rungs were so wet and slippery that | had to grip themwth
considerable force to keep nyself fromfalling off the |adder, the strain on
forearm and shoul der nuscles was severe; twi ce that distance and | wouldn't have
made it.

It is customary for the host to lead the way in strange surroundi ngs but Wyl and
passed up his privilege. Maybe he was frightened that if he preceded nme down the
| adder 1'd take the opportunity of kicking his head off and sending him a
hundred and nore feet to his death on the iron platform bel ow However it was, |



went first, with Wland and the two col d-eyed nen we'd found waiting in the
little steel
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room following close behind. That left Larry and the general up above, and no
one was under the inpression that Larry was fit to guard anyone. The general was
free to nmove around as he wi shed, yet VWyland appeared to have no fears that the
general mght use his freedomto queer his pitch. This | had found inexplicable:
but | knew the answer to it now O | thought | knew if | were wong, innocent
people would surely die. | put the thought out of rny mnd

" Right, open it up, G'batti," Vyland ordered.

The larger of the two nen 'bent down and unscrewed the hatch, swinging it up

and back on its hinges to Sock, into a standing catch. | peered down the narrow
steel cylinder that led to the steel cabin beneath 'the bathyscaphe and said to
Wil and: "I suppose you know you'll have to flood this entrance chanber when you

go |l ooking for your Black-beard' s treasure?"
" What's that?" He | ooked at nme narrowly, suspiciously. "Wy?"

"Were you thinking of leaving it unflooded?" | asked incredulously. " This
entrance chanber is usually flooded the nminute you start descending—and that's
normal ly surface level, not a hundred and thirty feet down as you are here.
Sure, sure, | know it looks solid, it mght even hold at double this depth,
don't know. But what | do know is that it is conpletely surrounded by your
gasol i ne buoyancy tanks, about eight thousand gallons of it, and those are open
to the sea at the bottom The pressure inside those tanks corresponds exactly to
the sea pressure outside—which is why only the thinnest sheet netal is required
to hold the gasoline. But with only air inside your entrance chanber you're
going to have at least two hundred pounds to the square inch pressing on the
outside of this entrance chanber. And it won't stand that. I1t'll burst inwards,
your gasoline will escape, your positive buoyancy will be gone for ever and
there you are, four hundred and eighty feet below the surface of the sea. And
there you would renmain until the end of tine."

It was hard to be positive in that thinly-lit gloom but | could have sworn
that the col our had drained from VWyland' s face.

Bryson never told nme this.
was a shake in it.

Wyl and's voice was a vicious whisper and there

Bryson? Your engineering friend?" There was no
i
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answer, so | went on: "No, | don't suppose he would. He was no friend, was he
Wl and: he had a gun in his back, didn't he, and he knew that when his
useful ness was over soneone was going to pull the trigger of that gun? Wy the
hell should he tell you?" | |ooked away from him and shoul dered the bridge
nmegger again. " No need for anyone to cone down with ne—t'll only nmake ne
nervous."



"Think I"'m going to let you go down there on your own?" he asked coldly. " To
get up to your tricks?"

" Don't be stupid,” |I said wearily. " | could stand there in front of an
el ectrical switchboard or fuse-box and sabotage the bathyscaphe so that it would
never nove again, and neither you nor your friends would ever know anything
about it. It's in my own interests to get this nmachine going and have the whol e

thing over as soon as possible. The quicker the better for nme." | glanced at ny
watch. " Twenty to eleven. It'Il take ne three hours to find out what's wong
At least. I'll have a break at two. I1'll knock on the hatch so that you can |et
me out."

" No need."” Wland wasn't happy, but as long as he couldn't put his finger on
any possibility of treachery he wasn't going to deny me—he wasn't in any
position to. " There's a microphone in the cabin, with its extension cable wound
round a drum on the outside and a |lead through a gland mthe side of the |eg
that's carried up to that roomwhere we were. There's a button call-up. Let us
know when you're ready."

I nodded and started down the rungs welded into the side of the cylinder
unscrewed the upper hatch of the bathyscaphe's flooding and entrance chanber,
managed to wiggle down past it—+the downward projecting cylinder which
enconpassed the top of the entrance chanber was only a few inches w der and
didn't give enough roomto open the hatch fully—felt for the rungs bel ow,
pul | ed down the hatch, clanped it shut and then worked ny way down the
constricting narrowness of that chanber to the cabin below. The |ast few feet
i nvol ved an al nost right-angle bend, but | nmanaged to ease nyself and the negger
round it. | opened the heavy steel door to the cabin, wiggled through the tiny
entrance, then closed and | ocked the door behind ne.

Not hi ng had changed, it was as | had remenbered it. The cabin was considerably
bi gger than that of the earlier F.R N.S. fromwhich it had been devel oped, and
slightly
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oval in shape instead of round: but what was lost in structural power was nore
than conpensated for in the scope and ease of novenent inside, and as it was
only intended for salvage operations up to about 2,500 feet, the relative |oss
in strength was uninportant. There were three w ndows, one set in the floor,
cone-shaped inwards as was the entrance door, so that sea pressure only
tightened themin their seats: they |ooked fragile, those w ndows, but | knew
that the specially constructed Plexiglas in the largest of themand that was no
nmore than a foot in its external dianeter—ould take a pressure of 250 tons
wi thout fracturing, many tines the strain' it would ever be required to
withstand in the depths in which that bathyscaphe woul d operate.

The cabin itself was a nmasterpiece of design. One wall —f approxi mately one-
sixth on the surface area of the inside of a sphere could be called a wal —was
covered with instrunents, dial, fuse-boxes, sw tchboards and a variety of
scientific equi pment which we would not be called upon to use: set to one side
were the controls for engine starting, engine speed, advance and reverse, for
the searchlights, renote-controlled grabs, the dangling guide-rope which could
hol d the bat hyscaphe stable near the bottom by resting part of its length on the
sea-bed and so relieving the scaphe of that tiny percentage of weight which was
sufficient to hold it in perfect equilibrium and, finaliy, there were the fine



adjustments for the device for absorbing exhal ed carbon di oxide and regenerating
oxygen.

One control there was that | hadn't seen before, and it puzzled ne for sone
tinme. It was a rheostat with advance and retard positions graded on either side
of the central knob and below this was the brass |egend "Tow rope control." |
had no idea what this could be for, but after a couple of mnutes | could nake a
pretty sure guess. Wland —er, rather, Bryson on Vyland's orders—aust have
fitted a power-operated drumto the top, and alnost certainly the rear, of the
bat hyscaphe, the wire of which would have been attached, before the |eg had been
lowered into the water, to sone heavy bolt or ring secured near the base of the
leg. The idea, | now saw, was not that they could thereby haul the bathyscaphe
back to the rig if anything went wong —+t would have required many nore times
the power that was available in the bathyscaphe's engines to haul that big
machi ne al ong the ocean bed—but purely to overcone the
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very tricky navigational problemof finding their way back to the |eg.

switched on a searchlight, adjusted the beam and stared down through the w ndow
at ny feet. The deep circular ring in the ocean floor where the |eg had
originally been bedded was still there, a trench over a foot in depth: with that
to guide, re-engaging the top of the entrance chanber in the cylinder inside the
Il eg shouldn't be too difficult.

At |east | understood now why Vyland hadn't objected too strongly to my being
left by nyself inside the scaphe: by flooding the entrance chanber and rocking
the scaphe to and fro if and when | got the engines started, | mght easily have
managed to tear clear of the rubber seal and sail the bathyscaphe away to
freedom and safety: but | wouldn't get very far with a heavy cable attaching ne
to the leg of the X 13. Wl and nmight be a phoney in the ways of dress,
manneri sns and speech, but that didn't alter the fact that he was a very smart
boy i ndeed.

Apart from the instrunents on that one wall, the rest of the cabin was
practically bare except for three small canvas seats that hinged on the outer
wal |l and a rack where there was stored a variety of caneras and photo-fl ood
equi pnent .

My initial conprehensive look round the interior didn't take long. The first
thing that called for attention was the control box of the hand mnicrophone by
one of the canvas seats. Wland was just the sort of person who would want to
check whether | really was working, and | wouldn't have put it past himto
change over wires in the control box so that when the switch was in the off
position the m crophone would be continuously live and so let him know that |
was at |east working, even if he didn't know what kind of work it was. But |'d
m sjudged or over-rated him the wiring was as it should have been

In the next five mnutes or so | tested every item of equi pment inside that
cabin except the engine control s—should | have been able to start them up anyone
still waiting on the bottom fl oor of that |eg would have been sure to feel the
vi brati on.

After that | unscrewed the cover of the largest of the circuit boxes, renoved
al nost twenty coloured wiies fromtheir sockets and let them hang down in the
wi | dest confusion and disorder. | attached a lead fromthe nmegger to one of
those wires, opened the covers of another two circuits and
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fuse-boxes and enptied nost of ny tools on to the small work-bench beneath. The
i mpression of honest toil was highly convincing.

So snmall was the floor area of that steel cabin that there was no room for ne

to stretch out ny length on the narrow nesh duek' board but | didn't care.
hadn't slept at all the previous night, I'd been through a great deal in the
past twelve hours and | felt very tired indeed. I1'd sleep all right.

1 slept. My last inpression before drifting off was that the wind and the seas
must be really acting up. At depths of a hundred feet or over, wave-notion is
rarely or never felt: but the rocking of that bathyscaphe was unni stakabl e,

t hough very gentle indeed. It rocked me to sleep

My watch said half past two when | awoke. For nme, this was nost unusual: 1'd
normal ly the ability to set a nental alarmclock and wake up al nbst to the pre-
selected nonment. This time |I'd slipped, but I was hardly surprised. My head
ached fiercely, the air in that tiny cabin was foul. It was nmy owmn fault, I'd
been careless. | reached for the switch controlling carbon dioxide absorption
and turned it up to maxinmum After five mnutes, when ny head began to clear,
switched on the m crophone and asked for soneone to | oosen the hatch-cover set
into the floor of the leg. The man they called Cibatti cane down and let ne out
and three minutes later | was up again in that little steel room

"Late, aren't you?" VWl and snapped. He and Royal e—the helicopter must have
made the double trip safely—were the only people there, apart from C batti who
had just closed the trunking door behind ne.

" You want the damm' thing to go sonetinme, don't you?" | said irritably. " I'm

not in this for the fun of the thing, VWland."

" That's so." The top executive crimnal, he wasn't going to antagoni se anyone
unnecessarily. He peered closely at nme. " Anything the matter with you?"

"Working for four hours on end in a cranped coffin is the matter with ne," |

said sourly. " That and the fact that the air purifier was maladjusted. But it's
O K now."

"Progress?”

" Dam' little." | lifted nmy hand as the eyebrow went up and the face began to
darken in a scom. " It's not for want of trying. |'ve tested every single

contact and circuit in the
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scaphe and it's only in the past twenty minutes that | began to find out what's
the matter with it."

" Well, what was the matter with it?"
" Your |ate engineer friend Bryson was the matter with it, that's what." |

| ooked at him speculatively. " Had you intended taking Bryson with you when you
were going to recover this stuff? O were you going to go it alone?"



"Just Royal e and nyself. W thought—=

" Yes, | know. Not nuch point in taking himalong with you. A dead man can't
acconplish nuch. Either you dropped a hint that he wouldn't be com ng al ong and
he knew why he wouldn't be conmng along so he'd fixed it so that he'd get a nice
little posthunmous revenge, or he hated you so nmuch that if he had to go al ong he
was determned that he was going to take you with him Qut of this world, |
mean. Your friend had nmade a very clever little fix indeed, only he hadn't quite
time to finish it before the bends knocked hi m of f—which is why the engines are
still out of conmmission. He'd fixed it so that the bathyscaphe would have
operated perfectly; would have gone backwards and forwards, up and down,
anything you |iked—until you had taken it down to a depth of just over three
hundred feet. Then he had fixed that certain hydro-static cut-outs would cone
into operation. A beautiful job." I wasn't ganbling much, | knew their ignorance
of those matters was prof ound.

" And then what?" Vyland asked tightly.

" Then nothing. The bathyscaphe woul d never have been able to get above three
hundred feet again. Wen either the batteries had been exhausted or the oxygen
regenerating unit had failed, as it would have to in a few hours—well, you'd
have died of suffocation.” | |ooked at himconsideringly. " After, that is, you
had screaned your way into nadness."

On a previous occasion | had thought | had seen Vyland |osing some col our from
his rather ruddy cheeks, but on this occasion there was no doubt: he turned
white and to conceal his agitation funbled a pack of cigarettes out of his
pocket and lit a cigarette with hands whose trenmor he could not conceal. Royale,
sitting on the table, just snmiled his little secret snmile and went on
unconcernedly swinging his foot. That didn't nmake Royal e any braver than Wyl and,
maybe it only meant he was |ess inmginative. The last thing a professiona
killer could ever afford was imagi nation; he had to
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live with hinmself and the ghosts of all his victins. | |ooked at Royal e again
| swore to nyself that one day | would see that face the mask and nmirror of
fear, as Royale hinself had seen so nany other faces the masks and mirrors of
fear in that |ast second of awareness and know ngness before he pulled the
trigger of his deadly little gun.

" Neat, eh?" Wland said harshly. He had regained a neasure of conposure
"1t wasn't bad," | admitted. " At least | synpathise with his outlook, the
object he had in mnd."

" Funny. Very funny indeed." There were tinmes when Vyland forgot that the well-
bred business tycoon never snarls. He |ooked at ne with sudden speculation in
his eyes. " You wouldn't be thinking along the sane |lines yourself, Talbot? O
pulling a fast one like Bryson tried to pull?"

" It's an attractive idea," | grinned at him " but you insult ny intelligence
In the first place, had | had any ideas along those lines do you think | would
have given you any hint of thenf? Besides, | intend to go along with you on this

little trip. At least, hope to."



You do, eh?" Wland was back on balance, his shrewd quick self again.
Getting suspiciously co-operative all of a sudden, aren't you, Tal bot?"
" You can't win," | sighed. " If |I said |l didn't want to go, you'd think that a
damm' sight nore suspicious. Be your age, VWland. Things aren't as they were a
few hours ago. Renenber the general's speech about ensuring nmy continued well -
being? He neant it all right, he nmeant every word of it. Try seeing ne off and

he'll see you off. And you're too much of a business nan to make a bad deal |ike
that. Royale here is going to be deprived of the pleasure of killing ne."
" Killing gives ne no pleasure,” Royale put in softly. It was a sinple

statenment of fact and | stared at him tenporarily off-bal ance by the
pr epost erousness of it.

" Did | hear what | thought | heard?" | asked slowy.

Ever hear of a ditch-digger digging ditches for pleasure, Tal bot?"

"1 think | see your point." | stared at himfor a long nonent, he was even
nore inhuman than | had ever imagined. " Anyway, VWyland, now that |'m going to
live I have a different outlook on things. The sooner this business is over, the
sooner |1'l1 be away from you and your cosy little
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pals. And then, | think, | could put the touch on the general for a few
thousand. T hardly think he would like it known that he had been aiding and
abetting crimnal activities on a grand scale.”

"You nean—you mean you'd put the black on the man who saved your [|ife?"
Apparently sone things were still capable of astonishing Wland. " God, you're
as bad as any of us. Wrse."

"I never said | wasn't," | said indifferently. "These are hard tines, Wland. A
man nmust live. And I'min a hurry. That's why | suggest | cone along. GCh, |
adnmit a child could steer and | ower and raise the bathyscaphe once he'd read the
instructions, but salvage is no job for amateurs. Believe nme, Vyland, | know,
and it's not. You're amateurs. |I'm an expert. It's the one thing I"'mreally good
at. So | come, eh?"

Vyl and | ooked at nme long and consideringly, then he said softly: " | just
woul dn't dream of going al ong wi thout you, Tal bot."

He turned, opened the door and gestured to me to precede him He and Royal e
came out behind ne and as we wal ked al ong the passage we could hear Ci batti
sl ammi ng hone a heavy bolt and turning a key in the lock. Wich made it as safe
as the Bank of England, except for one thing: in the Bank of England a code
knock does not automatically open the door to the vaults. But it opened doors
here, and | had renenbered it: and even had | forgotten it, it would have cone
back there and then for VWyland was using it again on a door about fifteen yards
al ong the passage.

The door was opened by Cibatti's opposite nunber. The conpartmnment beyond wasn't
as bleakly furnished as the one we had just left, but it was- a near thing. It
had no wall coverings, no floor coverings, it didn't even have a table: but it
did have a padded bench along one wall, and on this the general and Mary were
sitting. Kennedy was sitting very straight on a wooden chair in a corner and



Larry, his big pistol out, Ms eyes twitching away as feverishly as ever, was

paci ng up and down, doing his big watch-dog act. | scowl ed at them all
impartially.
The general was his usual erect, inpassive self, ail his thoughts and enotions

under the usual inpeccable control, but there were dark hal f-npbons under his
eyes that hadn't been there a couple of days ago. Hi s daughter's eyes, too
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were snudged with blue, her face was pale and though it was conposed enough she
didn't have the iron in her that her father had; the droop of the slender

shoul ders, slight though it was, was there for all to see. Myself, | didn't go
much for iron wonen at any tine; there was nothing |I would have |iked better
than to put an armround those self-sane shoul ders, but the tine and the place
were wong, the reactions anyway unpredictable. Kennedy was just Kennedy, his
good- | ooki ng hard face a snboth brown nmask, and he wasn't worried about
anything: | noticed that his nmaroon uniform fitted him better than ever; it
wasn't that he had been to see his tailor, someone had taken his gun from him
and now there wasn't even the suspicion of a bulge to mar the snooth perfection
of the wuniform

As the door closed behind us, Mary Ruthven rose to her feet. There was an angry
glint in her eye, naybe there was nore iron to her than | had supposed. She
gestured towards Larry wi thout |ooking at him

"I's all this really necessary, M. Wland?" she asked coldly. "Am | to assune
that we have now arrived at the stage of being treated like crimnals—+ike
crimnals under an arnmed guard?"

" You don't want to pay any attention to our little pal here,” | put in
soothingly. "The heater in his hand doesn't nean a thing. He's just whistling in
the dark. Al those snowbirds are as jittery and nervous as this, just |ooking
at the gun gives him confidence: his next shot's overdue, but when he gets it
he'll be ten feet tall."

Larry took a couple of quick steps forward and jamed the gun into my stonach.
He wasn't any too gentle about it. H s eyes were glazed, there were a couple of
burning spots high up in the dead-white cheeks and his breath was a harsh and
hi ssing half-whistle through bared and cl enched teeth.

"1 told you, Talbot," he whispered. " | told you not to ride ne any nore
That's the last time-----

I glanced over his shoulder then smled at him
" Look behind you, sucker," | said softly. As | spoke | again shifted ny gaze
over his shoul der and nodded slightly.

He was too hopped up and unbal anced not to fall for it. So sure was | that he
would fall for it that my right hand was reaching for his gun even as he started
to turn and by the tine his head was twisted all the way round | had ny hand
| ocked over his and the gun pointing sideways and
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downwards where it would do no harmto anybody if it went off. No direct harm
that was: | couldn't speak for the power and direction of the ricochet off stee
decks and bul kheads.

Larry swung round, his face an ugly and contorted mask of fury and hate,
swearing softly, vilely, continuously. He reached down with his free hand to try
to wench the pistol clear, but the hardest work Larry had ever done was pushing
down the plunger of a hypoderm c syringe and he was just wasting his tinme. |
wrenched the gun away, stepped back, stiff-armed himjoltingly with the heel of
nmy palmas he tried to cone after ne, broke open the automatic, ejected the
magazi ne and sent it clattering into one corner while the gun went into another.
Larry hal f-stood, half-crouched against the far wall where nmy push had sent him
blood trickling from his nose and tears of rage and frustration and pain running
down both cheeks. Just to |ook at him nmade me sick and col d.

