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	CHAPTER ONE

	 

	“I have always liked girls with fine, fat thighs,” Sergeant Lovegod told his colleague and confidant Detective Constable Arnold as they took their ease that night in the throbbing aromatic gloom of the dive bar of the Boot and Flogger.

	“Not for me, the bony elegance of the model. Not for Lovegod, the stringy sinews of the athlete. Give me instead the round, clean line of the Rubens. The chubby, dimpled buttock which spells comfort and happiness.With a girl like that you could spend your declining years cushioned in cellulite, rocked in the yielding flesh of fantasy. Enfolded by the fruitful loins of...”

	“A girl like what?” interrupted Arnold, swilling the dregs of his beer suggestively around the thick base of the jug and peering around the bar.

	“Like that one sitting on the stool in the snug. She’s got thighs like sides of bacon,” said Lovegod, raising a languid finger towards the barman. “Theo! Do you sell alcoholic drinks in this establishment?”

	He smiled into the eyes of the harassed barman as the beer was poured and placed in front of him.

	“Any more gems of wisdom for us this evening, Theo? A little hint on how the Lord went about his work in the days when the world was young? A stricture on the habits of motorists? How about maps, then?”

	Theo took the money from the small pile of change in a puddle of beer on the bar and rang up the sale without replying. Lovegod wiped up the beer with a spillmat and passed one of the glasses to Arnold, holding the other up to the light and smacking his lips appreciatively.

	“Fine pint. A bright, lovely pint, Arnie. A pint cool from the cellar’s subterranean calm, foaming with its own quiet exuberance, nutty with hops and the brewer’s expertise, and redolent of the best that is rural England this early, effervescent summer night!”

	Arnold looked at him with surprise, and then held his own glass up to the light.

	“You’re drinking from a different barrel than me, then,” he said. “This one’s...”

	“Flat and warm and has a faint flavour of goldfish droppings. I know. I was talking about a pint I had last summer in The Black Horse in Giggleswiok,” said Lovegod, drawing deeply on his beer. “Ah, memory. How easily it can gild and beautify even the most fleeting of moments of peace and tranquility. Now, Giggleswiok...”

	His voice faltered and his eyes became unfocused. Arnold waited for a heartbeat, and then looked at him inquiringly.

	“When were you in Yorkshire?” he said, surprised. Lovegod was such a creature of the City that it was hard to visualise that bulky, suited figure against a background of hills, heather and fresh clean air.

	Lovegod’s eyes, bloodshot and smoke filled, peered at him under shaggy eyebrows. Arnold thought of a mastiff suddenly awakened by intruders, resentful of its lost sleep.

	“Miners’ strike. Only break I’ve had from the bloody nick in over fifteen years,” said Lovegod.

	“Best break a man could have, too. A ruck with the pickets, a good night’s sleep, and a few pints of Pickwiek’s Yorkshire pudden-puller. Nothing like it to put hairs on your chest.” His face brightened suddenly. “By God, they breed girls with thighs up there, all right! Bum like a Percheron, your average Yorkshire lass! Where’s that wench gone in the snug?”

	He hoisted himself up on the foot rails of his bar stool and peered round the partition into the next bar.

	Arnold stared into the mirror behind the optics, trying to pick out of the jumble of heads and waving hands in the half-obscured reflection the face which might belong to a girl who roused Lovegod’s barely buried lust.

	It was an impossible task. The bar was packed with people, pressed close together. Their own position in the dive was one jealously guarded, and deeply envied: the corner of bar and glass-and-mahogany partition forming a natural alcove where the two policemen could sit and drink and chat without being jostled or easily overheard.

	Friday nights were especially busy. Perched where fashionable Islington faded into tattered Highbury, the Boot and Flogger’s Victorian elegance protected by its house-proud publican offended the sensibilities of neither community.

	Arnold caught sight of his own face in the mirror, tweaked his tie more perfectly back into its place, and settled his checked jacket more comfortably onto his shoulders. Elegant was the word he liked to apply to himself, though he was aware that others preferred “dapper”. Arnold did not greatly mind so long as they never said it to his face.

	Lovegod was settling back onto his stool and reaching for his glass again.

	“Gone, the wily mare. She knew in what danger she stood,” he opined. “Theo! I’m changing to brandy. Pass me a screw top American with it.”

	Arnold waited for the drinks to be served. It was getting late, and he had almost arrived at the moment of decision which faced him every weekend. Or at any rate, every weekend since he had started working with Graeme Lovegod.