" Al right, Royale," | said without turning ny head. "
away. The show s over."

You can put your gun

But the show wasn't over. A hard voice said: "Go pick up that gun, Talbot. And
the clip. Put the clip in the gun and give it back to Larry."

I turned round slowy. Wland had a gun in his hand and | didn't care very nuch
for the whiteness of the knuckle of the trigger finger. He |ooked his usua
pol i shed urbane self, but the rigidity of his gun hand and the ever so slightly
too fast rate of breathing gave himaway. It didn't make sense. Men |ike VWyland
never allowed thenselves to becone enotionally involved, far |ess so concerned
over what happened to a punk like Larry.

" How would you like to go up top and take a wal k over the side?" | asked

" 1'"1l give you till I count five."

"And then what ?"

" Then 111 shoot."

"You woul dn't dare," | said contenptuously. "You're not the type to pul
triggers, VWyland. That's why you enploy this big bad hatchetnan here. Besides,

who would fix up the bathyscaphe then?"

" I"'mcounting, Talbot." As far as | was concerned he'd gone nuts. " One .

" OK, QiC.," | interrupted, " so you can count. You're a
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swell counter. | bet you can even count up to ten. But | bet you can't count up
to all those mllions you're going to |ose just because | don't feel like
pi cking up a gun.”

" 1 can get other people to fix up that bathyscaphe."

" Not this side of the Atlantic, you won't. And you haven't all that nmuch tine
to play around with, have you, VWland. Wat's the betting a planeload of the
F.B.I, aren't already on the way to Marble Springs to investigate that curious
tel egram Jabl onsky sent? What's the betting they aren't already there? Wat's



the betting they aren't knocking on the door of the general's villa right now,
saying, 'Wuere's the general? and the butler saying, 'Wiy the general's just

gone out to the rig, gentlenen,' and then the F.B.1, saying, 'W nust call upon
the general immediately. W have inportant things to discuss with him' And they
will call, Wland, just as soon as this storm bl ows over."

" I'"'mafraid he's right, M. Wland." The unexpected help cane from Royal e.
We haven't all that nuch time."

For a long nonent VWyland said nothing. Then he |owered his gun, turned and
wal ked out of the room

Royal e, as always, showed no sign of strain or enotion whatever. He sniled and
said: " M. VWland has gone to eat over on the other side. Lunch is ready for
all of us," and stood to one side to let us out through the door.

It had been a strange off-beat episode. It didn't make sense, it didn't even
begin to nake any kind of sense at all. | pondered it, | tried to find even a
shadow of an explanation while Larry collected his gun and ammunition clip, but
it was no good, | couldn't find an explanation to fit the facts. Besides, 1'd
suddenly realised that I was very hungry indeed. | stood to one side to let al
the others except Royale precede ne, not so nmuch out of courtesy as to ensure
that Larry didn't shoot ne in the back, then hurried, w thout seenming to, to
catch up on Mary and Kennedy.

To get to the other side of the rig we had to cross the hundred-foot w dth of
the well-deck where 1'd talked to Joe Curran, the roustabout foreman, in the
early hours of that norning. It was by all odds the |ongest, wettest and
wi ndi est hundred feet that 1'd ever wal ked.

They'd rigged up a couple of wire life-lines clear across to the other side. W
could have done with a couple of dozen. The power of that wind was fantastic, it
seened to have redoubled in strength since we 'had arrived on the rig four
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hours previously and |I knew now that we coul d expect no boat or helicopter to
approach the rig until the storm had passed. W were conpletely cut off fromthe
outer world.

At half past two in the afternoon it was as dark as twlight and out of the
great black wall of cumulo-ninbus that all but surrounded us the wi nd flung
itself upon the X 13, as if it were going to uproot it fromits thirteen-Ieg
foundation, topple it and drown it in the depths of the sea. It roared and
how ed across the deck of the oil-rig in a maniacal fury of sound, and even at
the distance of a couple of hundred feet we could plainly hear above the deep
t hunder of the storm the cacophonous obbligato, the screamng satanic nusic as
the great wind whistled and shrieked its falsetto way through the hundreds of
steel girders that went to nmake up the towering structure of the drilling
derrick. We had to |lean at an angle of alnbst forty-five degrees against the
wind to keep our balance and at the sanme tine hang on grinmly to one of the life-
lines. If you fell and started rolling along mat deck you wouldn't stop unti
the wind had pushed you clear over the side: it was as strong as that. It sucked
the breath fromyour lungs and under its knife-edged hurricane lash the rain
flailed and stung the exposed skin Iike an endless stormof tiny |ead shot.



Mary | ed the way across this exposed stormfilled working platform and right
behi nd her cane Kennedy, one hand sliding along the wire, his free armtightly
round the girl in front. At another time | might have been disposed to dwell on
the subject of luck and how some people seened to have all of it, but | had
other and much nore urgent things on ny mnd. | cane close up to him actually
treading on his heels, put ny head close to his and shouted above the storm
"Any word cone through yet?"

He was smart, all right, this chauffeur. He neither broke step nor turned
round, but nerely shook his head slightly.

"Damm!" |1 said, and nmeant it. This was awkward. Have you phoned?"

Agai n the shake of the head. An inpatient shake, this tine, it |ooked |like, and
when | thought about it | couldn't blane him Mich chance he'd had of either
hearing or finding out anything with Larry dancing around flourishing his
pi stol, probably ever since he had come out to the rig

I"ve got to talk to you, Kennedy," | shouted.
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He heard ne this tinme too; the nod was al nbst inperceptible but | caught it.

We reached the other side, passed through a heavy clipped door and at once
found ourselves in another world. It wasn't the sudden quiet, the warnth, the
absence of wind and rain that caused the transformation, though those hel ped
conpared to the other side of the rig fromwhich we had just cone, this side
resenbl ed a sunptuous hot el

I nstead of bleak steel bul kheads there was sone form of polythene or Formca
panel ling painted in pleasing pastel shades. The floor was sheathed in deep
sound- absorbing rubber and a strip of carpeting covered the Iength of the
passageway stretching in front of us. Instead of harsh unshaded |lighting falling
from occasi onal overhead | anps, there was a warm diffused gl ow from conceal ed
strip lighting. Doors lined the passage and the one or two that were open | ooked
into roons as finely furnished as the cabins you might find in the senior
of ficers' quarters aboard a battleship. Gl drilling mght be a tough life, but
the driUers obviously believed in doing thenmselves well in their off-duty hours.
To find this confort, luxury alnobst, in the Martian netal structure standing
nmles out to sea was sonehow weird and altogether incongruous.

But what pleased nme nore than all those evidences of confort was the fact that
there were conceal ed | oud-speakers at intervals along the passage. Those were
pl ayi ng music, soft nusic, but perhaps |oud enough for my purpose. Wen the |ast
of us had passed through the doorway, Kennedy turned and | ooked at Royal e.

"Where are we going, sir?" The perfect chauffeur to the end; anyone who called
Royale " sir deserved a nedal .

" The general's stateroom Lead the way."

"I usually eat in the drillers' ness, sir," Kennedy said stiffly.

" Not to-day. Hurry up, now.



Kennedy took him at his word. Soon he had left nost of them ten feet behi nd—al
except ne. And | knew | had very little tine. | kept ny voice |low, head bent and
tal ked wi thout |ooking at him

"Can we put a phone call through to | and?"

" No. Not without clearance. One of Wland's nen is with the sw tchboard
operator. Checks everything, in and out."
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" See the sheriff?"

A deputy. He got the nessage.”

How are they going to let us know if they had any success? "
" A nessage. To the general. Saying that you—er a nan |ike you—had been
arrested at Jacksonvi Ee, travelling north."

I should have |loved to curse out loud but |I contented nyself with cursing
i nwardly. Maybe it had been the best they could think up at short notice, but it
was weak, with a big chance of failure. The regular sw tchboard operator m ght
i ndeed have passed the nessage on to the general and there would toe a chance
that | might be in the vicinity at the tinme: but Vyland s creature supervising
the operator would know the nmessage to be false and woul dn't bother passing it
on, except perhaps hours later, by way of a joke: nor was there any certainty
that even then the news would reach ny ears. Everything, just everything could
fail and men might die because |I couldn't get the news | wanted. It was galling
The frustration | felt, and the chagrin, were as deep as the urgency was
desperat e.

The nusic suddenly stopped, but we were rounding a coner which cut us off
nonentarily fromthe others, and | took a |ong chance

" The short-wave radio operator. |Is he on constant duty?"

Kennedy hesitated. " Don't know. Call-up bell, | think."

I knew what he neant. Were, for various reasons, a radio post can't be
conti nuously nanned, there is a device that triggers a distant alarm bell when a
call cones through on the post's listening frequency.

"C& you operate a short-wave transmitter?" | nurmnured.

He shook his head

"You've got to help nme. It's essential that----- "

"Tal bot ! "

It was Royale's voice. He'd heard ne, | was sure he'd heard ne, and this was
it; if he'd the slightest suspicion, then | knew Kennedy and | had exchanged our
last words and that | was through. But | passed up the guilty starts and

breaking of steps in md-stride, instead | slowed down gradually, |ooked round
mldly and inquiringly. Royale was about eight feet behind and there were no



signs of suspicion or hostility in his face. But then there never were. Royale
had gi ven up using expressions years ago.

Fear is the Key 161

"Wait here," he said curtly. He noved ahead of us, opened a door, peered in
had a good | ook round, then beckoned. " Al right. In."

W went in. The room was big, over twenty feet |ong, and l|uxuriously furnished
Red carpet fromwall to wall, red drapes fram ng square rain-blurred w ndows,
green and red chintz covered arncthairs, a cocktail bar lined with red |eather
covered stools in one corner, a Form ca-topped table to seat eight near the
door: in the corner opposite the bar, a curtained-off al cove. The dining-room of
the suite—nternal doors opened off right and |eft-hand wall s—where the genera
roughed it when he cane out to the oil-rig.

Wl and was there, waiting for us. He seened to have recovered his equanimty,
and | had to adnmit that that snmooth urbane face with its neatly trinmred
nmoust ache and di stingui shed sprinkling of iron-grey at the tenples bel onged
right there in that room

"Close the door," he said to Larry, then turned to ne and nodded towards the
curtained alcove. " You eat there, Tal bot."

Sure," | agreed. " The hired help. | eat in the kitchen."
" You eat there for the sane reason that you saw no one on your way through the
corridors com ng here. Think we want the drilling-rig crew running around
shouting that they've just seen Talbot, the wanted murderer? Don't forget they
have radi os here and the chopper delivers papers every day.... | think we mght
have the steward in now, General, don't you?"

I went quickly to ny seat at the tiny table behind the curtain and sat down. |
felt shaken. | should have felt relieved to know that Royal e had not been
suspicious, that he'd nerely been checking to see that the coast was clear
before we went into the general's room but | was nore concerned about my own
slip-up. My attention was so taken up with inmmediate problens that | had
forgotten that | was playing the part of a nurderer. Had | been a genui ne and
wanted killer, 1'd have kept ny face hidden, walked in the nmiddle of the group
and peered fearfully round every corner we'd conme to. | had done none of those
things. How long would it be before it occurred to Royale to wonder why | had
done none of those things?

The outside door opened and soneone, a steward, | assuned, entered. Once again
it was the general who was the

F
162 Fear is the Key

host, the man in charge, with Wland his enployee and guest: the general's
ability to switch roles, his unfailing command of hinself in all circunstances

i npressed me nore every time | noticed it. | was beginning to hope that perhaps
it mght be a good thing to | et the general in on sonething of what was
happening, to seek his help in a certain matter, | was certain now he could

carry off any deception, any duplicity where the situation demanded it. But he



nm ght as well have been a thousand nmiles away for any hope | had of contacting
hi m

The general finished giving his orders for lunch, the door closed behind the
departing steward and for perhaps a nminute there was conplete silence. Then
soneone rose to his feet and crossed the room and the next | heard was the sound
of bottles and glasses clinking. Trifles |Iike nurder and forcible coercion and
underwater recovery of mllions weren't going to get in the way of the

observance of the custons of the old Southern hospitality. | would have taken
long odds that it was the general hinself who was acting as barman, and | was
right: | would have taken even |onger odds that he would pass up Tal bot the

murderer, and | was wong. The alcove curtain was pushed back and the general

hi nsel f set down a glass before ne: he remai ned bent over ny tiny table for a
coupl e of seconds, and the | ook he gave me wasn't the |ook you give a known
nmurderer who has at one tinme kidnapped your daughter and threatened her with
death. It was a long, slow, considering, speculative |ook: and then incredibly,
but unm stakably, the corner of his nouth twitched in a snile and his eye cl osed
in a wink. Next nmoment he was gone, the curtain falling into place and shutting
me of f fromthe conpany.

| hadn't imagined it, | knew | hadn't inmagined it. The general was on to ne.
How nmuch he was on to ne | couldn't guess, any nore than | could guess at the
reasons that had led to the discovery of what he knew or suspected. One thing |
was sure of, he hadn't |earned from his daughter, |I'd inpressed her enough with
the necessity for conplete secrecy.

There was a runble of conversation in the roomand | becane aware that it was
CGeneral Ruthven hinself who held the fl oor.

"It's dammably insulting and utterly ridiculous,” he was

Wes' is the Key 263

saying in a voice that I'd never beard 'before. A dry, icy voice that | could
just see being brought to bear for maxinum effect in quelling an unruly board of
directors. "I don't blane Tal bot, nurderer though he is. This gun-waving, this
guarding has got to stop. | insist on it, Wland. Good God, man, it's so utterly

unnecessary and | didn't think a man like you would go in for cheaply

nmel odramatic stuff like this." The general was warnmng to his theme of making a
stand agai nst bei ng shepherded around at pistol point, or at |east against
constant surveillance. "Look at the weather, man—no one can nove from'here in
the next twelve hours at least. W're not in the position to nmake any troubl e—
and you know I'mthe last man in the world to want to. | can vouch personally
for ny daughter and Kennedy."

The general was sharp, sharp as a needle, sharper than either VWyland or Royale.
He was a bit late in the day in making Ms stand agai nst surveillance, | guessed
what he was really after was the power of freedom of nmovenent—possibly for
hi nsel f, even nore possibly for his chauffeur. And, what was nore, he was
getting it. Vyland was agreeing, with the reservation that when he and Royal e
went in the bathyscaphe the general, his chauffeur and Mary should remain in the
room above the pillar along with the rest of Wland' s nen. | still had no idea
how many nmen Wl and actually had aboard the rig, but it seened likely that apart
from Larry, Cbhatti and his friend there were at least three others. And they
woul d be nmen in the nould of Ghatti



Conversation broke off short as a knock canme again to the door. A steward—er
st ewar ds—set down covers, nade to serve but were told by the general to go. As
the door closed he said: " Mary, | wonder if you would take sonething to
Tal bot ?"

There cane the soft sound of the rubbing of chair legs on the carpet, then
Kennedy's voice, saying: "If | mght be pernmitted, sir?"

Thank you, Kennedy. Just a minute while ny daughter serves it out." By and by
the curtain was pushed to one side and Kennedy carefully Said a plate in front
of me. Beside the plate he laid a small blue |eather-covered book, straightened
| ooked at me expressionlessly and left.

He was gone before | had realised the significance of what he had done. He knew
very well that whatever concessions
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in freedom of novenent the generai had gained did not apply to nme, | was going
to be under eye and gun for sixty seconds every mnute, sixty mnutes every hour
and that our |ast chance for tal king was gone. But not our |ast chance for
comuni cation, not with that little book |ying around

It wasn't strictly a book, it was that cross between a diary and an account
book, with a tiny pencil stuck in the |oop of |eather, which garages and car-
deal ers dole out in hundreds of thousands, usually at Christmas tinme, to the
nore solvent of their custonmers. Nearly all chauffeurs carried one for entering
up in the appropriate spaces the cost of petrol, oil, services, repairs, nileage
and fuel consunption. None of those things interested ne: all that interested ne
was the enpty spaces in the diary pages and the little blue pencil.

Wth one eye on the book and one on the curtain and both ears attuned to the
voi ces and sounds beyond that curtain | wote steadily for the better part of
five minutes, feeding nyself blindly with fork in left hand while with ny right
| tried to set down in the briefest tine and the shortest conpass everything |
wanted to tell Kennedy. Wien | was finished | felt reasonably satisfied: there
was still a great deal left to chance but it was the best | could do. Accepting
of chances was the essence of this gane.

Perhaps ten minutes after | had finished witing Kennedy brought nme in a cup of
cof fee. The book was nowhere to be seen, but he didn't hesitate, his hand went
straight under the crunpled napkin in front of nme, closed over the little book
and slid it snmoothly inside his tunic. | was beginning to have a great deal of
confi dence indeed in Sinmon Kennedy.

Five mnutes later VWyland and Royal e marched ne back to the other side of the
rig. Negotiating the hurricane blast that swept across the open well-deck was no
easier this time than it had been the last, and in the intervening half-hour the
darkness had deepened until it was al nost as black as night.

At twenty past three | dropped once nore down into the bathyscaphe and pulled
the hatch cover tight behind ne.

CHAPTER X

At half past six |I left the bathyscaphe. | was glad to leave. If you have no
work to occupy you—and apart from a task lasting exactly one mnute 1 hadn't



done a stroke that afternoon—the interior of a bathyscaphe has singularly little
to offer in the way of entertainnent and relaxation. | left Cibatti to screw
down the hatch in the floor of the pillar and clinbed al one up the hundred and
eighty iron rungs to the conpartment at the top. Royale was there, alone

" Fini shed, Tal bot?" he asked.

" Al | can do down there. | need paper, pencil, the book of instructions and
if I"'mright—and | think I am+ can have those engi nes going within five mninutes
of getting down there again. Were's VWl and?"

" The general called for himfive mnutes ago.” Good old general, dead on the
dot. "They've gone off somewhere—+ don't know where.™

" It doesn't matter. Thisll only take ne half an hour at the npbst. You can tel
himwe'll be ready to go shortly after seven. Now | want sone paper and peace
and quiet for ny calculations. Were's the nearest place?"

"Wn't this do?" Royale asked nmildly. "Ill get G batti to fetch sone paper."
" If you imagine 1'mgoing to work with Cibatti giving ne the cold cod eye all
the time you' re mstaken.” | thought a nonent. " W passed a regular office a
few yards along the passage on the way back here. It was open. Proper desk and
everything, all the paper and rules | need."

" What's the harnP" Royal e shrugged and stood aside to let ne pass. As | went
out Cibatti enmerged through the tranking fromthe pillar and before we'd gone
ten feet along the passage | heard the solid thudding hone of a bolt, the
turning of a key in the lock behind us. Cibatti took his keeper of the castle
duties very seriously indeed.

Hal f -way al ong the passage an opened door led into a small, fairly confortably
furnished room | |ooked over ny shoulder at Royale, saw his nod and went in.
The room | ooked as if it had been used as an architect's office, for there were
a couple of large drawing 'boards on easels topped by
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strip lighting. | passed those up in favour of a big |eather-covered desk with
a confortable armchair behind it.

Royal e | ooked round the room the way Royal e would always |ook round a room It
was inmpossible to imgine Royale sitting down anywhere with his back to a door,
overl ooked by a window or with light in his eyes. He would have behaved the sane
in a children's nursery. In this case, however, he seemed to be exam ning the
room nore with an eye to its qualifications as a prison, and what he saw nust
have satisfied him apart from the doorway through which we had just entered
the only other point of egress fromthe room was through the plate-glass w ndow
that overl ooked the sea. He picked a chair directly under the central overhead
light, lit a cigarette and sat there quietly, the lanplight gleamag off his
dark blond slick hair, his expressionless face in shadow. He was no nore than
six feet fromne and he had nothing in his hands and he could have had that
little black gun out and two little holes drilled through me before | covered
hal f the distance towards his chair. Besides, violence wasn't on the cards just
then: not, at |east, for ne.



| spent ten minutes in scribbling down figures on a sheet of paper, fiddling
with a slide rule, consulting a wiring diagram and getting nowhere at all.

didn't conceal the fact that | was getting nowhere at all. | clicked ny tongue
in inmpatience, scratched ny head with the end of ny pencil, conpressed ny lips
and | ooked with nmounting irritation at the walls, the door, the w ndow But
nostly | looked in irritation at Royale. Eventually he got it—he would have been

hard pressed not to get it.

My presence here bothering you, Tal bot?"

"What ? Well, no, not exactly—+ just don't seemto be getting------

Not working out as easily as you thought it would, eh?”

| stared at himin irritable silence. If he wasn't going to suggest it | would
have to, but he saved nme the trouble.

" Maybe I'm just as anxious as you to get this thing over. | guess you're one
of those characters who don't like distraction. And | seem to be distracting
you." He rose easily to his feet, glanced at the paper in front of me, picked up
his chair with one hand and made for the door. " 1'll wait outside."

I said nothing, just nodded briefly. He took the key fromthe inside of the
door, went out into the passage, shut the
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door and locked it. | got up, crossed to the door on cat feet
and waited.

| didn't have to wait long. Wthin a mnute | heard the sound of feet walking
briskly along the passage outside, the sound of sonebody saying, " Sorry, Mac "
in a pronounced and unm stakably American accent and then, alnost in the sane
instant, the solid, faintly holl ow sounding inpact of a heavy blow that had ne
wincing in vicarious suffering. A nonent |ater the key turned in the |ock, the
door opened and | hel ped drag a heavy load into the room

The | oad was Royal e and he was out, cold as a flounder. | hauled himinside
while the oil-skinned figure who'd lifted himthrough the door reversed the key
and turned it in the lock. At once he started throwi ng off sou wester, coat and
| eggi ngs, and beneath everything his maroon uniform was as inmacul ate as ever.

"Not at all bad," |I murmured. "Both the sap and the American accent. You'd have
fooled ne."

It fooled Royale." Kennedy bent and |ooked at the already purpling bruise

above Royale's tenmple. " Maybe | hit himtoo hard.” He was as deeply concerned
as | would have been had | accidentally trodden on a passing tarantula. " He'l
[ive."

" Hell live. It must have been a long deferred pleasure for you." | had shed ny

own coat and was struggling into the oilskin rig-out as fast as | coul d.
"Everything fixed? Get the stuff in the workshop?"

" Look, M. Talbot," he said reproachfully, " | had three whole hours."



Fair enough. And if our friend here shows any sign of comng to?"
"Il just kind of lean on him again," Kennedy said dreamly

I grinned and left. 1'd no idea how |l ong the general could detain VWyland on
what ever spurious errand he'd called him away, but | suspected it wouldn't be
very long; Vyland was beginning to becone just that little bit anxious about the
time factor. Maybe | hadn't done nyself any good by pointing out that the
government agents nmight only be waiting for the weather to noderate before
conm ng out to question the general, but with Wland pointing Ms gun at nme and
threatening to kill me | had had to reach out and grasp the biggest (straw I
could find.
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The wind on the open well-deck shrieked and gusted as powerfully as ever, but
its direction had changed and | had to fight nmy way alnmost directly against it.
It came fromthe north now and | knew then that the centre of the hurricane nust
have passed sonewhere also to the north of us, curving in on Tanmpa. It |ooked as
if the wind and the seas mght begin to nmoderate within a few hours. But, right
then, the wind was as strong as it had ever been and on ny way across | had ny

head and shoul ders so far hunched into the wind that | was |ooking back the way
| cane. | fancied, in the near darkness, that | saw a figure clawing its way
along the life-line behind me, but | paid no attention. People were probably

using that line all day |ong.

The tine for circumspection, for the careful reconnoitring of every potential
danger in ny path, was past. It was all or nothing now Arrived at the other
side | strode down the long corridor where | had whispered to Kennedy earlier in
the afternoon, turned right at its end instead of left as we had done before,
stopped to orientate nmyself and headed in the direction of the broad
conpani onway which, Mary had said, led up to the actual drilling deck itself.
There were several people wandering around, one of the open doors | passed gave
on to a recreation room full of blue snoke and crowded with nen: obviously all
work on drilling and the upper deck was conpletely stopped. It didn't worry the
drillers, their ten-day tour of duty was paid fromthe tinme they left shore till
they set foot on it again, and it didn't worry me for it was to the working deck
I was going and the absence of all traffic that 1'd find up there would nake ny
task all the easier.

Roundi ng another corner | all but cannoned into a couple of people who seened
to be arguing rather vehenently about sonething or other: Vyland and the
general. Wland was the man who was doing the tal king but he broke off to give
nme a glare as | apol ogi sed for bunping him and continued down the passage. | was
certain he could not have recognised ne, my sou wester had been pulled right
down to ny eyes, the high flyaway collar of my oilskin was up to ny nose and

best disguise of all, | had dispensed with ny linp, but for all that | had the
nmost unconfortabl e sensation between the shoul der blades until | had rounded
anot her corner and was lost to their sight. | wasn't sure whether this obvious

argunent between the general and VWyland was a good thing or
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not. If the general had nmanaged to get him deeply interested in sone
controversial subject of imediate and personal inportance to both, then well
and good; but if Wyland had been expostul ating over what he regarded as sone
unnecessary delay, things mght get very rough indeed. If he got back to the



other side of the rig before | did, | didn't like to think what the consequences
would be. So | didn't think about them Instead, | broke into a run, regardless
of the astoni shed | ooks from sone passers-by at a conplete |oss to understand
the reason for this violent activity on what was in effect a well-paid holiday,
reached the conpani onway and went up two steps at a tine.

Mary, tightly wapped in a hooded plastic raincoat, was waiting behind the
cl osed doors at the top of the steps. She shrank back and gave a little gasp as
| stopped abruptly in front of her and pulled down the collar of ny oilskin for
a nonent to identify nyself.

" You!" She stared at ne. You—your bad | eg—what's happened to your |inmp?"

" Never had one. Local colour. Guaranteed to fool the nbst suspicious. Kennedy
told you what | wanted you for?"

A—a wat chdog. To keep guard."

"That's it. | don't want a buCet or a knife in nmy back in that radi o shack
Sorry it had to be you, but there was no one eke. \Were's the shack?"

" Through the door." She pointed. " About fifty feet that way."

"Conme on." | grabbed the door handle, incautiously twisted it open, and if |

hadn't had a strong grip on it |I'd have been catapulted head over heels to the
foot of the stairs. As it was, the hammerbl ow blast of that shrieking w nd
smashed both door and nyself back against the bul khead with a force that drove
all the breath out of my lungs in an explosive gasp and woul d possibly have
stunned ne if the sou wester hadn't cushioned the inmpact as the back of my head
struck painfully against the steel. For a nonment | hung there, nmy head a

kal ei doscopic whirl of shooting colour, bent double against the hurricane force
of the wind, whooping painfully as | fought to overcone the shock of the bl ow
and nme sucking effect of the wind and to draw sone breath into nmy aching |ungs:
then | straightened up and lurched out through the door, pulling Mary behind ne.
Twice | tried to heave the door close, but against the sus-
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tained pressure of that wind | couldn't even pull it half-way to. | gave it up.
They could, and no doubt very shortly would, send up a platoon from below to
heave it shut: | had nore urgent things to attend to

It was a nightmare of a night. A dark howing nightrmare. | screwed ny eyes
al nost shut agai nst the hurricane-driven knife-lash of the rain and stared up
into the black sky. Two hundred feet above ny head | could just distinguish the
intermttent flicker of the derrick-top aircraft warning lights, utterly
unnecessary on a night such as this unless there were sone lunatic pilots

around, and quite useless as far as giving any illumnation at deck-Ilevel was
concerned. The absence of light was a mxed blessing but on the whole, | felt,
favourable: | mght run into dangerous, even crippling obstacles because |

couldn't see where | was going but on the other hand no one else could see where
I was going either.

Armin arm we |urched and staggered across the deck like a couple of drunks,
heading for a square patch of light shining on the deck from a conceal ed w ndow.



We reached a door on the south side, on the near corner and sheltered fromthe
wind, and | was on the point of bending down and having a squint through the
keyhol e when Mary caught the handle, pushed the door and wal ked into a smnai
unit corridor. Feeling rather foolish, | straightened and foll owed. She pulled
the door softly to.

" The entrance door is on the far end on the right," she whispered. She'd
reached -both arnms up round ny neck to nmurrmur in ny ear, her voice couldn't have

been heard a foot away. "I think there's soneone inside."

I stood stock still and listened, with her arms still round ny neck. Gven a
nore favourable tine | could have stayed there all night, but the time wasn't
favourable. | said: " Couldn't it be that they just leave that |ight on to guide

the operator to the shack when his call-up bell rings?"

" | thought |I heard a novenent," she whispered
" No tine to play it safe. Stay out in the passage," | murrmured. " It'Il be all
right." | gave her hands a reassuring squeeze as | disengaged them from ny neck
reflecting bitterly that Taltoot luck was running typically true to form padded
up the passage, opened the door and wal ked into the radio room

For a nonment | stood there blinking in the brightness of the Iight, but not
blinking so fast that | couldn't see a big
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burly character sitting at the radio table whirling round in his seat as the
door opened. And even if | couldn't have seen himl'd still have heard him a
split second later as he sent his seat toppling backward with a crash and | eapt
to his feet, spinning so as to face ne, with a speed so remarkable in so big a
man. In so very big a man. He was taller than | was, a good bit w der, heavier
and younger: he had that blue-jow ed, black-eyed, black-haired very tough face
that you occasionally see in first or second generation Italian-Americans and if
he was a genuine radio-nman | was the Queen of Sheba

"What's all the panic about?" | demanded shortly. It was ny best Anerican
accent and it was terrible. " The boss has a nmessage for you."

"What boss?" he asked softly. A build |ike a heavywei ght chanpion and a face to
mat ch doesn't necessarily mean a mind like a nmoron and this boy was no noron. "
Let's have a | ook at your face, Mac."

"What the hell's bitin" you?" | denmanded. | turned down the collar of ny coat.
Is that what you want ?"

" Now the hat,"” he said quietly.

I took off the hat and flung it in his face just as | heard himspit out the
solitary word "Talbot!" | was into a dive even as | threw the hat and | hit him
fair and square in the mddle with the point of nmy left shoulder. It was like
hitting the trunk of a tree, but he wasn't as well anchored as, a tree and he
went over.

H s head and shoul ders crashed against the far wall with a crash that shook the
radio shack to its netal foundations. That should have been that, but it wasn't,
I would have sworn that boy didn't even blink. He brought up one knee in a



vicious jab that would have been a sad farewell for ne had it |anded where it
had been intended to land. It didn't, it caught me on the chest and upper arm
but even so it had sufficient power behind it to knock rne over on one side and
the next nmonment we were rolling across the floor together, punching, kicking

cl awi ng and gougi ng. The Marquess of Queensberry wouldn't have liked it at all

I was under two big di sadvantages. The heavy oil skins hanpered ny novenents,
and al though they hel ped absorb sonme of the inpact of his jolting short-arm jabs
they al so, because of their constricting effect, robbed ny own blows of nuch of
their power: and while he was obviously nore tha n
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willing to turn the entire radio shack into a shanbles of broken furniture and
fittings, that was the last thing | wanted: everything, literally everything
depended on rny keeping that radio intact. And we had both rolled aganst the
radi o table now, nyself underneath, where | could have a good view of one of the
I egs splintering and caving in under the conbined weight of our bodies against
it.

I wasn't feeling any too good by this tinme. | had just the evidence of ny own
eyes to show nme that this lad was only equipped with arns and fists just |ike
anyone el se and not a couple of flexible sledge-hamers which was what it felt
like, but the sight of that tottering radi o-table nade ne desperate. A
particularly vicious clubbing blowto the lower ribs didn't nmake it at all hard
for nme to gasp out in pain and fall back linply to the floor, and while he was
t aki ng advantage of ny co-operation and tinme off to wind up his right sledge-
hamrer to drive nme through the floor | brought up ny knee and simultaneously
chopped hi m across the exposed neck with the edge of ny right hand and all the
power those hanpering oil skins would pernit.

By all the rules he should have gone out like a light, only he had never read
any of the rules. But | had hurt him though: the grunt of agony was as genui ne
as mine had been faked, and he was nonmentarily dazed—fust |ong enough to let ne
squirm out from under and roll over and over until | brought up against the
hal f - open doorway through which | had entered. | mght have nailed himthen,
back where we had been, but | wasn't going to take even the chance of touching
the few splintered pieces of table |leg which were all that kept the transmitter
from crashing on to the steel deck.

He was tough, all right. By the tine | was on ny feet he was on his, shaken
but still on Ms feet, For a nonent | thought he had lost all taste for the hand
to hand stuff, the heavy wooden chair he had picked up and was bringing
whi stling over his shoulder certainly nade it seem so, but when | ducked and
heard the chair smash to pieces on the door janb behind, it turned out that this
was only his long-range artillery bombardnent and that the assault troops were
nmoving in later. Later, in this case, was alnost right away, but | nanaged to
avoid his wild flailing bull-rush and whirled round to neet his next charge.

It never came. He was crouching there, facing ne, teeth
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showi ng and his eyes a couple of wicked slits in his dark Latin face, hands

pressed against the wall behind himready to help himin his take-off, when |
saw a slender wist appearing in the doorway behind him high up. At the end of



the wist was a white-gloved hand and gripped in the hand was a broken chair-
| eg.

Mary Ruthven hit himas | would have taken |ong odds that she would hit Mmra
hesitant experinmental tap on the head that woul dn't have dazed a cockroach—but
for all that it had the galvanic effect of an electric shock. He whipped his
head round to locate the source of this fresh threat and as he did | noved in
with two long steps and hit himwth everything | had on the neck, just below
the ear, ny knuckles socketing solidly into the hollow behind the back of his
left jawbone.

One of the nost deadly blows in boxing, it could easily have dislocated his jaw
or broken his neck, and with any normal man mght well have done just that. But
he was phenonenally tough. He crashed back against the steel bul khead and
started to slide down towards the floor, eyes unfocused in his head, but even as
he slid he nmade a |ast despairing effort to fling hinself at ne and wap his
arms around ny legs to bring me down. But his co-ordination, his timng were
gone. | had time to step back as his face came down near ny right foot. | saw no
reason why | shouldn't bring the two into contact and every reason why | shoul d;
so | did.

He | ay spread-eagled face downwards on the floor, silent and still. | was far
fromsilent nyself, ny breath was comng in great heaving gasps as if | had just
run a mle, and | hadn't even run a hundred yards in years. My arns, ny hands,
ny face were wet with sweat, and it was this that made ne think to get out a
handkerchief and rub it all over ny face. But there was no blood there, and |
couldn't feel any bruise. It would have been very difficult indeed to explain
away a black eye or bleeding nose to VWland when | nmet himlater. | tucked the
handker chi ef away and | ooked at the girl in the doorway. The hand that stil
held the chair-leg was trenbling slightly, her eyes wi de, her lips pale and what
little expression there was on her face couldn't easily have been m sconstrued
as the beginnings of a worshipping adm ration.
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"Did you—did you have to use your boot?" sh< shakily.

"What did you expect me to use?" | asked savagely. " The palm of my hand to
snooth his fevered brow? Be your age, |ady. That guy never heard of Little Lord
Faunt | eroy, he'd have chopped ne into bits and fed nme to the barracuda if he'd
had hal f the chance. Now, just you stand by with your shillelagh there and cl out
Mnif he bats an eyelid—but hard, this time. Not," | added 'hastily, |est she
suspect nme of being a thought ungracious, " that |'m not grateful for what

you' ve already done."

I turned round, already a precious mnute had been lost since | had conme into
the shack, and found what | was |ooking for right away. Several pegs on the
wall's were festooned with tightly-rolled coils of wke and flex, material for
antenna leads and radio repairs. | picked a nice flexible roll of flex and
within a mnute | had the radio operator trussed like a chicken ready for the
broiler, passed a slip knot round his neck and tied the end of it to a cupboard
handl e. There could be sone bells or pushes or phones he night try to reach but
he'd soon give it up when he found that all he was doing was strangling hinself.
| gave the matter of a gag only a passing thought: there nmay be those who know
how to draw a happy nmedian |ine between suffocating a man and naking a gag | oose
enough to pernit breathing without at the same time letting the victim be heard
a hundred yards away, but 1'm not one of them Besides, with that great



hurricane how ing outside he could holler away till he got laryngitis and nobody
bel ow deck woul d ever hear him

I reached for the only other chair in the shack and sat down before the radio.
It was a standard aircraft-type transmtter, | knewit well and I knew how to
operate it. | switched on, tuned it on the wave-leogth the sheriff had given ne
t hrough Kennedy and cl anped on a pair of headphones. | wouldn't have long to
wait, | knew that: the police were keeping a twenty-four hour watch on their
short wave receivers. Wthin three seconds of the end of nmy call-up sign the
head- phones crackled in ny ears.

"Police headquarters. Sheriff Prendergast here. Please go
| threw the transmitter switch from manual to m cro-
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"Car nineteen reporting." The agreed subterfuge wasn't necessary for
identification, every police car in the county had been warned to stay off the
air and the sheriff knew it could only be me: but in these days of enthusiastic
radio " hans," air-wave eavesdroppers abound and | wouldn't have put it past
VWknd's organisation to maintain a permanent |istening watch on the police wave-
lengths. | continued: "Suspect answering to description detained near Ventura
cross-roads. Shall we bring himin?"

Negative," the voice crackled. A pause. W' ve found our man. Pl ease rel ease

suspect . "

| felt as if soneone had given ne a million dollars. Al nost w thout realising
it I relaxed heavily against the back-rest of the chair, the strain of the
keyed-up tension of the past forty-eight hours had been far greater than |I had
realised. The sheer nental relief, the depth of satisfaction | experienced then
surpassed anything | had ever known.

" Car Nineteen," | said again. Even to nyself ny voice didn't sound quite
steady. " Wuld you repeat that, please?"

" Rel ease your suspect," Prendergast said slowy and distinctly. " W have
found our man. Repeat, we have found-----

The transnitter |eapt backwards about two inches, a great jagged hol e appeared
in the centre of the timng band and the radi o shack seened to expl ode about ny
ears so deafening, so shattering was 'the effect of a heavy gun being fired in
that confined space.

| didn't junp nore than a couple of feet and after | cane down | got to ny feet
the normal way, but slowy, carefully. | didn't want anyone getting too nervous
and whoever had pulled that stupid trick, unnecessarily smashing the set and
ti pping off the cops that sonething had gone wong, was very nervous i ndeed.
Al nost as nervous as | felt as | turned slowy round and saw who nmy guest was.

It was Larry and the snoking Colt in his hand was |ined up, as nearly as his
shaki ng hand woul d permit, on a spot somewhere between ny eyes. It |ooked as
large as a howitzer. Hi s lank black hair was plastered wetly over his forehead
and the coal -black eye behind that wavering barrel was jerking and burning and
crazy as a loon's. One eye. | couldn't see the other, | couldn't see any part of
hi m except half his face, his gun-hand and a left forearm crooked round
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Mary Ruthven's neck. The rest of him was hidden behind the girl. | |ooked at
her reproachfully.