	“I’d better think about something to eat,” he said quietly, accepting his own brandy and American – Lovegod never drank alone, and his colleagues were expected to match his pace – and waited for the protests.

	“Eat? The night is young and the girls are pretty! Let us stay here a while and enjoy ourselves and them. Later we can worry about matters of the flesh,” Lovegod said. His lower lip had begun to jut a little. Give him another hour and he would have drunk the better part of a half bottle of brandy, his lip would be sticking out like a bathroom shelf, and his eyes as red as traffic lights.

	That was the time when a prudent young detective constable would be far from here, and safe. Stay with Lovegod when he was drinking brandy, and a young man risked at the very best a verbal battering which would leave him sick and shaken. Particularly when, like tonight, Lovegod was smarting himself from an undeserved rebuke.

	He stole another surreptitious glance at his superior. The sergeant was lighting another cigarette with a pink disposable lighter. Beside him in a brimming ashtray, the remains of the previous three smoldered malodorously, squashed in half but not quite extinguished. Not for the first time, Arnold wondered how a man could smoke so endlessly and still be so inexpert at extinguishing his own cigarette ends.

	Automatically, he reached out and stubbed the two smoldering butts out on one another. Lovegod watched him with an expression of amused tolerance.

	“Jimmy, you’ll make a wonderful wife for some lucky feller one day,” he said with a wheezing laugh which turned into a cough, spattering Arnold with a mixture of ash and brandy.

	Lovegod was a enigma to Arnold and to a succession of detectives before him. A genuinely witty and intelligent man happily married and comfortably off, who spent most of his time in pubs in the fantasy pursuit of girls young enough to be his daughter.

	Overweight, self-indulgent, self-centred and often spectacularly rude, he was nevertheless a good and successful policeman, which excused much in the eyes of Arnold and his colleagues, but sometimes not quite enough in those of his superiors.

	Lovegod might at one time have been a good looking and stalwart young man. But time, his appetites and alcohol – mainly bitter beer – had turned his once solid body to fat. Where once he had been a barrel, now he was a pear. Where once his wit had waxed as his sobriety waned, it now degenerated into abuse instead of repartee.

	Where once, Lovegod had sported a mane of tawny hair, he now had only a spreading tonsure, with marmalade coloured hanks hanging over his ears.

	And yet, Arnold reminded himself as Lovegod’s monologue on the virtues of fat women went on, the man was undeniably successful with women – even women young enough and pretty enough to take their choice from the extensive supply of young and, Arnold would have thought, more attractive men who nightly paraded in the Boot.

	“Yeah, I know,” he said automatically. Lovegod stopped.

	“What do you know?” he asked suspiciously.

	Unwilling to admit he had not been listening, Arnold gestured at the smoky room. “Plenty of others around here. Take your pick,” he said lamely. Lovegod stared at him.

	“What’s that got to do with the kids?” he asked. Arnold kicked himself mentally and tried to look as though he had been listening.

	It was too late.

	“What have I just been talking about?” Lovegod demanded.

	“About fat women,” Arnold said forcefully. The great balding head shook slowly from side to side.

	“You know your trouble, son?” Lovegod said “You don’t listen. What I have just been talking about was pretty little girls walking off and just vanishing. Ffffft! Gone! Disparut!”

	“You know where they are and so do I,” argued Arnold. “They are in some ditch somewhere, poor little cows, with their knickers round their necks until some hiker finds them and then the bloody Sun can run another story about the perverts who batten on our children.”

	“As if they weren’t all a part of it, with their page three girls and their double page spreads about what kind of a man turns you on?”

	Lovegod was shaking his shaggy head again. He looked this time, Arnold thought, like an old man orangutan disillusioned with life in the woods.

	“Some of them, Jimmy. But only some of them. There are too many who just never turn up at all. What about them?”

	Arnold shrugged. “Deeper ditch. Fewer hikers. Same difference, except that they aren’t found,” he said. He was sick of the subject. Despite all they could do to prevent it, the list of young girls – and boys – going missing was growing by the day.

	“It is too easy, especially in London. A thirteen year old who looks older can make her living selling her backside on the street. She don’t want to be found at first, and then she’s ashamed to be found.

	“Or some bastard takes her up and ‘protects’ her and takes all her earnings, and then she’s really in it, for she can’t get away. Same thing with the boys except that every now and again they come to the surface when some MP’s caught knocking them off. Then we’re back to the bloody Sun and ‘RENT BOYS SHAME’ for a week or two and the same pattern repeats.

	“We don’t find the little blighters because they don’t want to be found, and then they’re fair game for any prowling pervert – and they can’t even go to their friendly neighbourhood copper.”

	Lovegod was wearing his mulish look, and Arnold recognised with a mental groan that he had left it too late to back out. He was in for a night’s session now.

	“What do you think then, Grey?” he asked.

	“Someone’s bagging them,” said Lovegod. “Bagging them and taking them away for his own nefarious reasons. ‘Have a sweetie little girl,’ he says, and then he pops a bag over their heads and takes them away. Takes them away and nobody the wiser. Not clever police force gentlefolk like me and thee, sunshine, nor nobody else.”

	He stirred his fourth brandy with his finger and sucked the end of it.

	“Remember that eighty year old who was robbed and raped and had seven kinds of shit beaten out of her for four pence and her pension book last year?”

	Arnold nodded. The case had been before he joined Lovegod, but he knew what had happened.

	“Well, I got the pair of little bastards that did that. Got ‘em, bang to rights, Jim-boy. A seventeen year old and a fourteen year old. One of ‘em was black as the inside of your hat, the other one was a white blonde who looked like Aled Jones’s little brother. Know what happened to ‘em? A year for the seventeen year old, and a six month community service sentence for the fourteen year old. The old girl’s in a mental home now, has to have the light on because she’s too frightened to sleep in the dark any more. Screams her head off every time she sees a kid. When’s her sentence going to end, Jimmy? When does she get time off for good behaviour? Those two little bastards are back on the street tonight, looking for a bit more of the same. I saw them last week, waving at me across the road. They were laughing. How come nobody ever leaves little sods like that in a ditch?”

	He peered into his brandy glass.

	“That bottle run dry has it? Theo! Put me a double in here!”

	Arnold cleared his throat warily.

	“I know, Jimmy. We all get ‘em, and we all have to put up with ‘em. I’m nothing special. But it does make you wonder, when someone lays a pile of purple ones that high in front of you, what we are all going through the motions for, doesn’t it? It makes you look at your wife and your scruffy home and the figures for the number of kids being bagged and buggered – well, it makes you wonder what you are doing it all for.”

	“Purple ones? Has someone been offering you bribes?” Arnold was amazed. Lovegod’s reputation did not include corruption.

	“What did you do?”

	“What did I do? What does any clever copper do when he’s asked to turn his head away and stop asking awkward questions?”

	Lovegod poured American ginger into his glass and helped himself to ice from the bucket on the bar, ignoring the ice tongs and the bartender’s murderous look.

	“I told ‘em to stuff their money up their arses, one note at a time, while singing ‘Here’s to the next Time!’ in bright, falsetto voices.”

	Arnold was not very surprised. If Lovegod had accepted the bribe he would not be the first policeman by any means, and certainly not the last. But he would have been the least likely.

	“How much was it?” he asked.

	“Enough to buy me a new car,” Lovegod said indistinctly. “And more to come if I behaved myself.”

	“What did they say when you turned them down?”

	“They were not pleased,” Lovegod told him. “Their little blue eyes failed to light up with joy. But they weren’t that miffed, either. Almost as if they were just going through the motions. Funny, that, because the money was big enough to be very serious indeed.”

	“Anyone I know?”

	Lovegod shook his head. “Nobody local. The local talent would have known better than to offer. No, these two were out of town players on an away engagement. Well dressed. Camel coats and Tonic suiting and pigskin briefcases. Smelled nice, too. Fifteen quid a bottle stuff.”

	“Car?”

	“BMW. Hired. Careful, that. Very careful, considering they thought I was for sale. Now who would be that careful, Jimmy, round this place?”

	Arnold shrugged. “We’ve some locals who dress like that to go to the launderette. If they ever went to the launderette.”

	“Up Soho way, yes. Down the Elephant, certainly. But this was a different kind of class. Those two could have walked into Threadneedle Street and nobody would have looked twice. On your local talent, those would have been Sunday best clothes. On these gents, they were every day. There’s a difference and you can tell.”

	He looked up as the barman reached for a length of grimy once-white rope hanging from a brass bell over the bar.

	“Before you ring that, Theo, fill these,” he said.