Fi ne watchdog you are," | said mldly.

" Shut up!" Larry snarled. " A cop, eh? A John. A dirty crawling doubl e-
crossing screw" He called nme several nanes, all unprintable, his voice a
venonous hiss of hate.

There's a young lady here, friend,” | murmnured.
" Lady? A ------ tranp." He tightened his grip around

her aeck as if it gave him pleasure and | guessed he had at sone tine
nm stakenly tried to make tine with her and the roof had fallen in on him
Thought you were clever, Talbot, didn't you? You thought you knew all the
answers, you thought you had us all fooled, didn't you, cop? But you didn't have
me fooled, Talbot. |'ve been watching you, |'ve been follow ng you every second
since we cane out to the rig." He was jazzed up to the eyebrows, shaking and
junping as if he had the St. Vitus's Dance, and his voice held all the venonobus
and vindictive triumph of the consistently ignored and derided nonentity who has
been proved right in the end while all those who despi sed hi m have been proved
wong. It was Larry's night to sing, and he wasn't going to miss out a single
note. But | had listened to pleasanter voices.

" Didn't know that / knew that you were in cahoots with Kennedy, did you, cop?"
he went ranting on. "And with this tranp. | was watching you when you canme up
from the bathyscaphe ten minutes ago, | saw that snooth-tal king chauffeur give
it to Royale on the head and----- "

How did you know it was Kennedy?" | interrupted. He was dressed up-----

" 1 listened outside the door, mug! | could have finished you off there and
then, but | wanted to see what you were up to. Think / care if Royale gets
sapped down?" He broke off suddenly and swore as the girl went linp on him He
tried to hold her up but heroin is not substitute for protein when it cones to
bui l ding nmuscle and even her slight weight was too much for him He could have
| owered her gently, but he didn't: he stood back abruptly and let her coll apse
heavily on the floor.

| took half a step forward, fists clenched till they hurt, murder in ny heart.
Larry bared his teeth and grinned at nme like a wolf.

"Conme and get it, copper. Come and get it," he whis-
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pered. | looked fromhimto the floor and back again and ny hands slowy
uncl enched. "Scared, aren't you, copper? Yellow, aren't you, copper? Sweet on
her, aren't you, copper? Just like that pansy Kennedy is sweet on her." He

| aughed, a high falsetto giggle carrying the overtones of madness. I"mafraid
a little accident is going to happen to Kennedy whea | get back over to the

ot her side. Wio's going to blame me for gunning him down when | see him sapping
Royal e?"



" Al right,” | said wearily.
see Wland and get it over with."

You're a hero and a great detective. Let's go

W're going to get it over with," he nodded. H's voice was suddenly very

quiet and | think I liked it even less that way. "But you're not going to see
Wyl and, copper, you're never going to see anyone again. |I'mgoing to kill you
Talbot. I'"'mletting you have it now. "

My nmouth felt as if sonmeone had gone over it with a roll of high-atosofbency
bl otting-paper. | could fed the slow heavy beat of nmy heart and the sweat com ng
on the palnms of ny hands. He neant every word he said. He was going to squeeze
the trigger of that heavy Colt and if he lived to be a hundred nothing would
ever give himhalf so nmuch pleasure again. Finish. But | managed to keep ny
voi ce steady.

"So you're going to kill me," | said slowy. "Wy?"
" Because | hate your lousy rotten stinking guts, Talbot, that's why," he

whi spered, a whisper with a shake in it, a horrible sound. " Because you've
ridden me and | aughed at nme from the nmoment we net, hophead this, junky that,
al ways aski ng about ny syringe. Because you're sweet on this danme here and if |

can't get her no one will. And because | hate cops."
He didn't like ne, | could see that. Even when he wasn't talking his nmouth was
wor ki ng and twitching like an epileptic's. He'd just told ne things that | knew

he'd never tell another, and | knew why. Dead nen tell no tales. And that's what
I'd be any second now. Dead. Dead as Herman Jabl onsky. Jablonsky in two feet of
earth, Talbot in 130 feet of water, not that it nmade any difference where you

sl ept when it was all over. And it made things no better to reflect that the end
was going to cone at the hands of a quivering nass of doped-up neuroses

di sgui sed as a human
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"You're going to let nme have it now?" My eye never lifted off that junping
trigger finger.

" That's it." He giggled. " In the guts, |ow down, so | can watch you flop
around for a while. You'll scream and you'll scream and you'll scream and no one
will ever hear it. How do you like it, copper?"”

" Hophead," | said softly. I'd nothing to |ose.

" What?" Hs face was a mask of disbelief. He went into a crouch over his gun
that woul d have been |aughable in different circunstances. It wasn't any strain
at all not to laugh. " What did you say, copper?"

Junky," | said distinctly. You're all doped up so that you don't know what
you're doing. Wiat are you going to do with the body?" It was the first time |I'd
ever thought of nyself as a corose and | didn't care for the feeling very nuch.

" Two of you couldn't lift nme out of here and if they find ne shot in this cabin
they'Il know it was you who did it and then you'll be for the high junmp, because
they still need my services very badly, nore than ever. You won't be popul ar,
Larry boy."

He nodded cunningly as if he had just thought up all this hinself.



" That's right, copper,” he nmurnured. " | can't shoot you in here, can |? W'
have to go outside, won't we, copper? Near the edge, where | can shoot you and
shove you into the sea.™

" That's it," | agreed. This was macabre, this arrangenent for ny own tidy
di sposal, but | wasn't going as crazy as Larry, | was ganbling on nmy |ast hope
But the ganble was crazy enough,

"And then they'Il all be running around and | ooking for you," Larry said
dreamily. " And I'll be running around and |ooking for you too and all the tinme
111 be laughing to nyself and thinking about you and the barracuda down anong
the seaweed there and knowing that |I'm smarter than any one of them'

You have a charming mnd," | said.

"Haven't | now?" Again that high falsetto giggle and | could feel the hairs
rise on the back of nmy neck. He poked at Mary with his foot, but she didn't
stir. " The dane will keep till | come back. | won't be long, will I, copper?
Cone on. You first. And don't forget | have a torch and a gun.”

"I"'mnot likely to forget."
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Neither Mary nor the radio operator had stirred. | was pretty sure that the
operator wouldn't stir for a long tinme, | could still feel the ache in ny fist
and foot. But | wasn't at all sure about Mary, | wasn't even sure that she

wasn't faking, her breathing seemed nuch too quick and irregular for an
unconsci ous person.

" Cone on, now," Larry said inpatiently. He thrust the gun painfully into the
small of nmy back. " Qut.”

I went out, through the door, along the passage and through the outer door on
to the wind and rai n-swept deck beyond. The outer door had opened on the
sheltered side of the radio shack but in a nmoment we would be exposed to the
pile-driving blast of that wind and |I knew that when that nonment cane it woul d
be then or never.

It was then. Urged on by the revolver in nmy back | noved round the corner of
the shack, crouched | ow and barrelling forward into that great wi nd as soon as
it struck nme. Larry wasn't so prepared, not only was he slightly built but he
was standing upright, and the sudden wavering and jerking of the torch beam on
the deck by nmy feet was intimtion enough to nme that the wind had caught Mm off-
bal ance, perhaps sent Mn staggering several feet backward. | |owered nmy head
still farther until | was in the position of a hundred yards sprinter in the
first two steps of the race and lurched forward into the w nd

Alnost at once | realised that | had niscalculated. | had miscal culated the
strength of the wind; running into that hurricane was like running through a
barrel of nolasses. And | had also forgotten that while a seventy mile an hour
wi nd offers an al nbst insuperable resistance to a hunan being it offers
relatively none to a heavy lead slug froma Colt with a rmuzzle velocity of 600
m p. h.



I'd got maybe eight yards when the frantically searching torch beam picked ne
up and steadi ed on nme, and managed to cover perhaps another two before Larry
fired.

Gangsters and hoodluns are notoriously the world's worst marksnen, their usua
nmet hod being to cone within a couple of yards before firing or spraying the
| andscape with a sufficient hail of bullets to nake the |law of averages work for
them and | had heard a hundred tinmes that those boys couldn't hit a barn door at
ten paces. But maybe Larry had never heard of this, or maybe the rule applied
only to bam doore.
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A mule-kick is nothing conpared to the slamm ng stopping power of a forty-five.
It caught ne high up on the left shoulder and spun nme round in a conplete circle
before dropping nme in ny tracks. But it was this that saved ny life, even as |
fell I felt the sharp tug on ny oilskin collar as another slug passed through
it. Those weren't warning shots that Larry was firing: he was out to Kkill

And kill he would if | had renai ned another couple of seconds on that deck
Again | heard the nmuffled boomof the Colt—even at ten yards | could hardly hear
it over the how ing power of that w nd—and saw sparks strike off the deck inches
fromny face and heard the screanming whirr of the spent bullets ricocheting off
into the darkness of the night. But the sparks gave ne hope, it neant that Larry
was using full netal-jacketed slugs, the kind cops use for firing through car
bodi es and | ocked doors, and that nade an awful sight cleaner wound than a
nmushroonmi ng soft-nose. Maybe it had passed clear through the shoul der.

I was on ny feet and running again. | couldn't see where | was running to and |
didn't care, all that mattered was running from A blinding, bulleting gust of
rain whistled across the deck and made ne shut both eyes tight and | loved it.

If | had ny eyes shut so had Larry.

Still with ny eyes shut | bunped into a netal |adder. | grabbed it to steady
nysel f and before | properly realised what | was doing | was ten feet off the
ground and clinbing steadily. Maybe it was just nan's age-old instinct to clinb
high to get out of danger that started ne off but it was the realisation that
this ladder nust lead to sone sort of platform where | might fend off Larry that
kept me goi ng.

It was a wicked, exhausting clinmb. Nornmally, even in that giant wind, it
woul dn't have given nme nuch trouble, but, as it was, | was clinbing conpletely
one-handed. My left shoulder didn't hurt much, it was still too nunb for that,
the real pain would cone later, but for the nonent the entire arm seened to be
paral ysed, and every tine | released a rung with ny right hand and grabbed for
the one above, the wind pushed nme out from the |adder so that ny fingers hooked
round the next rung usually at the full extent of ny arm Then | had to pul
nyself close with ny one good arm and start the process all over again. After
I'"d clinbed about forty rungs ny right arm aad shoul der were beginning to fee
as if they were on fire.
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| took a breather, hooked ny forearm over a rung and | ooked down. One | ook was
enough. | forgot about the pain and weariness and started clinbing faster than
ever, hunching ny way upwards |ike a giant koala bear. Larry was down there at
the foot of the |adder, flickering his torch in all directions and even with



that bird-brain of his it was only going to be a matter of time until it
occurred to himto shine that torch upwards.

It was the longest |adder | had ever clinbed. It seened endless, and | knew now
that it nust be sone part of the drilling derrick, the kdder, | was now al nost
sure, that led up to the " nonkey board," that narrow shelf where a man guided
the half-ton sections of the drill pipe, as it came fromthe ground, into the

storage racks behind. The only thing |I could renmenber about the nonkey was the
cheerless fact that it was devoid of handrail s—those would only get in the way
of the man guiding the heavy drill sections into pkce

A jarring vibrating clang as if the iron |adder had been struck by a sl edge-
hammer was Larry's way of announcing that he had caught sight of me. The bullet
had struck the rung on which nmy foot rested and for one bad nonent | thought it
had gone through ny foot. Wen | realised it hadn't | took another quick |ook
down.

Larry was conming up after me. | couldn't see him but | could see the torch
clutched in one hand naking regularly erratic novenents as he swarnmed his way up
the | adder meking about three tines the speed | was. It wasn't in character
this, Larry could never have been accused of having an excess of courage: either
he was | oaded to the eyes or he was driven by fear—fear that | should escape and
Vyland find out that he had been trying to nurder ne. And there was the further
possibility, and a very strong one, that Larry had only one or two shells left
in '"his gun: he couldn't afford not to nake those count.

| becane gradually aware of |ightness above and around ne. | thought at first
that this nmust be a glow cast fromthe aircraft warning lights on the top of the
derrick, but in the same instant as the thought occurred | knew it to be wong
the top of the derrick was still over a hundred feet above where | was. | took
anot her breather, screwed ny eyes al nbst shut against the stinging |ash of the
rain and peered upwards into the nmurky gl oom

There was a platform not ten feet above ny head, with a
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light shining off feebly to the right. It wasn't rmuch of a light, but enough to
let ne see sonething of the dark maze of girders that was the derrick, enough to
let nme see a dark shadow above and also to the right which | ooked like sone tiny
cabin. And then Larry's torch steadied and shone vertically upwards and | saw
sonething that nade ne feel slightly sick: the platform above was no solid
sheet-netal but open grille-work through which a person's every nove coul d be
seen: gone were my hopes of waiting till Larry's head appeared above the |eve
of the platform and then kicking it off his shoul ders.

I glanced downwards. Larry was no nore than ten feet below, and both his gun
and torch were levelled on nme, 1 could see the dull glint of light on the barre
and the dark hole in the mddle where death hid. One little pull on the trigger
finger and that dark hole would be a streaking tongue of fire in the darkness of
the night. Curtains for Talbot. 1 wondered vaguely, stupidly, if ny eyes would
have time to register the bright flane before the bullet and the oblivion it
carried with it closed ny eyes for ever. . . . And then, slowy, | realised that
Larry wasn't going to fire, not even Larry was crazy enough to fire, not then.
The 185-pound deadwei ght of ny falling body would have brushed him off that
| adder like a fly and fromthat ten-story height neither of us would have
bounced off that steel deck enough so that anyone would notice



I kept on clinbing and reached the top. Had it been a solid platformthere
don't think I would have managed to pull nyself on to it against that w nd, ny
one good hand woul d just have scrabbled about on the snmooth netal surface until
exhaustion overtook ne and | fell back off the ladder: tout as it was | managed
to hook ny fingers in the openwork steel grille and drag nyself on to the
pl at f orm

Larry was close behind. He gestured with his torch and | got his neaning.
noved to one side, past the little cabin at the corner where a lanp on a
recessed shelf threw a faint light that was cut off abruptly at waist |evel, and
wai t ed.

Slowy, carefully, his eyes never leaving ny face, Larry cane over the top and

straightened to his feet. | noved farther along the nonkey-board, slowy,
backwards, with ny face to Larry. On nmy right | could dimy nake out the big
pi pe storage racks, on ny left the edge of the nonkey board, no handrail, just a

sheer drop of a hundred feet.
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Then. | stopped. The gallery of the nonkey-board seened to run all the way
round the outside of the derrick and it would have suited Larry just fine to
have ne out on the northern edge where, wind or no wind, a good shove—er a .45
slug —night have sent ne tunbling direct into the sea a hundred and fifty feet
bel ow.

Larry canme close to nme. He'd switched off his torch now The fixed light on the
cabin side might |eave the |lowernost three feet in darkness, but it was enough
for himand he wouldn't want to take even the rempte chance of anyone spotting a
flickering torchlight and wondering what any crazy person should be doing up on
the nonkey-board in that hurricane wind and with all the work stopped

He halted three feet away. He was panting heavily and he had his wolf grin on
agai n.

Keep going, Tal bot," he shouted.

I shook ny head. " This is as far as I'mgoing." | hadn't really heard him the
response was purely automatic, | had just seen sonething that nmade ne feel ice-
cold, colder by far than the biting lash of that rain. | had thought, down in

the radi o shack, that Mary Ruthven had been pl aying possum and now | knew | had
been right. She had been conscious, she nmust have taken off after us immediately
we had left. There was no mistaking at all that gl eam ng dark-blonde head, those
heavily plaited braids that appeared over the top of the |adder and noved up
into the night.

You fool, | thought savagely, you crazy, crazy little fool. | had no thought
for the courage it nust have taken to make that clinb, for the exhausting
nightmare it nust have been, even for the hope it held out for nyself. | could
feel nothing but bitterness and resentnment and despair and behind all of those
the dim and steadily growing conviction that I'd count the world well lost for
Mary Rut hven.

Get going," Larry shouted again.

So you can shove nme into the sea? No."



"Turn round."
" So you can sap me with that gun and they find me Iying on the deck beneath,
no suspicion of foul play." She was only two yards away now. " Wn't do, Larry
boy. Shine your torch on ny shoulder. My left shoulder."

The flash clicked oa and | heard again that maniac giggle.

" So | did get you, hey, Tal bot?"

You got ne." She was right behind him now, that great
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wi nd had swept away any incautious sound she might have nade. | had been
wat chi ng her out of the corner of my eye, but now | suddenly | ooked straight at
her over Larry's shoulder, ny eyes w dening in hope

Try again, copper,” Larry giggled. " Can't catch me tw ce that way."
Throw your arns round his neck or his legs, | prayed. O throw your coat over
his head. But don't, don't, don't go for his gun-hand.

She went for his gun-hand. She reached round his right side and | plainly heard
the smack as her right hand cl osed over his right wist.

For a monment Larry stood stock-still. Had he junped or tw sted or noved,
woul d have been on to himlike an express train, but he didn't, the very
unexpect edness of the shock tenporarily petrified him It petrified his gun hand
too—+t was still pointing straight at ne.

And it was still levelled at ny heart when he nmade a violent grab for Mary's
right wist with his left hand. A jerk up with his left hand, a jerk down with
his right and his gun-hand was free. Then he noved a little to his left, jerked
her forward a foot, pinned her against the storage racks to the right and
started to twist her wist away from him He knew who he had now and the wolf
grin was back on his face and those coal -bl ack eyes and the gun were | evelled on
me all the time.

For five, maybe ten seconds, they stood there straining. Fear and desperation
gave the girl strength she would never nornally have had, but Larry too was
desperate and he could bring far nore |l everage to bear. There was a half-stifled
sob of pain and despair and she was on her knees before him then on her side,
Larry still holding her wist. | couldn't see her now, only the faint sheen of
her hair, she was below the level of the faint light cast by the lanp. Al |
could see was the nmadness in the face of the man opposite ne, and the I|ight
shining fromthe shelf of the little cabin a few feet behind him | lifted the
heel of ny right shoe off the ground and started to work my foot out of it with
the help of ny left foot. It wasn't even a chance.

Conme here, cop," Larry said stonily. Cone here or I'll give the girl
friend's wist just another little turn and then you can wave her good-bye." He
meant it, it would make
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no difference now, he knew he would have to kill her anyway. She knew too nuch.

I nmoved two steps closer. My heel was out of the right shoe. He thrust the
barrel of the Colt hard against my nmouth, | felt a tooth break and the salt
taste of blood from a gashed upper lip, on the inside. | twisted ny face away,
spat blood and he thrust the revolver deep into ny throat.

"Scared, cop?" he said softly. His voice was no nore than a whisper, but |
heard it above the voice of that great wi nd, maybe it was true enough, this
busi ness of the abnormally hei ghtened sensitivity of those about to die. And I
was about to die.

I was scared all right, | was scared right to the depths as | had never been
scared before. My shoulder was beginning to hurt, and hurt badly, and | wanted
to be sick, that dammed revolver grinding into nmy throat was sending waves of
nausea flooding through me. | drew ny right foot back as far as | could without
upsetting my balance. My right toe was hooked over the tongue of the shoe

" You can't do it, Larry," | croaked. The pressure on ny larynx was agonising
the gun-sight jabbing cruelly into the underside of ny chin. " Kill me and
they'll never get the treasure.”

I'"m laughing." He was, too, a horrible naniacal cackle. See ne, cop, |I'm
[ aughing. |I'd never see any of it anyway. Larry the junky never does. The white
stuff, that's all ny old nan ever gives his ever-loving son."

" Wland?" 1'd known for hours.

" My father. God damm his soul."” The gun shifted, pointed at my | ower stomach
"So |ong, cop."

My right foot was already swi nging forward, snoothly, accelerating, but unseen
to Larry in the darkness.

"I''l'l te)l him good-bye fromyou," | said. The shoe clattered against the
corrugated iron of the little hut even as | spoke.

Larry jerked his head to | ook over his right shoulder to |ocate the source of
this fresh nenace. For a split second of tine, before he started to swi ng round
again, the back of his left jawbone was exposed to nme just as that of the radio
operator had been only a few m nutes before.

I hit him | hit himas if he were a satellite and | was going to send himinto
orbit round the nmoon. | hit himas if
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the Iives of every last man, worman and child in the world depended on it. | hit
himas | had never hit anyone in ny life before, as I knew even as | did it that
I could never hit anyone again.

There came a dull mnuffled snapping noise and the Colt fell from his hands and
struck the grille at nmy feet. For two or three seconds Larry seened to stand
there poised, then, with the unbelievably slow, irrevocable finality of a
toppling factory chimey, he fell out into space.



There was no terror-stricken screaming, no wild flailing of arns and |legs as he
fell to the steel deck a hundred feet below Larry had been dead, his neck
br oken, even before he had started to fall.

CHAPTER Xl

Ei ght mnutes after Larry had died and exactly twenty minutes after | had ieft
Kennedy and Royale in the cabin | was back there, giving the hurriedly pre-
arranged knock. The door was unlocked, and | passed quickly inside. Kennedy
i Mmediately turned the key again while | |ooked down at Royal e, spread-eagled
and unconsci ous on the deck.

" How s the patient been?" | inquired. My breath was coning in heaving gasps,
the exertions of the past twenty minutes and the fact that 1'd run aE the way
back there hadn't hel ped nmy respiration any.

" Restive." Kennedy grinned. " | had to give him another sedative." Then his
eyes took nme in and the snmle slowy faded as he |ooked first at the bl ood
trickling frommnmy nouth then at the hole in the shoulder of the oilskin. " You

| ook bad. You're hurt. Trouble?"

I nodded. " But it's all over now, all taken care of." | was wiggling out of
ny oilskins as fast as | could and | wasn't liking it at all. " | got through on
the radio. Everything is going fine. So far, that is."

Fine, that's wonderful." The words were automatic; Kennedy was pleased enough
to hear ny news but he was far from pleased with the |ooks of nme. Carefully,
gently, he was helping nme out of the oilskins and | heard 'the quick indraw ng
of breath as he saw where 1'd torn ny shirt-sleeve off at the shoulder, the red-
stai ned wads of gauze wi th which
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Mary had pl ugged both sides of the wound—the bullet had passed straight
t hrough, mssing the bone but tearing half the deltoid nuscle away—n the brief
mnute we'd stopped in the radio shack after we'd come down that |adder again.
My God, that must hurt.™”

" Not rmuch."” Not rnuch it didn't, there were a couple of little nen, working on
pi ece-tinme rates, perched on either side of ny shoulder and sawing away with a
crosscut as if their lives depended on it, and ny nouth didn't fed very nuch
better: the broken tooth had |left an exposed nerve that sent violent jolts of
pai n stabbing up through ny face and head every other second. Normally the
conbi nati on would have had ne clinbing the walls: but to-day wasn't a nornal
day.

"You can't carry on like this," Kennedy persisted. "You re |losing blood and----

Can anyone see that |'ve been 'hit in the teeth?" | asked abruptly.

He crossed to a wash-basin, wet a handkerchief and w ped ny face clear of
bl ood.

"1 don't think so," he said consideringly. " To-norrow your upper lip will be
double its size but it hasn't started coming up yet." He smled wthout hunour.



" And as long as the wound in your shoul der doesn't nmake you |laugh out |oud no
one can see that one of your teeth is broken."

" Fine. That's all | need. You know |I've got to do this.” | was slipping oft
the oilskin | eggings and had to re-position the gun in ny wai stband. Kennedy,
beginning to dress up in the oilskins hinself, saw it.

"Larry's?"

| nodded.

"He did the damage?"

Anot her nod.

" And Larry?"

" He won't need any nore heroin where he's gone." | struggled painfully into ny
coat, nore than ever grateful that 1'd left it oft before going. " | broke his
neck. "

Kennedy regarded ne |long and thoughtfully. "You play kind of rough, don't you,
Tal bot ?"

" Not half as rough as you'd have been," | said grimy. "He'd Mary on her hands
and knees on the nonkey-board of the derrick, a hundred feet above the deck, and
he was proposing that she go down again wthout benefit of the |adder."
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He stopped in the mddle of tying the last button on his oilskin, crossed in
two quick strides, grabbed me by the shoulders then released them again at ny
qui ck excl amation of pain.

"Sorry, Talbot. Dam' foolish of ne." H's face wasn't as brown as usual, eyes
and mouth were creased with worry. "How—+s she aD right?"

"She's all right,” | said wearily. "She'll be across here in ten mnutes' tine
and you'll see for yourself. You' d better get going, Kennedy. They'll be back
any mnute.”

" That's right," he nurnmured. " Half an hour, the general said—+t's nearly up
You—you're sure she's all right?"

" Sure I'msure," | said irritably, then at once regretted the irritation. This
man | could get to like very much. | grinned at him "Never yet saw a chauffeur
so worried about his enployer.”

"I"'moff,"” he said. He didn't feel like smling. He reached for a |eather note-
case lying beside ny papers on the desk and thrust it into an inside pocket. "
Mustn't forget this. Unlock the door, will you, and see if the coast is clear? "

| opened the door, saw that it was clear and gave himthe nod. He got his hands
under Royale's arnpits, dragged himthrough the doorway and dunped him
uncerenoni ously in the passage-way outside, beside the overturned chair. Royale
was stirring and noaning: he would be comng to any nonent now. Kennedy | ooked



at me for a few nonents, as if searching for sonmething to say, then he reached
out and tapped nme lightly on the good shoul der

" Good luck, Talbot,” he nmurrmured. " | wish to God | was coming with you."

" 1 wish you were," | said feelingly. " Don't worry, it's just about over now"
I wasn't even kidding nyself, and Kennedy knew it. | nodded to him went inside
and closed the door. | heard Kennedy turn the key in the lock and |eave it
there. | listened, but | didn't even hear his footsteps as he left: for so big a

man he was as silent as he was fast.

Now that | was alone, with nothing to do, the pain struck with redoubled force

The pain and the nausea cane at ne in alternate waves, | could feel the shores
of consci ousness advancing and receding, it would have been so easy just to let
go. But | couldn't let go, not now It was too late now | would have given
anything for sone injection to kill the pain, sonething to see ne through the

next hour or so. |
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was al nost glad when, less than two minutes after Kennedy had left, | heard the
sound of approaching footsteps. W had cut things pretty fine. | heard an
excl amation, the footsteps broke into a run and | went and sat behind ny desk
and picked up a pencil. The overhead light |I had switched off and now | adjusted

the angle extension lanp on the wall so that it shone directly overhead,
throwing ny face in deep shadow. Maybe, as Kennedy had said, ny nouth didn't
show that it had 'been hit but it certainly felt as if it showed and | didn't
want to take any chances.

The key scraped harshly in the |ock, the door crashed open and bounced off the
bul khead and a thug I'd never seen before, built along the sanme lines as Qoatti
junped into the room Hollywod had taught him all about opening doors in
situations like this. If you damaged the panels or hinges or plaster on the wal
it didn't matter, it was the unfortunate proprietor who had to pay up. In this
case, as the door was nade of steel, all he had damaged was his toe and it
didn't require a very close student of human nature to see that there was
not hing he would have liked better than to fire off that automatic he was waving
in his hand. But all he saw was me, with a pencil in my hand and a mldly
i nquiring expression on ny face. He scowled at nme anyway, then turned and nodded
to soneone in the passageway.

Wl and and the general cane in half-carrying a now conscious Royale. It did ny
heart good just to ook at himas he sat heavily in a chair. Between nyself a
coupl e of nights ago and Kennedy to-night we had done a splendid job on hin it
promised to be the biggest facial bruise | had ever seen. Already it was

certainly the nost colourful. | sat there and wondered with a kind of detached
interest—for | could no longer afford to think of Royale with anything except
det achnment —whet her the bruise would still be there when he went to the electric
chair. | rather thought it woul d.

"You been out of this roomthis evening, Talbot?" Wland was rattled and edgy
and he was giving his urbane top executive's voice a rest.

" Sure, | demmterialised nyself and oozed out through the keyhole." | gazed at
Royale with interest. " What's happened to the boy friend? Derrick fall on hinP"



" It wasn't Tal bot." Royale pushed away VWl and's supporting hand, funbled under
his coat and brought out his gun. His tiny deadly little gun, that woul d al ways
be the
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first thought in Royale's mnd. He was about to shove it back when a thought
occurred to him and he broke open the nmagazine. Intact, all the deadly little
cupro-nickel shells there. He replaced the magazine in the automatic and the gun
in his holster and then, alnost as an afterthought, felt in his inside breast
pocket. There was a couple of flickers of his one good eye that a highly
i magi nati ve character mnight have interpreted as enotions of dismay, then relief,
as he said to Wland: " My wallet. It's gone."

" Your wallet?" There was no nistaking Wland's feeling, it was one of pure
relief. "A hit-and-run thief!"

" Your wallet! On ny rig? An outrage, a damnable outrage! " The old boy's
noust ache was waffling to and fro, he had the Method school whacked any day. "
God knows | hold no brief for you, Royale, but on ny rig! I'll have a search

instituted right away and the culprit-----
" You can save yourself the trouble, General," | interrupted dryly. " The
culprit's got the nmoney safely in his pants pocket and the wallet's at the
bottom of the sea. Besides, anyone who takes npbney away from Royal e deserves a
nmedal . "

" You talk too rmuch, friend," VWyland said coldly. He |ooked at ne in a
thoughtful way | didn't like at all and went on softly: "It could have been a
cover-up, a red herring, maybe Royal e was knocked out for some other reason
al together. A reason you night know sonething about, Tal bot."

| felt cold. VWyland was nobody's fool and |I hadn't |ooked for this. If 'they
got suspicious and started searching ne and found either Larry's gun or the
wound—and they woul d be bound to find both—then this was definitely Talbot's
farewel | appearance. Next norment | felt colder still. Royale said: " Mybe it
was a plant," rose groggiiy to his feet, crossed over to ny desk and stared down
at the papers in front of me.

This was it. | renenbered now the far too carefully casual glance Royal e had
given the papers as he had left the room 1'd covered maybe half a sheet wth
letters and figures before he had gone and hadn't added a single letter or
figure since. It would be akE the proof that Royale would ever want. | kept
| ooking at his face, not daring to glance down at the papers, wondering how nany
bull ets Royale could punp into me before |I could even start dragging
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Larry's cannon from ny wai stband. And then, incredulously, | heard Royal e
speak.

" We're barking up the wong tree. Talbot's in the clear. He's been working,
M. Wiland. Pretty well non-stop, | should say."

| glanced at the papers in front of ne. Wi ere I'd left half a page of scribbled
figures and letters there were now two and a half pages. They had been witten
with the same pen and it would have taken a pretty close ook to see that they



hadn't been witten by the same hand—and it was upside down to Royale. The

scri bbl ed nonsense was as neani ngl ess as ny own had been, but it was enough, it
was more than enough, it was ny passport to life, given ne by Kennedy, whose
acute foresight in this case had far outstripped ny own. I wi shed I had net
Kennedy nont hs ago.

" OK So it's sonebody short of cash." VWyland was satisfied, the natter
di smssed fromhis nmnd. "How did you make out, Talbot? W're getting pushed for
time."

" No worry," | assured him " Al worked out. Guaranteed. Five mnutes
but t oni ng-up down in the scaphe and we're set to go."

" Excellent." VWland | ooked pleased but that was only because he didn't know
what | knew. He turned to the thug who had kicked the door open. " The general's
daughter and his chauffeur—you'll find themin the general's stateroom They're
to conme here at once. Ready, Tal bot?"

" Ready." | got to nmy feet, a bit shakily, but conpared to Royale | | ooked
positively healthy and nobody noticed. " |I've had a long hard day, Wyland.
could do with sonething to fortify nme before we go bel ow "

" 1'"ll be surprised if Cbatti and his friend haven't enough supplies to stock
a bar." Wland was seeing the end of the road, he was all good humour now. "
Conme al ong."

We trooped out into the corridor and along to the door of the room that gave
access to the caisson. Wland gave his secret knock—+ was glad to note that it
was still the same—and we went inside

VWl and had been right, Cbatti and his friend did indeed do thenselves well in
the liquor line and by the time | had three stiff fingers of Scotch inside ne
the two little nen sawing with the crosscut on ny shoul der had given up the
pi ece-work and were back on tine rates and | no longer felt |ike banging ny head
against the wall. It seened logical to
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expect that the inprovenent mght be maintained if | poured nyself another shot
of anaesthetic and |I'd just done this when the door opened and the thug Wyl and
had sent to the other side of the rig appeared, ushering in Mary and Kennedy. My
heart had been through a lot that night, heavy overtime stuff to which it wasn't
accustoned, but it only required one look at Mary and it started doing its
handsprings again. My mind wasn't doing handsprings, though, | |ooked at her
face and nmy mind was filled with ail sorts of pleasant thoughts about what 1'd
like to do to Wland and Royale. There were big bluish-dark patches under her
eyes, and she | ooked white and strained and nore than a little sick. I'd have
taken any odds that that last half hour with ne had scared and shaken her as
she'd never been scared and shaken before. It had certainly scared and shaken ne
enough. But neither VWyland nor Royaie seened to notice anything am ss, people
forced to associate with them and not scared and shaken would be the exception
rather than the rule.

Kennedy didn't | ook scared and shaken, he didn't | ook anything at all except
the perfect chauffeur. But Royale wasn't any nore fooled than | was. He turned
to Cbatti and his side-kick and said: " Just go over this bird here, wll you,
and see that he's not wearing anything that he shouldn't be wearing,"



Wyl and gave him a questioning | ook.

"He may be as harnl ess as he | ooks—but | doubt it," Royale explained. " He's
had the run of the rig this after-I noon. He might just possibly have picked up
a gun and if

he has he might just possibly get the drop on Cibatti and the others when they
weren't |ooking." Royale nodded to the door in the convex wall. " | just
woul dn't fancy clinbing a hundred feet up an iron |adder with Kennedy pointing a
gun down the way all the tine."

They searched Kennedy and found nothing. Royale was snmart all right, you could
have put in your eye all the bits he mssed. But he just wasn't snart enough. He
shoul d have searched ne.

" W don't want to hurry you, Talbot," Wland said with el aborate sarcasm

" Right away," | said. | sent down the |ast of the anaesthetic, frowned
owishly at the notes in ny hand, folded them away in a pocket and turned
towards the entrance
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door to the pillar. | carefully avoided |ooking at Mary, the general or
Kennedy.

VWl and touched nme on ny bad shoulder and if it hadn't been for the anaesthetic
I'd have gone through the deckhead. As it was | junmped a couple of inches and
the two |umberjacks on ny shoulder started up again, sawi ng away nore
i ndustriously than ever.

" Getting nervous, aren't we? " VWyland sneered. He nodded at a mechani sm on the
table, a sinple solenoid switch that |1'd brought up from the scaphe. "Forgotten
somet hi ng, haven't you?"

No. W won't be needing that any nore."

"Right, on your way. You first. . . . Watch themreal close, Qpatti, won't
you?"

" 1"l watch them boss," Qoatti assured him He would, too, he'd bend his gun
over the head of the first person to breathe too deeply. The general and Kennedy
weren't going to pull any fast ones when VWland and Royale were down there with
me in the bathyscaphe, they'd stay there under gun-point until we returned. |
was sure that Wland would even have preferred to have the general with us in
t he bat hyscaphe as extra security, but apart fromthe fact that the scaphe held
only three in confort and Vyland would never nove into the |east danger w thout
his hatchetman by his side, that 180-rung descent was far too much for the old
general to | ook at.

It alnost proved too nuch for nme, too. Before | was hal fway down, my shoul der,
arm and neck felt as if they were bathed in a nmould of nmolten |ead, and the
waves of fiery pain were shooting up into ny head and there the fire turned to
dar kness, and down into ny chest and stomach and there they turned to nausea
Several times the pain and the darkness and the nausea all but engulfed ne. |
had to cling on desperately with ny one good hand until the waves subsided and



full consciousness returned. Wth every rung descended the periods of darkness
grew | onger and awareness shorter, and | mnust have descended the last thirty or
forty rungs like an automaton, from instinct and nenory and sonme strange sort of
sub-conscious willpower. The only point in nmy favour was that, courteous as
ever, they had sent nme down first so that | wouldn't have to fight the
tenptation of dropping sonething heavy oa their heads, and so they weren't able
to
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see how | was suffering. By the tine | had reached the platformat the bottom
and the last of them€ batti's friend, who was to close the platform hatch—had

arrived, | was at least able to stand up w thout swaying. My face, | think, nust
have been the colour of paper and it was bathed in sweat, but the illum nation
fromthe tiny lanp at the foot of that cylindrical tonb was so faint that there
was little danger of Vyland or Royale detecting anything unusual. | suspected

that Royale wouldn't be feeling so good after the trip either, any man who has
sustai ned a blow or blows sufficient to put himaway for half an hour isn't
going to be feeling on top of his forma nere fifteen mnutes after he recovers.
As for Wland, | had a faint suspicion that he was nore than a little scared and
that his prinmary concern, at the nonent, would be hinself and the journey that

| ay ahead of us.

The platform hatch was opened and we cl anbered down through the entrance
fl oodi ng chanber of the bathyscaphe into the steel ball below | took the
greatest care to favour ny bad shoul der when | was negotiating the sharp, al nost
right-angle bend into the observation chanber and the journey wasn't any nore
than agonising. | switched on the overhead light and nmade for the circuit boxes
|l eaving Wl and to secure the flooding-chanber hatch. Half a minute |ater he
wriggled into the observation chanber and shut the heavy wedge-shaped circul ar
door behi nd him

They were both suitably inpressed by the profusion and confusion of the wres
dangling fromthe circuit boxes and if they weren't equally inpressed by the
speed aad efficiency with which, barely consulting nmy notes, | buttoned them all
back in place again, they ought to have been. Fortunately, the circuit boxes
were no higher than waist level, ny left armwas now so far gone that | could
use it only fromthe el bow downwards.

| screwed honme the |last |ead, shut the box covers and started to test all the
circuits. Wland watched nme inpatiently ; Royale was watching ne with a face
which, in its expressionlessness and battered appearance, was a fair match for
the great Sphinx of G za; but | remained unnoved by VWyland' s anxiety for haste—+
was in this bathyscaphe too and I was in no mnd to take chances. Then | turned
on the control rheostats for the two battery-powered engines, turned to Vyland
and pointed at a pair of flickering dials.

Fear is the Key ' 195
"The engines. You can hardly hear themin here but
they're running just as they should. Ready to go?"

Yes." He licked his lips. " Ready when you are.™



I nodded, turned the valve control to flood the entrance chanber, pointed to
the m crophone which rested on a bracket at head- hei ght between Royal e and
nyself and turned the wall-switch to the " on" position. " Maybe you'd like to
give the word to blow the air fromthe retaining rubber ring?"

He nodded, gave the necessary order and repkced the mcrophone. | switched it
of f and waited.

The bat hyscaphe had been rocking gently, through maybe a three or four degree
arc in a fore-and-aft |ine when suddenly the novenent ceased al together. |
gl anced at the depth gauge. It had been registering erratically, we were close
enough to the surface for it to be affected by the great deep-troughed waves
rolling by overhead, but even so there could be no doubt that the average depths
of the readings had perceptibly increased.