	“I told Father about it, but he just told me to put it in my report. I think it is more important than that. Much more.”

	He raised his glass to drink and as he did so, his eyes strayed to the mirror. For a while he remained in the same position, hand still raised.

	“Oh, damn!” he said. “Just what we need. Carver’s back.”

	 


 

	CHAPTER TWO

	 

	Arnold was coping with his own fifth large brandy, and the fumes of the spirit were howling around his head, but even so he did not miss the spasm of pain which passed across Lovegod’s face.

	“Who?” he said, peering pointlessly into the mirror.

	Lovegod pushed another Senior Service into his mouth and fumbled with the lighter.

	“Carver,” he said indistinctly through a cloud of smoke and ash. “Harry Carver. Used to live up in Cross Street with a girl and her daughter up to a couple of years ago. Then he disappeared. Word was that they broke up and he went abroad. Didn’t cause me any pain.”

	He poked his finger in Arnold’s chest.

	“You think you’ve seen some tasty characters round here, young Arnie, and you know what bad news is, but that bastard really IS bad news. I’ve had more trouble with Harry Carver than any three villains put together.”

	Arnold was impressed. When Lovegod talked about trouble he knew whereof he spoke, and James Arnold was the man to take good advice when he heard it.

	“What kind of a villain is he?” he asked, craning his neck to try and pick out an unfamiliar face.

	“Well...” Lovegod for once seemed lost for words. “I wouldn’t say he was ever actually a villain. If he was one we never caught him at it. But he has a nose for violence. Round here if you’re not into one of the mobs, you walk carefully, right?”

	Arnold nodded. It had long been an itching patch on the thin collective police skin that in the district there were several “firms” operating, and effectively slicing up the local crime between themselves.

	There was not the slightest point in feeling the collar of some felon for an act of mayhem witnessed by the entire clientele of a betting shop when within weeks the witnesses would have lost their memories and the accused could produce fifteen people willing to swear he was elsewhere rehearsing for a Methodist choir at the time.

	“Well, Carver walks with hobnailed boots, and all by himself,” said Lovegod. “And he walks where he wants.

	“And no arrests?” It offended Arnold’s tidy suburban soul that a man could flout both sides of the law and get away it.

	“None that stuck,” said Lovegod. “Personally I thought they had the wrong man anyway. Carver’s not a tea leaf. He’s just a very contrary human being who knows how to handle himself. He’s American by birth, I believe. Sounds it anyway. There are all kinds of tales about him. Or were. He was a Green Beret in Vietnam. He was a Para. He was in the French Foreign Legion. He was a mercenary in Africa. Never saw any evidence of any of them. He has no military record. Under the name Harry Carver, anyway. He carries a British passport, because I’ve seen it. Nothing to say that it’s the only one he’s got of course. He was fanatical about his home and his kid – if she was his – and the girl he lived with was the safest female around. Mess with her, and you got Harry on the front doorstep within minutes, asking questions with his feet.”

	“Feet?”

	“He has size tens, and they go through doors.”

	“You mean he kicks doors down?”

	“And people. On one occasion a garden shed. Feller didn’t know that if Harry Carver wants to come in, you either open the door or order new hinges. He’s uncontrollable, that’s trouble. And now he’s back here. Which is his girl friend?” Arnold was curious to see Carver and the girl he defended with such ferocity.

	“She’s dead. Overdosed last year on heroin, and left the kid to be put into care.”

	“So she’s in the Mcwhitty?” Pauline Mcwhitty House was the children’s home only a few streets away.

	Lovegod shook his head. “She’s one of the statistics on the sheet. Disappeared months ago. A no-show. And I don’t want to be the one to tell Harry Carver that we can’t find her. We can’t even tell him where to look.”

	He stole another look into the mirror behind the bar and reached for his drink at the same time.

	“No problem,” he said after a moment. “He’s gone again.”

	As he said it, Arnold felt a firm pressure against his shoulder. Unconsciously, he shifted away from it and was surprised to find it did not diminish. Rather, it became more intense. He moved again, and once again the pressure increased.

	“Hey!” Arnold was a big man and unused to being pushed aside.

	He was surprised and irritated to find that he had been so successfully jostled away from the bar. Successfully, because the jostler was now standing between him and Lovegod.

	“Excuse me.” The man was not particularly tall – certainly not as tall as Arnold – but he was broad in the shoulder. A solid, compact man with dark hair cut in a stiff thatch over a round face burned deep brown and green, still eyes.