"We've dropped clear of the leg,”" |I told Wland. | switched on the vertica
searchlight and pointed through the Plexiglas wi ndow at our feet. The sandy
bottom was now only a fathom away. " What direction, quick—+ don't want to

settle in that."
"Strai ght ahead, just how you're pointing."

| nmade the interlock switch for the two engi nes, advanced to hal f-speed and
adjusted the planes to give us the maximum forward lift. It was little enough,
not nore than two degrees: unlike the lateral rudder the depth planes on the
bat hyscaphe gave the bare m nimum of control, being quite secondary for the
purpose of surfacing and diving. | slowy advanced the engines to maxinmm

" Al nost due south-west." Wland was consulting a slip of paper he had brought
from his pocket " Course 222&deg;."

"True?"
" What do you nmean ' true'," he snapped angrily. Now that he had his w shes
answered and the bathyscaphe a going concern Wland didn't like it at all

Cl aust rophobic, at a guess.
"Is that the true direction or is it for this conpass?" | asked patiently.
" For this conpass.”
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"Has it been corrected for deviation?"

He consulted his slip of paper again. " Yes. And Bryson said that as long as we
took off straight in this direction the netal in the rig' s legs wouldn't affect

us."

| said nothing. Bryson, the engineer who had died fromthe bends, where was he
now? Not a couple of hundred feet away, | felt pretty certain. To drill an oil -
well maybe two and a half miles deep they'd have needed at |east six thousand
bags of cenment and the two bucketsful of that needed to ensure that Bryson woul d
remain at the bottom of the ocean until long after he was an unidentifiable
skel eton woul dn't even have been mi ssed.



Five hundred and twenty netres,” Wland was saying. "Fromthe leg we've |eft
to the plane."” The first nention ever of a plane. " Horizontal distance, that
is. Allowing for the drop to the bottom of the deep, about six hundred and
twenty nmetres. Or so Bryson said.”

"Where does this deep begi n?"
" About two-thirds of the distance from here. At a hundred and forty feet—

al nost the sane depth as the rig is standing in. Then it goes down about thirty
degrees to four hundred and eighty feet."

I nodded, but said nothing. | had always heard that you couldn't fed two mgjor
sources of pain at the sanme tine but people were wong. You could. My arm
shoul der and back were a wide sea of pain, a pain punctuated by jolting stabbing
spear-points of agony from ny upper jaw. | didn't feel |ike conversation,
didn't feel like anything at all. | tried to forget the pain by concentrating on
the job on hand.

The towrope attaching us to the pillar was, | had discovered, wound round an
electrically driven power drum But the power was unidirectional only, for
reeling in the wire on the return journey. As we were noving just then it was
bei ng paid out against a weak spring carrying with it the insulated phone cable
which ran through the centre of the wire, and the nunber of revolutions nade by
the drum showed on a counter inside the observation chanber, giving us a fairly
accurate idea of the distancee covered. It also gave us an idea of our speed.
The maxi mum the bat hyscaphe could do was two knots, but even the slight drag
of fered by the tow cabl e paying out behind reduced this to one knot. But it was
fast enough. W hadn't far to go.

Vyl and seened nore than content to |eave the running of
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the bathyscaphe to nme. He spent nobst of his time peering rather apprehensively
out of a side window Royale's one good cold unw nking eye never left ne; he
wat ched every separate tiny novenment and adjustnent | mnmade but it was only pure
habit; | think his ignorance of the principles and controls of the bathyscaphe
were pretty weE conplete. They nust have been: even when | turned the intake
control of the carbon dioxide absorption apparatus right down to its m ninum
operating figure it neant nothing to him

W were drifting slowy along about ten feet above the floor of the sea, nose
tilted slightly upwards by the drag of the wire, our guide-rope dangling down
bel ow the observati on chanber and just brushing the rock and coral formations or
draggi ng over a sponge-bar. The darkness of the water was absolute, but our two
searchlights and 'the |ight streami ng out through the Plexiglas w ndows gave us
light enough to see by. One or two groupers loafed lazily by the w ndows,
absent-mndedly intent on their own business; a snake-bodied barracuda withed
its lean grey body towards us, thrust its evil head against a side w ndow and
stared in unblinkingly for alnbst a minute; a school of what |ooked |ike Spanish
mackerel kept us conpany for sone tinme, then abruptly vani shed in an expl odi ng
flurry of notion as a bottle-nosed shark cruised majestically into view,
propelling itself along with a barely perceptible notion of its long powerful
tail. But, for the nobst part, the sea-floor seenmed deserted; perhaps the storm
ragi ng above had sent nost fish off to seek deeper waters



Exactly ten minutes after we had left, the sea-floor abruptly dropped away
beneath us in what seemed, in the sudden yawni ng darkness that our searchlight
could not penetrate, an alnost vertical cliff-face. | knew this to be only
illusion; VWyland would have surveyed the ocean bed a dozen times and if he said
the angle was only 30&deg; it was alnpbst certainly so, but nevertheless the
i mpression of a sudden bottonl ess chasm was overwhel m ng

" This is it," Wland said in a |low voice. On his snooth polished face | could
make out the faint sheen of sweat. "Take her down, Tal bot."

" Later." | shook ny head. " If we start descending now that towrope we're
trailing is going to pull our tail right up. Qur searchlights can't shine ahead,
only vertically downwards. Want that we should crash our nose into some out-
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crop of rock that we can't see? Want to rupture the for'ard gasoline tank?—
don't forget the shell of those tanks is only thin sheet netal. It only needs
one split tank and we'll have so rmuch negative buoyancy that we can never rise
agai n. You appreciate that, don't you, Vyland?"

Hs face gleaned with sweat. He wet his lips again and said: "Do it your way,
Tal bot . "

I did it my way. | kept on course 222&deg; until the toww re recorder showed
600 netres, stopped the engine and let our slight preponderance of negative
buoyancy, which our forward novenent and angled planes had so far overcone, take
over. W settled gradually, in a maddeningly deliberate slow notion, the
fathonmeter needle hardly appearing to nove. The hangi ng weight of the towwre
aft tended to pull us astern, and at every ten fathons, between thirty and
seventy, | had to ease ahead on the notors and pay out a little nore wre.

At exactly seventy-six fathons our searchlights picked up the bed of the sea

No rock or coral or sponge bars here, just little patches of greyish sand and
long black stretches of nud. | started the two notors again, advanced them

al rost to hal f-speed, trimmed the planes and began to creep forward very slowy
i ndeed. W& had to nove only five yards. Bryson's estinmate had been al nost
exactly right; with 625 nmetres showing on the towwre indicator | caught a
glinpse of sonething thrusting up fromthe bed of the sea, alnost out of our
line of visionto the left. It was the tail-plane of an aircraft, we had
overshot our target to the right, the nose of the plane was pointing back in the

direction fromwhich we had cone. ... | put the notors in reverse, started up
the towwire drum backed about twenty yards then cane forward again, angling to
the left. Arrived at what | judged to be the right spot, | put the notors

nmonentarily into reverse, then cut them out altogether. Slowy, surely, the

bat hyscaphe began to sink: the dangling guide rope touched bottom but this

| essening of weight failed to overcone the slight degree of negative buoyancy as
it should have done, and the base of the observation chanber sank heavily into
the black nud of the ocean fl oor.

Only fifteen nminutes had el apsed since |I'd turned down the intake control of
the carbon nonoxi de absorption unit but already the air in the cabin was grow ng
foul. Neither Wknd nor Royale seened to be affected; naybe they
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thought that that was the normal atnospheric condition, but they probably
didn't even notice it. Both of them were conpletely absorbed in what could be
seen, brightly illumnated by the for'ard searchlight, through our for'ard
observati on w ndow.

I was absorbed in it nyself, God only knew. A hundred tines | had wondered how
I'd feel, how I'd react when | finally saw, if ever | saw, what was |lying half-

buried in the nud outside. Anger | had expected, anger and fury and horror and
heart break and maybe nore than a little of fear. But there was none of those
things in ne, not any nore. | was aware only of pity and sadness, of the nost

abysmal nel ancholy | had ever known. Maybe ny reactions were not what | had
expected because my mnd was befogged by the swirling msts of pain, but | knew
it wasn't that: and it nade things no better to know that the pity and the

nel ancholy were no |onger for others but for nyself, nelancholy for the nenories
that were all | would ever have, the pity a self-pity of a man irretrievably
lost in his |oneliness.

The plane had sunk about four feet into the mud. The right wi ng had vani shed—t
nmust have broken off on inpact with the water. The left wing-tip was gone, but
the tail unit and fuselage were stili conpletely intact except for the riddled
nose, the starred and broken glass that showed how the DC had died. W were
close up to the fuselage, the bow of the bathyscaphe was overhangi ng the sunken
cabin of the plane and the observation chanber no nore than six feet distant
from those shattered wi ndows and al nost on the sane |evel. Behind the snashed
wi ndscreens | could see two skeletons: the one in the captain's seat was still
upright, |eaning against the broken side w ndow and held in position by the seat
belt, the one in the co-pilot's seat was bent far over forward and al nost out of
si ght.

"Wonderful, eh, Talbot? Isn't that just sonething?" Vyland, his claustrophobic
fear in nonentary abeyance, was actually rubbing his hands together. " After al
this time—but it's been worth it, it's been worth it! And intact, too! | was
scared it mght have been scattered all over the floor of the sea. Should be no
bot her for an experienced salvage man |like yourself, eh, Talbot?" He didn't wait
for an answer but turned away inmediately to stare out the wi ndow and gloat. "
Wonderful ," he repeated again. " Just wonderful."
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" 1t's wonderful," | agreed. | was surprised at the steadiness, the
indifference in my own voice. " Wth the exception of the British frigate De
Braak, sunk in a storm off the Delaware coast in 1798, it's probably the biggest
underwater treasure in the western hem sphere. Ten nillion, tw hundred and
fifty thousand dollars in gold specie, eneralds and uncut dianmonds."

"Yes, sir." Vyland had forgotten he was an urbane top executive and he was back
at the hand-washing again. " Ten

mllion, two hundred and------ H's voice trailed off slowy,
faltered to a stop. " How-how did you know that, Tal bot?" he whi spered
"I knew it before you ever heard of it, VWland," | said quietly. Both of them

had turned away from the wi ndow and were staring at nme, VWyland with a m xture of
puzzl emrent, suspicion and the beginnings of fear, Royale with his one good,



cold, flat, marbled eye wider than | had ever seen it. You're not quite so
smart as the general, I'mafraid, VWland. Neither am | for that matter. He
caught on to ne this norning, VWyland. |1've worked out why. Do you know why,
VWl and? Do you want to know why?"

" What are you tal king about?" he denmanded hoarsely.

"He's snmart, is the general." | went on as if | hadn't heard the interruption.
He saw when we | anded on the rig this norning that | only hid my face until |
was certain that a certain person wasn't anmong the reception committee and that
then | didn't bother any longer. Careless of me, | adnmit. But that tipped him
off to the fact that I wasn't a murderer—f | were |I'd have hidden ny face from
everybody—and it also tipped himoff to the fact that | had been out on the rig
before and was frightened someone there would recognise ne. He was right on both
counts—+ wasn't a murderer, and | had been out on the rig before. In the very
early hours of this norning."

Vyl and had nothing to say, the shattering effect of my words, the linitless
avenues of dark possibilities they were opening up had him conpletely off

bal ance, too confused even to begin to put his conflicting thoughts into words
" And the general noticed sonething else,” I went on. " He noticed 'that when
you were telling nme about this salvage job that | never once asked the first,
the nost obvious question in the world—what was the treasure to be sal vaged,
what kind of vessel or aircraft the treasure was in, if any. |
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never once asked one of those questions, did I, Wland? Again careless of neg,
wasn't it, Vyland? But you never noticed. But General Ruthven noticed, and he
knew there could be only one answer— already knew. "

There was a pause of perhaps ten seconds, then Vyland whispered: "Wo are you,
Tal bot ?"

" No friend of yours, Wland." | sniled at him as near as ny aching upper jaw
would allow. " You're going to die, Vyland, you're going to die in agony and
you're going to use your last breath on earth cursing ny name and the day you
ever net ne."

Anot her silence, deeper even than the one that had gone before. | w shed |
could snoke, but it was inpossible inside that cabin, and heaven only knew the
air there was foul enough already, our breathing was already unnaturally
qui ckened, and sweat was beginning to trickle down our faces.

" Let ne tell you a little story," | went on. " It's not a fairy story but
we'll start it with ' Once upon a tine' for all that.

" Once upon a tinme there was a certain country with a very snmall navy—a couple
of destroyers, a frigate, a gunboat. Not nuch of a navy, is it, Wland? So the
rulers decided to double it. They were doing pretty well in the petroleum and
coffee export markets, and they thought they could afford it. Mnd you, they
could have spent the noney in a hundred nore profitable ways but this was a
country much given to revolution and the strength of any current government
| argely depended on the strength of the armed forces under their control. Let's
doubl e our navy, they said. Wo said, Wland?"



He tried to speak, but only a croak canme out. He wet his |ips and said:
" Col onbi a. "

" However did you know, | wonder? That's it, Colonbia. They arranged to get a
coupl e of second-hand destroyers fromBritain, sone frigates, m ne-sweepers and
gunboats from the United States. Considering that those second-hand ships were
al nost brand new, they got them dead cheap: 10,250,000 dollars. But then the
snag: Colonbia was in a state of threatened revolution, civil war and anarchy,
the value of the peso was tunmbling abroad and Britain and the United States, to
whom a conbi ned paynent was to be made, refused to deliver against the peso. No
i nternational
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bank would |look at Colonbia. So it was agreed that the paynent be nmade in Kkind.
Sone previous government had inmported, for industrial purposes, two nmillion
dol lars' worth of uncut Brazilian diamonds which had never been used. To that
was added about two and a half mllion dollars' worth of Col onbian gold, near
enough two tons in 28-1b. ingots: the bulk of the paynent, however, was in cut
eneral ds—+ need hardly remnd you, Vyland, that the Mizo mines in the Eastern
Andes are the nost fanmpbus and inportant source of eneralds in the world. O
per haps you know?"

VWyland said nothing. He pulled out his display handkerchief and nopped his
face. He | ooked sick.

" No matter. And then canme the question of transport. It was supposed to have
been flown out to Tanmpa, on its first leg, by an Avianca or Lansa freighter but
all the donestic national airlines were tenporarily grounded at the beginning of
May, 1958, when the new elections were com ng up. Sone nenbers of the permanent
civil service were desperately anxious to get rid of this noney in case it fel
into the wong hands, so they |ooked around for a foreign-owned freight airline
operating only external flights. They picked on the Trans-Carib Air Charter Co.
Ll oyd's agreed to transfer the insurance. The Trans-Carib freighter filed a
false flight plan and took off from Barranquilla, heading for Tanpa via the
Yucatan Strait.

" There were only four people in that plane, Vyland. There was the pilot, a
twin brother of the owner of the Trans-Carib Line. There was the co-pilot who
al so doubl ed as navigator, and a worman and a small child whom it was thought
wi ser not to |eave behind in case things went wong at the elections and it was
found out the part played by the Trans-Carib in getting the nobney out of the
country.

" They filed a false flight plan, VWland, but that didn't do them any good at
all for one of those noble and hi gh-mnded civil servants who had been so
anxious to pay the debt to Britain and America was as crooked as they cone and a
creature of yours, VWyland. He knew of the true flight plan, and radi oed you. You
were in Havana, and you'd everything laid on, hadn't you, Vyland?"

" How do you know all this?" VWyland croaked.

" Because | anm+ was—the owner of the Trans-Carib Air Charter Co." | felt
unutterably tired, | don't know whether it was because of the pain or the foul
air or just because of
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the overwhel mi ng sense of the enptiness of living. "I was grounded at Belize
in British Honduras, at the tine, but | managed to pick themup on the radi o—
after they had repaired it. They told nme then that soneone had tried to bl ow up
the plane, but | know now that wasn't quite true, all they had tried to do was
to weck the radio, to cut the DC off fromthe outer world. They al nbst
succeeded—but not quite. You never knew, did you, VWyland, that soneone was in
radio contact with that plane just before it was shot out of the sky. But | was.
Just for two minutes, Wland." | looked at himslowy, consideringly, emptily. "
Two little mnutes that nmean you die to-night."

Wl and stared at ne with sick terror in his eyes. He knew what was coning al
right, or thought he knew. he knew now who | was, he knew now what it was to
nmeet a nan who had | ost everything, a nman to whom pity and conpassi on were no
| onger even words. Slowly, as if at the expense of great effort and pain, he
twisted his head to | ook at Royale, but, for the first tinme ever, there was no
confort, no security, no know edge of safety to be found there, for the
i ncredi bl e was happening at last: Royale was afraid

I half-turned and pointed at the shattered cabin of the DC

Take a good | ook, VWyland,"” | said quietly. Take a good | ook at what you've
done and feel proud of yourself. In the captain's seat—that skel eton was once
Peter Talbot, my twin brother. The other is Elizabeth Tal bot—she was ny wife,
VWland. In the back of the plane will be all that's left of a very little boy.

John Tal bot, ny son. He was three and a half years old. |I've thought a thousand
times about how ny little boy died, VWland. The bullets that killed nmy wife and
brot her woul dn't have got him he'd have been alive till the plane hit the

water. Maybe two or three nminutes, the plane tunbling and falling all through
the sky. VWland, and the little boy sobbing and screaming and terrified out of
his nmind, and his nother not coning when he called her name. Wen he called her
nane over and over again. But she couldn't cone, could she, Vyland? She was
sitting in her seat, dead. And then the plane hit the water and even then

per haps, Johnny was still alive. Maybe the fuselage took tinme to sink—t happens
that way often, you know, Wland—or it had air trapped inside it when it sank

I wonder how long it was before the waters closed over him Can't you see it,

Wl and, three years old, screaming and struggling and

204 Fear is the Key

dying and no one near hin? And then the scream ng and struggling stopped and ny
little boy was drowned."

| | ooked out at the snmashed plane cabin for a long tinme, or what seened like a
long tinme, and when | turned away Wyl and caught ny right arm | pushed him off
and he fell on the duckboard floor, staring up at ne with w de, panic-stricken
eyes. His nmouth was open, his breathing coming in quick, harsh gasps, and his
entire body was trenmbling. Royale was still in control of himself, but only
just: ivory-knuckl ed hands rested on his knees and his eyes were noving
constantly about the observation chamber, a hunted aninmal seeking a way to
escape.

"y

ve waited a long tine for this, Wiland," | went on. I've waited two years
and four nonths and | don't believe |I've ever thought for five minutes about
anything else in all that tinme.



I"ve nothing left to live for, VWland, you can understand that. |'ve had
enough. | suppose it's nacabre, but I'd kind of like to stay here beside them
|'ve stopped kidding nmyself about the point in carrying on living. There's none
not any nore, so |I might as well stay here. There's no point now, because all
that's kept ne going was the pronmise | nmade nyself on the third of My, 1958

that 1'd never rest again till 1'd sought out and destroyed the nman who had
destroyed life for ne. That 1've done, and there's no nore now. It should spoil
it for ne, | suppose, the thought that you'll be here also, but on the other

hand | suppose it's kind of fitting. The killers and their victins, all together
in the end."

"You're mad," Vyland whispered. "You re mad. \VWat are you sayi ng?"