	“Evening, Harry,” said Lovegod without enthusiasm.

	“Evening Lovegod. Do you have a moment?” The voice was pleasantly low and warm, but there was a rough edge not too far back. A voice with confidence and authority when it was needed. Arnold compared it with the voice of a police commissioner he had met recently.

	Sergeant Lovegod’s face was expressionless.

	“I’m in the office tomorrow, Harry. I don’t talk business in pubs. You know that.”

	It was the first Arnold had heard of it. Lovegod talked about anything, anywhere. His indiscretion was legend.

	“Bollocks.” The intruder said it without heat, but with total certainty. Lovegod accepted defeat with equal calm.

	“Don’t be rude to police officers, Harry. It never pays. What do you want? If it’s about Lynn, I don’t know anything. She died over a year ago. OD’d, I heard. It wasn’t my case. And if it’s about Irene, I can’t help either. She was taken into care and you’ll have to talk to Social Services about it.”

	Lovegod leaned round Carver and pulled Arnold into the conversation.

	“This is Harry Carver,” he said. “Carver: Jim Arnold.”

	Carver ran his eye over Arnold, and the policeman felt his hackles rise. It was a calculating, measuring stare. Cattle approaching the abattoir might get just the same kind of once-over from the man with the pole axe. Arnold unconsciously eased a little way from the bar to give himself room to move and took his weight on the balls of his feet.

	“He working on the disappearing kids, too?” There was an American growl under the quiet voice, but only curiosity in the look.

	“He is.” Lovegod ignored the rebellious stare from the barman who was collecting glasses. The bell had been rung long since, and the pub was emptying slowly. Somewhere along the bar in the snug, a man with a whining voice was demanding time to finish his drink. Arnold noted with a professionally approving ear that he was not being allowed it.

	The publican bustled into the bar, reaching for the glasses which Theo had failed to reach.

	“Can I have your glasses now gentlemen, please? It’s well after time,” he said loudly. Then: “Oh, it’s you, Mr Lovegod. Are you going to be much longer?”

	Lovegod picked up his nearly full glass and drained it.

	“Closing here. We’ll go on to Penny’s,” he said flatly. “Come on, Jimmy.”

	Arnold opened his mouth to protest and noticed the expression in Lovegod’s eye. He closed it again, quickly, and followed Lovegod and Carver into the night.

	It was only a short walk to Penny’s, a drinking club in nearby Montague Street patronised by police and local villains alike, and none of the men spoke until they were in the tiny, brick-floored bar which was by unspoken common consent patronised by policemen alone.

	There were two men from the local station taking their evening break and a lonely and very drunk visiting Sergeant from the Midlands sent to London to give evidence in a case which was stretching over the weekend. He sat, propped in the corner, waiting for the bar to close and for somebody to send him back to his hotel in a taxi.

	“Policemen look after their own,” Penny had promised him with a roguish smile. He was a tall, willowy man of indeterminate age and sex, who profited greatly from both police and criminals and was careful never to side with one or the other. His barmaids were of legendary beauty and totally safe from Penny, which they appreciated.

	Penny also knew that there was not the slightest chance of one of the local lads seeing their visitor home. He had spent the earlier, more sober part of the evening telling them how the name of the Met stank in his home area and ill-advisedly made himself locally very unpopular.

	Lovegod perched on a stool at the far end of the bar from the local men, both of whom he knew well, and thereby told them he was here on business and not to be disturbed. They read the signs without batting an eyelid, and turned their backs.

	“What can you tell me about Lynn?” Carver started the questions even as he paid for the drinks. He had listened unmoved when Lovegod ordered doubles in a club which already served nothing else, and produced from his pocket a roll of notes which would have made a generous down payment on a tower block.

	Lovegod added ice to his drink and swigged.

	“Nothing,” he said, belching lightly. “What did they tell you at the nick?”

	“Damn all,” said Carver. “That’s why I came looking for you.”

	Lovegod peered at him as though there was a mist in the cellar bar. “Why should I know anything about it?”

	“Because nothing happens in this goddamn city you don’t know about,” said Carver. “I need to find out what happened. And I need to find Irene.”

	Lovegod nodded heavily.

	“All right. Fair question, anyway. I don’t KNOW anything about Lynn, but you can’t help hearing things.”

	Carver unfastened his zip jacket. He was wearing navy trousers, a denim shirt and rawhide moccasins on his feet. The jacket was light weight velvet soft suede and lined with patterned silk. At his feet as he talked was a bulky, tightly-packed hold all with an airline tag round the handle. All of it, including the cowhide belt with the big buckle, looked new and expensive.

	He reached inside the jacket and took out a folded magazine, a packet of cheroots and a Zippo lighter.

	Leaving the magazine on the bar, he took out a cheroot, offered the packet to Arnold who shook his head silently, and then lit one himself.

	“Tell,” he said briefly.

	Lovegod dabbed his cigarette inefficiently out in the ashtray and shook another out of the pack. The butt smoldered poisonously, and Arnold, out of reach by a good two feet, stared at it resentfully.

	Carver reached over and stubbed the burning end out with his thumb. When his skin came in contact with the glowing coal, his face did not waver by a single muscle.

	“How much do you know already?” Lovegod watched through a leery eye as Carver blew the hot ash off the end of his cheroot. It missed his suede jacket by a hair.

	“I’ve been away for two years ... working,” Carver told him. “I was out of touch, and I didn’t even know Lynn was on the stuff until I came back yesterday. There was a guy I don’t know in bed with a girl in my flat, and they told me she was dead and Irene had been taken away. I went to the nick and the day man told me the night man had some information for me. So I came back this evening, and they told me you were the man to talk to about Irene. I’ve been looking for you ever since.”

	“I’m surprised anybody was willing to tell you where I was,” said Lovegod. “I put the word out that I didn’t want to be found. Usually that’s enough.” 

	Usually that was a guarantee of anonymity. When Sergeant Lovegod didn’t want to be found, the Commissioner of Metropolitan Police was unable to penetrate the wall of silence. Cistercian Mothers Superior were alleged to have sought Lovegod’s advice on setting up rules of silence.

	“Nobody was willing to tell where you were,” said Carver mildly. “I had a hell of a job persuading them.”

	Lovegod groaned. “Oh, shit!” he said despairingly.

	“Did Lynn have a habit?” Carver’s methods of investigation were as direct as his physical approach, Arnold thought. Go straight for the throat.

	Lovegod shrugged. “You’d know better than I would. Did she?”

	“Not when I was around. But it can be very quick,” said Carver. “Did you see anything of her while I was away?”

	“A little, but only now and then. She had some kind of a job which kept them. She was lonely and worried and Irene was being a bit of a problem, I gathered. Didn’t know where you were and that upset both of them. You should have written.”

	“I couldn’t. Anybody seem close to her? Did she talk to anybody I could talk to?”

	“That’s all you want to do – talk?” Lovegod was sceptical. Carver ignored his tone of voice.

	“Nothing will bring her back. We were heading for a split anyway. But whatever I can find out might help to find Irene. She was only a little girl, and she’ll be expecting someone to come for her.”

	Lovegod repeated his trick with the cigarette and Carver repeated his with the thumb.

	“Doesn’t that hurt?” said Arnold. Carver turned a cool green eye on him.

	“Yeah. I do it for fun,” he said laconically. Arnold felt his face heat up and his temper shortened in proportion.

	Carver picked up the Zippo from the counter and ignited it.

	Then he put his right thumb into the flame and they watched while it turned, throwing out little sparks as fragments of loose skin burned.

	“It’s a trick,” said Carver. “I spent two years with a guy and he taught me a lot of tricks like that. No, it doesn’t hurt, or I wouldn’t do it. Okay?”

	Arnold nodded, and bought more drinks to cover his irritation.

	“Your wife was found at home by your daughter, dead on the floor by her bed,” he told Carver. “She had taken an overdose of heroin and smothered. Apparently she knew she’d overdone it and was trying to get to the phone to call for help. But she never made it.”

	Carver looked amazed.

	“I’ve been in England two days and nobody has told as many facts all strung together as that,” he said. “Keep talking, man.”

	“She had absorbed a massive dose, and there were the remains of a plastic envelope and a used plastic syringe lying by the bedside table. So far as the investigating officer could make out, she prepared her shot, took it and lay on the bed to wait for it to take effect. By the time she realised she had taken too much, it was too late. She was already having trouble breathing, and within minutes she must have died when her respiratory system failed. Apart from the dose, she was in good health, though a bit run down and she was too thin, of course. They never eat. Irene knew exactly what to do. She phoned for an ambulance and tried to give her mother mouth-to-mouth resuscitation. She couldn’t know, but it was pointless. She couldn’t have started breathing again even on purpose. The heroin would have prevented her.”