" Only this. Renenber that electrical switch that was |left on the table? The
one you asked about and | said ' W won't be needing that any nore'? Well, we
won't. Not any nore. That was the nmaster control for the ballast rel ease
switches and without it the ballast release is conpletely jinxed. And w thout
rel easing ballast we can never rise again. Here we are, Vyland, and here we
stay. For ever."

i
CHAPTER XI |

The sweat poured down our faces in rivulets. The tenperature had risen to
al nost 120&deg; Fahrenheit, the air was hum d and now al nbst indescribably foul
Qur hoarse rasping gasps as we fought for oxygen was the only sound in that tiny
steel ball resting on the floor of the Gulf of Mexico, 480 feet below the |eve
of the sea.

" You jinxed it?" Wland s voice was a weak incredul ous whi sper, his eyes near-
crazed with fear, " W' re—we're stuck

here? Here, in this----- " His voice faded away as he turned

his head and started | ooking around with all the terror-stricken desperation of
a cornered rat about to die. Wiich was ail he was.

"There's no way out, Vyland," | assured himgrimy. " Only through that
entrance hatch. Maybe you want to try opening it?—at this depth there can only
be a pressure of fifty tons or so on the outside of it. And if you could open

it—ell, you'd be flattened half an inch thick against the opposite bul khead.
Don't take it too badly, Wland—the |ast few mnutes will be agony such as
you' ve never believed man could know, you'll be able to see your hands and your

face turning blue and purple in the last few seconds before all the major blood
vessels in your lungs start to rupture, but soon after that you'll----- "

" Stop it, stop it!" Wland screanmed. " For Cod's sake stop it! Get us out of
here, Tal bot, get us out of here! I'll give you anything you like, one nmllion
two mllions, five mllions. You can have it all, Talbot, you can have it all!"’
His nmouth and face worked |like a nmaniac's, his eyes were staring out of his
head.

" You make nme sick," | said dispassionately. " |I wouldn't get you out if I
could, Wknd. And it was just in case that | might be tenpted that | left the
control switch up in the rig. W' ve got fifteen, naybe twenty minutes to live
if you can call the screanming agony well know living. O, rather, the agony



you'll know." | put my hand to ny coat, ripped off the central button and thrust
it into my nouth. " | won't know a thing, |'ve been prepared for this for
months. That's
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no button, VWland, it's a concentrated cyani de capsule. One bite on that and
"Il be dead before |I know |I'm dying."

That got him Dribbling froma corner of his nmouth and babbling incoherently,
he flung hinself on nme, with what purpose in mnd | don't know He was too
crazed to know hinself. But | had been expecting it, a heavy spanner lay to hand
and |'d picked it up and swng it before he even touched ne. It wasn't nuch of a
bl ow, but it was enough: he reeled backwards, struck Us head against the casing
and col | apsed heavily on the fl oor.

That left Royale. He was half-sitting, half-crouched on his little canvas
stool, his sphinx-like control had conpletely snapped, he knew he had only
mnutes to live and his face was working overtime making up for all those
expressions it hadn't used in those many years. He saw closing in on hinself
what he had neted out to so many victinms over so long a tinme and the tal ons of
fear were squeezing deep, reaching for the innernost corners of his mind. He
wasn't panic-stricken yet, not conpletely out of control as Wl and had gone, but
his capacity for reason, for thought, was gone. Al he could think to do was
what he always thought to do in an enmergency and that was of using his deadly
little black gun. He had it out now and it was pointing at me, but | knew it
meant nothing, it was purely a reflex action and he had no intention of using
it. For the fiist time Royale had nmet a problem that couldn't be solved by a
squeeze of the trigger finger.

" You're scared, Royale, aren't you?" | said softly. It was an effort now even
to speak, ny nornmal breathing rate of about sixteen was now up to fifty, and it
was difficult to get the tine to force out a word.

He said nothing, just |ooked at ne, and all the devils in hell were in the
depth of those black eyes. For a second tine in forty-eight hours, and this tine
in spite of the humdity, the foul and evil-snelling air in that cabin, |I could
have sworn | caught the snell of newturned, noist, fresh earth. The snell you
get from an open grave.

"The big bad hatchet-nman," | whispered huskily. "Royale. Royale the killer.
Think of all the people who used to trenmble, who still do trenble, whenever they
hear the breath of your nane? Don't you w sh they could see you now? Don't you,
Royal e? Don't you wi sh they could see you trenbling? You are trenbling, Royale,
aren't you?
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You're terrified as you've never been terrified in your life.

Aren't you, Royal e?"

Again he said nothing. The devils were still in his eyes, but they weren't

wat ching ne any nore, they were riding herd on Royale, they were digging deep
into the dark recesses of that dark mnd, the shift and play of expression on



his contorted face was evidence enough that they were pulling him every which
way but the overall pull was towards the dark precipice of conplete breakdown,
of that overmastering fear that wears the cloak of insanity.

"Like it, Royale?" | said hoarsely. "Can't you fed your throat, your |ungs
starting to hurt? | can feel nmine—and | can see your face starting to turn bl ue.
Not rmuch, yet, just starting under the eyes. The eyes and the nose, they al ways
show up first." | thrust nmy hand into nmy display pocket, brought out a little
rectangl e of polished chrome. " A mrror,, Royale. Don't you want to look in it?
Don't you want to see----- 2"

"Damm you to hell, Talbot!" He knocked the mirror flying out of ny hand, his
voi ce was hal f-way between a sob and a scream " | don't want to die! | don't
want to die!"

"But your victins did, didn't they, Royale?" | could no |onger speak
intelligibly, it took ne four or five breaths to pant out that oae sentence.
They all had their mnds bent on suicide and you just hel ped them out of the
depths of the kindness of your heart. Isn't that it, Royale?"

" You're going to die, Talbot."” Hs voice was a frenzied croak, the shaking gun

was lined up on ny heart. "It's coming to you aow. "

" I"mlaughing. I'mlaughing out loud. |'ve got a cyanide tablet between ny
teeth." My chest was hurting, the inside of the observation chanber was
beginning to swim before ny eyes. | knew | couldn't last out nuch longer. "CGo
ahead," | gasped. "CGo ahead and pull the trigger."

He | ooked at me with crazy unfocused eyes that had hardly any contact left with
reality and funbled the little black gun back into its holster. The beating he'd
taken over bis head was now beginning to take its toll, he was in even worse
state than | was. He began to sway in his seat, and suddenly fell forward on to
hi s hands and knees, shaking his head fromside to side as if to clear away a
fog. | leaned across him barely conscious nyself, closed ny fingers over the
control knob of the cartoon dioxide absorption unit and
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turned it frommninumall the way up to maxinum It would take two mi nutes,
perhaps three, before there would be any noticeable inprovenent, mybe the best
part of ten minutes before the atnosphere inside that chanber was anything |ike
back to normal. Right then, it nade no difference at all. | bent over Royale.

" You're dying, Royale," | gasped out. " How does it feel to die, Royale? Tel
nme, please, how does it fed? How does it feel to be buried in a tonmb five
hundred feet beneath the surface of the sea? How does it feel to know that

you' Il never breathe that wonderful, clean, fresh air of the world above again?
How does it feel to know that you'll never see the sun again? How does it fee
to die? Tell ne, Royale, how does it feel?" | bent still closer to him "Tel

me, Royale, how would you like to live?"
He didn't get it, he was that far gone.
"How woul d you like to live, Royale?" | alnpbst had to shout the words.

"1 want to live." His voice was a harsh noan of pain, his clenched right fist
was beating weakly on the deck of the chanber. " Ch, God, | want to live."



" Maybe | can give you life yet. Mybe. You' re down on your hands and knees,
aren't you, Royale? You're begging for your life, aren't you, Royale? |'ve sworn
I'd see the day when you were on your hands and knees begging for your life and
now you' re doing just that, aren't you, Royal e?"

" Dam you, Talbot!" H's voice was a hoarse, despairing, agonised shout, he was
swayi ng on his hands and knees now, his head turning from side to side, his eyes
screwed shut. Down there on the floor the air nust have been foul and
contam nated to a degree, alnost conpletely w thout oxygen, and his face was
really beginning to show the first tinges of blue. He was breathing with the
rapidity of a panting dog, each brief indrawn breath a whoop of agony. " Get ne
out of here! For God's sake get ne out of here.”

" You're not dead yet, Royale," | said in his ear. " Maybe you will see the sun
again. But maybe you won't. | lied to Wland, Royale. The master switch for the
ball ast release is still in position+ just altered a couple of wires, that's
all. It would take you hours to find out which two. | could fix it in thirty
seconds. "

He stopped swaying bis head, |ooked up at me with a
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bl ue-tinged sweat-sheened face, with bl oodshot fear-darkened eyes that carried
far back in themthe faintest nicker of hope. " Get nme out of here, Talbot," he
whi spered. He didn't know whether there was any hope or whether this was just a
further refinenment of torture.

"I could do it, Royaie, couldn't 1? See, |'ve got the screwdriver right here.”
I showed it to him sniled down w thout any conmpassion. " But |'ve still got
this cyanide tablet in ny nouth, Royaie." | showed him the button, gripped

bet ween ny teeth.

"Don't!" A hoarse cry. "Don't bite on that! You're nmad, Talbot, nad. God
you're not human." Coming from Royaie, that was good

"Who killed Jabl onsky?" | asked quietly. It was becom ng easier to breathe now,
but not down where Royai e was.

"I did. | killed him" Royai e npaned.

n |_bv\/?ll

" | shot him Through the head. He was asl eep."

" And then?"

" We buried himin the kitchen garden.” Royaie was still npaning and swayi ng
but he was putting everything he could nuster into his reeling thoughts to try
to express them coherently: his nerve, for the nonent, was gone beyond recall
he was talking for his Iife and he knew it.

"Who's behind Wyl and?"

" Nobody. "



"Who' s behind Wyl and?" | repeated inplacably.

" Nobody." His voice was alnpst a scream he was so desperate to convince ne.
"There were two nmen, a Cuban mnister in the government, and Houras, a pernanent
civil servant in Col onbia. But not now. "

"What happened to then®"

They were—they were elimnated," Royaie said wearily. "I didit."
Wio else did you elimnate since you' ve been working for Wyl and?"
" Nobody. "

| showed him the button between ny teeth and he shuddered

" The pilot. The pilot flying the fighter that shot down this plane. He—he knew
too nuch."

"That's why we could never find that pilot,” | nodded. " My God, you're a sweet
bunch. But you made a m st ake,
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Royal e, didn't you? You shot Mmtoo soon. Before he'd told you exactly where

the DC had crashed. . . . Wiland give you orders for all this?"
He nodded.
" Did you hear ny question?" | denanded.

Wl and gave ne orders for all of that."

There was a brief silence. | stared out the w ndow, saw sone strange shark-Iike
creature swiminto sight, stare incuriously at both bathyscaphe and plane, then
vani sh into the stygian blackness beyond with a lazy flick of its tail. | turned
and tapped Royal e on the shoul der

" Wland,” | said. " Try to bring himround. "
Whi | e Royal e stooped over his enmployer | reached above him for the oxygen
regenerating switch. | didn't want the air getting too fresh too soon.

After maybe a minute or so Royale managed to bring Wland to. VWyland's
breat hi ng was very di stressed, he was pretty far gone in the first stages of
anoxia, but for all that he still had some breath left, for when he opened his
eyes, stared wildly around and saw nme with the button still between ny teeth he
started screaming, tinme and again, a horrible nerve-drilling sound in that tiny
confined netal space. | reached forward to smack his face to jolt himout of his
pani c-stricken hysteria, but Royale got there first. Royale had had his tiny
fleeting glinpse of hope and he neant to play that hope to the end of the way.
He lifted his hand and he wasn't any too gentle with VWl and

"Stop it!" Royale shook himviolently. "Stop it, stop it, stop it! Talbot says
he can fix this machine. Do you hear nme? Tal bot says he can fix it!"



Slowy the scream ng died away and Vyl and stared at Royale with eyes where the
first faint flicker of conprehension was beginning to edge in on the fear and
t he madness.

"What did you say?" he whinpered hoarsely. "Wat was that, Royal e?"

"Tal bot says he can fix this machine," Royale repeated urgently. " He says he
lied to us, he says that switch he left up top wasn't inmportant. He can fix it.
He can fix it!"

"You—you can fix it, Talbot?" Wland s eyes w dened until | could see a ring of
white aE round the irises, his shaking voice was a prayer, the whole curve of
his body a gesture of supplication. He wasn't even daring to hope yet, his nind
had gone too deeply into the shadow of the valley
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of death even to glinpse the |light above: or rather he didn't dare to look, in
case there was no light there. " You can get us out of this? Now-even now you---

" Maybe | will, maybe I won't." My voice, for all its rasping hoarseness, had
just the right shade of indifference. " I've said |I'd rather stay down here, |
mean |'d rather stay here. It all depends. Cone here, VWyland."

He rose trenmbling to his feet and crossed to where | was standing. His |egs,
his whol e body were shaking so violently that he could barely support hinself. |
caught himby the lapels with my good hand and pull ed him cl ose.

"There's maybe five mnutes' air left, Wland. Perhaps less. Just tell ne, and
tell me quickly, the part you played in this business up until the tinme you net
the general. Hurry it up!"

"Get us out of here," he npaned. "There's no air, no air! My lungs are going,
can't—+ can't breathe." He was hardly exaggerating at that, the foul air was
rasping in and out his throat with the frequency of a normal heart-beat. " |
can't talk. | can't!"

" Tal k, damm you, talk!"™ , Royale had himround the throat from behind, was
shaking himto and fro till VWyland s head bounced backwards and forwards |ike
that of a broken doll. "Talk! Do you want to die, Vyland? Do you think I want to

di e because of you? Tal k!"

VWyland talked. In less than three gasping, coughing, choking mnutes he'd told
me all | ever wanted to know—how he had struck a deal with a Cuban service

m ni ster and had a plane standing by for weeks, how he had suborned the officer
in charge of a radar tracking station in Wstern Cuba, how he suborned a very
senior civil servant in Col ombia, how the plane had been tracked, intercepted
and shot down and how he had had Royal e di spose of those who had served his
purposes. He started to talk of the general, but | held up ny hand

"O K, that'll do, Wland. Get back to your seat." | reached for the carbon
di oxide switch and turned it up to nmaxi num

"What's that you' re doing?" VWyland whispered. -



Bringing a little fresh air into the place. Getting rather stuffy down here
don't you think?"

They stared at each other, then at me, but remained silent. Fury | would have
expected, chagrin and violence, but there
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was nothing of any of those. Fear was still the single predominating enotion in
their mnds: and they knew that they were still conpletely at my nercy.

"Who—who are you, Tal bot?" Vyland croaked.

"I suppose you nmight call ne a cop." | sat down on a canvas chair, | didn't
want to start the delicate job of taking the bathyscaphe up till the air—and ny
m nd—was conpletely clear. " | used to be a bona fide salvage nman, working with

nmy brother. The man—er what's left of the man—out there in the captain's seat,
Vyl and. W were a good team we struck gold off the Tunisian coast and used the
capital to start our own airline—ae were both wartine bonber pilots, we both had
civilian licences. W were doing very well, Wland—ntil we net you

" After you'd done this "+ jerked a thunb in the direction of the broken
weed- and barnacl e-encrusted plane— | went back to London. | was arrested, they
thought 1'd sonething to do with this. It didn't take long to clear that up and
have Ll oyd's of London—who'd |ost the whol e i nsurance packet—take ne over as a
special investigator. They were willing to spend an unlinmted sumto get even a
percentage of their noney back. And because state noney was involved both the
British and American governments were behind me. Solidly behind ne. Nobody ever
had a better backing, the Americans even went the |l ength of assigning a top-
flight cop whole-tinme to the job. The cop was Jabl onsky."

That jolted them badly. They had |ost sufficient of their inmrediate terror of
death, had cone far enough back into the world of reality to appreciate what |
was saying, and what that nmeant They stared at each other, then at ne; |
couldn't have asked for a nore attentive audi ence.

"That was a mstake, wasn't it, gentlenen?" | went on. " Shooting Jabl onsky.
That's enough to send you both to the chair; judges don't |ike people who mnurder
cops. It may not be complete justice, but it's true. Miurder an ordinary citizen
and you nmay get off with it: murder a cop, and you never do. Not that that
matters. We know enough to send you to the chair six tines over."

I told them how Jabl onsky and | had spent well over a year, nostly in Cuba,
| ooking for traces of the bullion, how we had cone to the conclusion that it
still hadn't been recovered—ot one of the cut eneral ds had appeared any-
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where in the world' s markets. Interpol would have known in days.

And we were pretty certain,” | continued, why the noney hadn't been
recovered. Why? Only one reason—+t had been lost in the sea and sonmeone had been
a mte hasty in kilh'ng off the only person who knew exactly where it was—the
pilot of the fighter plane.

" Qur inquiries had narrowed down to the west coast of Florida. Sonebody was
| ooking for money sunk in the water. For that they needed a ship. The general's



Tenptress did just fine. But for that you also needed an extrenely sensitive
depth recorder, and there is where you made your one and fatal m stake, Vyland
We had requested every major marine equipnent supplier in Europe and North
America to notify us immediately they sold any special depth-finding equipnent
to any vessels other than naval, nercantile or fishing. You are following ne, |
trust?”

They were following nme, all right. They were three parts back to normal now and
there was nurder in 'their eyes.

" In the four-nmonth period concerned no fewer than six of those ultra-sensitive
recorders had been sold privately. Al to owners of very large yachts. Two of
those yachts were on a round the world cruise. One was in Rio, one was in Long
I sl and Sound, one on the Pacific coast—and the sixth was plodding up and down
the west coast of Florida. General Blair Ruthven's Tenptress

"1t was brilliant. | admit it. What better cover could you ever have had for
quartering every square yard of sea off the Florida coast w thout arousing
suspicion? Wiile the general's geol ogists were busy setting off their little
bombs and maki ng sei snol ogi cal maps of the under-sea rock strata, you were busy
mappi ng every tiniest contour of the ocean floor with the depth recorder. It
took you al nbost six weeks, because you started operating too far to the north—we
were wat ching your every nove even then and had fitted out a special boat for

ni ght prow ing—that was the boat | cane out on early this norning. WlIl, you
found the plane. You even spent three nights dragging for it with grapples but
all you could drag up was a small section of the left wing-tip." | gestured

t hrough the wi ndow. "You can see how conparatively recent that break is."
"How do you know aE this?" Vyland whispered
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"Because | had secured a job as a replacenent engi neer aboard the Tenptress." |
ignored the startled oath, the involuntary clenching of Wland s hands. " You
and the general thought you had seen nme aboard that Havana sal vage vessel, but
you hadn't, though | had been with the firm | was five weeks on the Tenptress
and it wasn't till | left that | dyed nmy hair this hellish colour, had a plastic
surgeon fix up this scar and affected a linp. Even so, you weren't very
observant, were you, Vyland? You should have cottoned on

" So there you were. You knew where the treasure was, but you couldn't get your
hands on it—anyone who started using diving bdls and all the conplicated
recovery gear necessary for a job like this would have been putting a noose
round his own neck. But then soneone had another brilliant idea—this one, I'd
wager anything, came from the nmind of our deceased engineer friend, Bryson. He'd
read all about those bathyscaphe trials that were being carried out in the West
Indies and came up with the idea of using it in conjunction with this rig."

The air was al nost back to normal inside the observation chanber and though the
at nosphere was still stuffy and far too warm for confort there was plenty of
oxygen in the air and breathing was no | onger any problem Royale and Vyl and
were getting their neanness and courage back with the passing of every nonent.

" So, you see, everyone was having brilliant ideas," | continued. " But the
real beauty, the one that's brought you two to the end of the road, was
Jabl onsky's. It was Jabl onsky who thought that it would be real kind and hel pful
of us if we could provide a bathyscaphe for you to do the job."



Wl and swore, softly and vilely, |ooked slowy at Royale then back to ne. "You
mean------ ?" he began.

"It was all laid on," | said tiredly. | was taking no pleasure in any of this.
"The French and British Navies were carrying out tests with it in the @ulf of
Lions, but they readily agreed to continue those tests out here. W nade sure
that it got terrific publicity, we nmade sure that its advantages were pointed
out tinme and tinme again, that not even the biggest nmoron could fail to
understand how good it was for stealthy underwater salvage and recovery of
buried treasure. W knew it would be only a matter of time before the Tenptress
turned up, and she did. So we left it in a nice lonely place. But before we left
it I jinxed it so thoroughly
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that no one apart fromthe electrician who'd wired it in the first place and
nysel f could ever have got it going again. You had to have someone to unjinx it,
didn't you, Wland? Wasn't it a fortunate coincidence that | happened to turn up
at the right time? Incidentally, | wonder what our friends the field foreman and
petrol eum engi neer are going to say when they find that they've spent the better
part of three nmonths drilling a couple of mles away from where the geol ogists
told themto: | suppose it was you and Bryson who altered the reference

navi gation nmarks on the charts to bring you within shouting distance of the
treasure and niles away from where the oil strata Me. At the present rate
they'Il end up with the pipe in the Indian Ccean and still no oil."

You're not going to get off with this,’
you're not----- "

Vyl and said savagely. " By God,

" Shut up!™ | interrupted contenptuously. " Shut up or I'lIl turn a knob here,
pull a switch there and have the two of you grovelling on your hands and knees
and begging for your lives as you were doing not five mnutes ago."

They could have killed nme there and then, they could have watched ne die in
screamnmi ng agony and the tears of joy would have rolled down their cheeks. Nobody
had ever talked like this to them before, and they had just no idea what to say,
what to do about it: for their lives were still in ny hands. Then, after a |ong
nonent, Vyland | eaned back in his stool and smled. H's mnd was working again.

" | suppose, Talbot, that you were entertaining sone idea of turning us over to
the authorities. Is that it?" He waited for a reply, but when none cane he went
on: " If you were, |I'd change ny mind about it. For such a clever cop, Talbot
yoti Ve been very blind in one spot. |I'm sure you wouldn't want to be responsible
for the deaths of two innocent people, would you now, Tal bot?"

"What are you tal ki ng about?" | asked slowy.

I"m tal ki ng about the general.” VWyland flicked a glance at Royale, a glance
for the first tine enpty of fear, a look of triunmph. " General Blair Ruthven
The general, his wife and his younger daughter. Do you know what |'m talking
about, Tal bot ?"

"What's the general's wife got to do------ 2"



" My God! And for a nonent | thought you had us!" The relief in Wland' s face
was an al nost tangible quality. "You fool, Talbot, you blind fool! The general —
did it
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never occur to you to think how we got himto cone in with us. Did it never
occur to you to wonder why a nan like that would let us use his yacht, his rig
and anything else we wanted to? Didn't it, Talbot? Didn't it?"

" Well, | thought----- "

" You thought!"™ he sneered. " You poor fool, old Ruthven had to help us whether
he wanted to or not. He hel ped us because he knew the lives of his wife and
young daughter depended on us."

" Hs wife and young daughter? But—but they've had a | egal separation, haven't
they—the general and his wife, | nean. | read all about it-----
" Sure. Sure you read all about it." VWyland, his terror forgotten, was al nost

jovial now. " So did a hundred million others. The general made good and sure
mat the story got around. It would have been just too bad if the story hadn't
got around. They're hostages, Talbot. W've got themin a place of safety wher*
they'Il stay till we're finished here. O else.™

You—you ki dnapped t hen®"
"At last the penny drops,"” VWyland sneered. "Sure we kidnapped them"

"YouandRoyal e?"

Me and Royal e."

" You admit it? A federal and capital offence—kidnapping —you freely and openly
admt it. Is that it?"

"That's it. Wiy shouldn't we adnmit it?" Vyland blustered. But he had becone
suddenly uneasy. " So you'd better forget about the cops and any ideas you have
about delivering us to them Besides, how do you think you' re going to get us up
the caisson and off the rig wi thout being chopped into little pieces? | reckon
you're mad, Tal bot."

" The general's w fe and daughter,"” | nused, as if | hadn't heard him " It
wasn't a bad idea. You'd have let themgo in the end, you couldn't afford not
to, it would have been the Lindbergh case ten tinmes over had you tried anything
On the other hand you knew the general wouldn't start anything afterwards: it
would only be his word agai nst yours, and up your sleeve you always carried the
trunp card —Royale. As long as Royale wal ked the face of Anerica the genera
woul d never speak. This whol e operation probably cost hima cool mllion—for the
general a bagatelle
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conpared to the value of wife and children. A sweet set-up."

" Correct. | hold the trunps, Talbot."



Yes," | said absently. And every day, just on noon, you sent a coded
tel egram—+n the general's conpany code—to your watchdogs who kept an eye on

M's. Ruthven and Jean. You see, VWland, | even know the daughter's name. And if
the coded telegramdidn't arrive in twenty-four hours they had instructions to
shift themto another place, a safer hide-out. Atlanta wasn't too safe, |I'm
afraid."

Wl and's face was grey, his hands begi nning to shake again. H's voice cane as a
strai ned whi sper. "Wat are you saying? "

" | only caught on twenty-four hours ago," | replied. " W' d been blind—we'd
been checki ng every outgoing cable from Marble Springs for weeks, but forgot al
about the inland telegranms. Wien |I did catch on, a nessage to Judge Ml lison

from me—through Kennedy, renenber that fight we had, | slipped it to himthen—
started off what must have been the nost concentrated and ruthless man hunt for
years. The F.B.l. would stop at nothing, not since Jablonsky got his, and

obvi ously they stopped at nothing. Ms. Ruthven and Jean are safe and wel | —your
friends, VWyland, are under lock and key and talking their heads off to beat the
rap." This last bit was guesswork, but | thought mnmy guess wouldn't be so far
out .

" You're making this up,"” VWyland said huskily. Fear was back in his face and he
was clutching at straws. " You've been under guard all day and------

" If you were up in the radio shack and could see the state of that creature of
yours who tried to stop ne from putting through a radio call to the sheriff, you
woul dn't say that. It was Kennedy who gave Royale here his sore head. It was
Kennedy who dragged him inside the room and kept on meking those cal cul ati ons on
the papers on ny desk while | went up to attend to things. You see, | didn't
dare nove till they were free. But they are free.™

I looked at the grey and stricken and hunted face and | ooked away again. It
wasn't a pretty sight. The tinme had cone to get back, | had found out all
wanted to know, got all the evidence |I would ever want. | opened up a circuit
box, unbuttoned and reposdti oaed four wires, closed the box
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again and pulled the first of the four electro-nmagnetic releases for the |ead
shot ball ast.

It worked. Two clouds of grey pellets showered mstily by the side observation
wi ndows and di sappeared into the black mud on the seabed. It worked, but the
lightening of the weight nade no difference, the bathyscaphe didn't budge .

I pulled the second switch, enptied the second pair of containers: still we
remai ned i movable. We were sunk pretty deep into that rmud, how deep | didn't
know, but this had never happened before on tests. | sat down to work out if
there was any factor | had forgotten, and now that the strain was over the pain
was back in ny shoulder and nouth and | wasn't thinking so well any nore. |
renoved the button from between ny teeth and absent-nmindedly placed it in a
pocket .

Was—was that cyanide?" Wland' s face was still grey.

" Don't be silly. Antler-horn, best quality." | rose, pulled the other two
swi tches simultaneously. They worked—but again nothi ng happened. | | ooked at



Wl and and Royale, and saw reflected in their faces the fear that was 'begi nning

to touch my own mind. God, | thought, how ironic it would be if, after all 1 had
said and done, we were to die down here. There was no point in putting off the
monment of decision. | started up both notors, inclined the planes to the nmaxi num

upwards el evation, started up the towrope nmotor and at the same nonent pressed
the switch that jettisoned the two big electric batteries nounted on the outside
of the scaphe. They fell simultaneously with a thud that jarred the bathyscaphe
sending up a dark spreading cloud of black viscous-looking nmud: for two nonents
of eternity nothing happened, the bolt was shot, the |ast hope was gone, when,
all in a second, the scaphe trenbled, broke suction aft and started to rise. |
heard Vyl and sobbing with relief and terror.

I switched off the engines and we rose steadily, snoothly, on an even keel, now
and again starting the towrope notor to take in sone slack. W were about a
hundred feet up when Royal e spoke.

So it was all a plant, Taltoot You never had any intention of keeping us down
there." H's voice was an evil whisper, the one good side of his face back to its
expressi onl ess nornmal again.

" That's it," | agreed.
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" To find out exactly where the treasure was. But that was really secondary, |
knew it wasn't far away, a government survey ship could have found it in a day."

" Wiy, Tal bot?" he repeated in the sanme nonotone.
" Because | had to have evidence. | had to have evidence to send you both to
the chair. Up till now we had no evidence whatsoever, all along the way your
back trail was divided into a series of water-tight conpartnents with | ocked
doors. Royale |locked the doors by killing everybody and anybody who m ght talk.
Incredibly, there wasn't a single solitary thing we could pin on you, there
wasn't a person who could split on you for the sufficient reason that all those
who coul d were dead. The | ocked doors. But you opened them all to-day. Fear was
the key to all the doors.”

You' ve got no evidence, Talbot," Royale said
ours—and you won't live to give your word."

It's only your word against

" 1 expected sonmething like that," | nodded. W were at a depth of about 250
feet now. " Getting your courage back, Royale, aren't you? But you don't dare do
anything. You can't get this scaphe back to the rig w thout ne, and you know it.
Besi des, | have sone concrete evidence. Taped under mny toes is the bullet that
killed Jabl onsky." They exchanged quick startled |ooks. "Shakes you, doesn't it?
I know it all, | even dug Jablonsky's body up in the kitchen garden. That bullet
will match up with your automatic, Royale. That alone would send you to the
chair."

Gve it to nme, Talbot. Gve it to me now" The flat marbled eyes were
glistening, his hand sliding for his gun



" Don't be stupid. What are you going to do with it—throw it out the w ndow?
You can't get rid of it, you know it. And even if you could, there's sonething
el se that you can never get rid of. The real reason for our trip to-day, the
reason that nmeans you both die."

There was something in nmy tone that got them Royale was very still, VWland
still grey, still shaking. They knew, w thout knowi ng why, that the end had
cone.

" The towrope,"” | said. " The wire with the microphone cable |eading back to

the speaker in the rig. You see the mcrophone switch here, you see it's at
Of'? 1 jinxed it, |I fixed it this afternoon so that the m crophone was al ways
live. That's why | nade you speak up, nadé&reg; you repeat
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nmost things, that's why | dragged you, VWyland, close up to ne so that you were
ri ght against the m ke when you were naking your confession. Every word that's
been spoken down here to-day, every word we're speaking now is going through
live to that speaker. And every word is being taken down three tines: by a tape-
recorder, by a civil stenographer and by a police stenographer from Mam . |
phoned the police on the way back fromthe rig this norning, they were aboard
the rig before daylight—which probably accounts for the field foreman and the
petrol eum engi neer | ooking so nervous when we cane aboard to-day. They've been
bi dden for twelve hours—but Kennedy knew where they were. And at |unch-tine,
Wl and, | gave Kennedy your secret knock. Cibatti and his nen would have fallen
for it, they were bound to. And it's all over now."

They said nothing. There was nothing they could say, at |east not yet, not
until the fuE significance of what | had said had become irrevocably clear to
t hem

" And don't worry about the tape recording,9 | went on. " They're not nornally
acceptabl e as court evidence but those will be. Every statenent you nade was
vol unt eered by yoursel ves—thi nk back and you'll see that: and there'll be at
Seast ten witnesses inside the caisson who can swear to the genui neness of the
recordi ngs, who will swear that they could not have come from any source other
than the bathyscaphe. Any prosecutor in the Union will call for and get a
verdict of guilty without the jury l|leaving the box. You know what that neans.”

" So." Royale had his gun out, he nust have had sone crazy notion of trying to
snap the towrope and sailing the scaphe off to safety. "So we were all wong

about you, Talbot, so you were smarter than we were. Al right, | admt it. You
have what it takes—but you'll never live to hear the jury give their verdict. As
well hung for a sheep as a lanb." His trigger finger began to tighten. " So

| ong, Tal bot."

"1 wouldn't," | said. " Not if I were you. Wuldn't you like to be able to

grip the armrests of the electric chair with both hands when the tinme cones?”

It's no good tal king, Talbot, | said------

Look down the barrel,"” | advised him If you want to blow your hand off,
you know what to do. Wen you were unconscious this evening Kennedy used a
hanmmrer and punch
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to jama lead cylinder right down the barrel. Do you think 1'd be so crazy as
to come down here and you with a |oaded gun in your hand? Don't take nmy word for
it, Royal & eg;—fust pull the trigger."

He squinted down the barrel and his face twisted into a nal evol ent nask of
hate. He was using up ten years' quota of expressions in one day—and he was
tel egraphing his signals. | knew that gun was com ng before he did. | nmanaged to
dodge, the gun struck the Plexiglas behind ne and fell harnlessly to the floor
at my feet.
" No one tanpered with ny gun,” Vyland said hoarsely. He was al nost
unrecogni sabl e as the snmooth urbane slightly florid top executive he'd been, his
face was haggard now, curiously aged and covered in a greyish sheen of sweat. "
Made a mistake at last, haven't you, Talbot?" H's breath was conming in brief
shal | ow gasps. "You're not going----- "

He broke off, hand half-way inside his coat, and stared down into the nuzzle of
the heavy Colt pointing in between his eyes.

"Where—where did you get that? It—t's Larry's gun?"

" Was. You shoul d have searched nme, shouldn't you—not Kennedy? Fools. Sure

it's Larry's gun—that dope-headed junky who clainmed he was your son." | | ooked
steadily at him | didn't want any gunfire 150 feet below sea level. | didn't
know what might happen. " | took it off himthis evening, VWyland, just about an
hour ago. Just before |I killed him?"

" Just—ust before----- ?"

" Just before I killed him 1 broke his neck.”

Wth sonething between a sob and a npban VWyland flung hinself at ne across the
width of the chanmber. But his reactions were slow, his novenents even slower and
he col | apsed soundlessly to the floor as the barrel of Larry's Colt caught him
across the tenple.

" Tie himup,”" | said to Royale. There was plenty of spare flex |lying around
and Royale wasn't fool enough to get tough about it. He tied himup, while | was
bl owi ng gasoline through a valve and slow ng our ascent about 120 feet, and just
as hs finished and before he could straighten | |let himhave it behind the ear
with the butt of Larry's Colt. If ever there had been a tinme for playing it like
a gentleman, that time was |long gone, | was now so weak, so lost in that
flooding sea of pain, that | knew it would be inpossible
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for me to bring that scaphe back to the rig and watch Royale at the sane tine.
| doubted whether | could even nake it at all

I made it, but only just. | renmenber easing the hatch of the bathyscaphe up
i nside the caisson, asking through the mke, in a slurred stunbling voice that
wasn't mine, for the annular rubber ring to be inflated and then |urching across
to twi st open the handle of the entrance door. | don't renmenber any nore. | am
told they found the three of us |lying unconscious on the floor of the
bat hyscaphe.



EPI LOGUE

| wal ked down the court-house steps out into the still, warm Cctober sunshine.
They'd just sentenced Royale to death and everybody knew there would be no
appeal, no reversal of the decision. The jury, as | had prophesied, had
convicted without |eaving the box. The trial had-lasted only one day and during
that entire day Royal e had sat as though carved from stone, his eyes fixed on
the sane spot for hour after intermnable hour. That spot had been ne. Those
bl ank, flat, nmarbled eyes had been as expressionless as ever, they hadn't even
altered a fraction when the prosecution had played the recording of Royale
begging for his life on his hands and knees in the scaphe at the bottom of the
sea, they hadn't altered when the death sentence had cone tout for all the |ack
of expression a blind man could have read his nessage. " Eternity's a long tineg,
Tal bot," bis eyes had said. " Eternity is forever. But I'll be waiting."

Let himwait: eternity was too long for nme to worry about.

They hadn't sentenced Vyland, for they never even had the chance to try him On
the way up the caisson from the bathyscaphe, 170 steps from the bottom Wyl and
had sinmply let go his grip on the |adder and |eaned back into space: he hadn't
even screaned on the |ong way down.

| passed the general and his wife on the steps. | had net Ms. Ruthven for the
first time on ny first day out of hospital, which had been yesterday. She had
been very charnming and graci ous and endl essly grateful. They had offered ne
everything, froma job at the top of the tree in Ruthven's oil conpanies to
enough noney to last any man
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half a dozen lifetimes, but I'd just smiled and thanked them and turned them
all down. There was nothing in them for ne, all the fancy directorships and
noney in the world couldn't buy ne back the days that were gone. And nobney
couldn't buy the only thing | wanted out of the world to-day.

Mary Ruthven was standing on the sidewal k beside her father's sand and beige
Rol | s- Royce. She was dressed in a plain white, sinple one-piece dress that
coul dn't have cost nore than a thousand bucks, her brai ded wheat-coloured hair
was piled high on her head and | had never seen her |ooking so |ovely. Behind
her was Kennedy. For the first tine | saw himdressed in a |ounge suit, dark
blue and i mmuacul ately cut, and when you saw himlike that it was inpossible to
i ma.gine himany other way. H's chauffeuring days were over: the general knew
how nmuch the Ruthven fanmily owed him and you couldn't pay a debt like that with
chauffeur's wages. | wished "himall the luck in the world: he was a nice guy.

| halted at the foot of the steps. A Mtle wind was blowing in fromthe blue
sparkling shimrer that was 'the Gulf of Mexico, sending tiny little dust devils
and smal | pieces of paper dancing across the street.

Mary saw ne, hesitated a nonent, then cane across the sidewalk to where | was
standi ng. Her eyes seened dark and curiously -blurred but naybe | was inagining
it. She nurnured sonething, | couldn't nmake out what it was, then suddenly,
careful not to hurt ny left armstill inits sling, she put her tw arns round
ny neck, pulled down nmy head and kissed nme. Next nonment she was gone, making her
way back to the Rolls like a person who couldn't see too well. Kennedy | ooked at
her comng towards him then lifted his eyes to mne, his face still and enpty
of all expression. | snmiled at himand he snmled back. A nice guy.



I wal ked down the street, along towards the shore, and turned into a bar.

hadn't intended to, | didn't really need a drink, but the bar was there so |
went in anyway. | had a couple of drinks, double Scotches, but it was just a
waste of good liquor; | left and nade nmy way down to a bench by the shore

An hour, two hours, | don't know how long | sat there. The sun sank down cl ose

to the rimof the ocean, the sea and the sky turned to orange and gold, and
could see, faintly on the horizon and weirdly silhouetted against this flamng
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backdrop, the massively grotesque angularity of the oil-rig X 13

X 13. | supposed that would always be a part of nme now, that and the broken-
wi nged DC that lay 580 yards to its south-west, buried under 480 feet of water.
For better or for worse, it would always be a part of me. For worse, | thought,
for worse. It was all over and done with and enpty now and it all rmneant nothing
for that was all that was |eft

The sun was on the rimof the sea now and the western world a great red flaneg,
a flane that would soon be extinguished and vanish as if it had never been. And
so it had been with nmy red rose, before it had turned to white.

The sun was gone and the night rushed across the sea. Wth the dark cane the
cold so | rose stiffly to nmy feet and wal ked back to the hotel