	Carver nodded. He was showing no signs of great emotion, and Arnold guessed he was more interested in the girl.

	“She really was on the stuff? She had tracks and all?”

	Arnold nodded. “Sorry, yes. Her arm looked like an AA book.”

	“When was this exactly?”

	Lovegod chipped in: “Late January, last year. Seventeen months ago, nearly.”

	“And what happened to Irene?”

	“Normal procedure would be to call for the Children’s officer to come along and take care of her, if there were no immediate relatives she could go to.”

	“She wouldn’t be allowed to stay in the flat?”

	Lovegod shook his head. “Not a fourteen year old. Not by herself. Anyway, she’d never have been able to pay the rent. Even the social services wouldn’t have helped her there. No, it was the Council for her.”

	Carver sucked in a long breath through his teeth. He noticed that his cheroot had gone out, and re-lit it. Arnold was faintly surprised that he did not ignite his thumb as well.

	“So she’d have been taken into care ... in January?”

	“Yes, straight away. Nowhere else for her to go.”

	“And the furniture?

	“Some of it went with the flat. The rest would be scrapped or sold and the money taken by the social services, I suppose. Never been into it.”

	“So, Irene went into care in January last year?”

	“That’s what I said.”

	“No chance the council could have taken her on holiday to France?”

	“None at all,” said Lovegod, surprised. “That lot are lucky to get an outing to Southend with the taxi drivers. Council funds to fancy holidays in continental resorts.”

	 Carver picked the magazine up off the counter and turned a few pages carefully. Arnold saw that it was a brightly coloured holiday travel magazine.

	“And she disappeared ... when?”

	“Well, that would be at the end of last year sometime. She’s been in the council care about nine or ten months. Then one day – nothing.”

	“What did you do?”

	“What we always do. Searched. Asked questions. Published her picture.”

	“And?”

	Lovegod punched his cigarette out in short savage stabs.

	“Nothing. Not a whimper. She went in the middle of the night. Packed her own bag. Let herself out of the home. She had a little money, but not much and she simply vanished.”

	“That unusual?”

	“Not as unusual as I’d like,” said Arnold viciously. This country’s going to win the prize for child abduction and...”

	“Abuse,” said Carver harshly. “Yeah, I know. What do you think has happened to Irene?”

	Lovegod shook his head. “What can I say to you? Kids are disappearing all over at the moment, and it’s impossible to say what is happening to them.”

	He looked warningly at Arnold, but the tall policeman’s caution had been eroded by a hard working week and a long drinking bout.

	“They’re dead, Mr Carver, or they are on the street,” he said softly. “They get taken away or they run away. The boys become rent boys. A lot of the girls start out looking for a job and then find themselves sleeping rough. About that time it occurs to them – or more likely somebody else points it out to them – that they are sitting on a fortune. You don’t have to have many cold, wet nights with some stinking meths drinker pawing you over in a pile of fruit boxes before flogging your bum becomes quite a relief. Truth to tell it’s a wonder more of them don’t do it quicker.”

	The words fell into a silence as palpable as cold treacle.

	Carver opened the magazine, and put it back on the bar.

	“Well, that’s honest,” he said in a dangerously calm voice.

	“But it doesn’t explain this.”

	The magazine was called Holiday Choice, and it was open at an article about France. “A LAND OF GOOD FOOD, GOOD WINES AND GOOD COMPANY”, said the heading spread across a page of pictures.

	In the centre of the page was a huge photograph of a Disneyland city, its walls thick with conical roofed towers and its streets filled with gaily dressed people.

	“Carcassonne: La Cité,” said the caption. “History alive in the sun.”

	Below that was a picture of a family eating at a restaurant on the pavement. Bottles and glasses crowded the centre of the table, and a waiter was serving food to a grey haired man – presumably the father – whose face was partly obscured by the tray.

	Beside him a girl turned excited blue eyes towards the camera.

	She was a golden blonde with a lovely, oval face.

	“I checked with the magazine. The picture was one of a set ordered to go with the article. It was taken a couple of months back,” said Carver quietly.

	“That is Irene.”

	 


 

	CHAPTER THREE

	 

	Lovegod leaned off his stool and picked up the magazine carefully. He was flushed and disheveled and cigarette ash was spilled down the front of his suit, but suddenly he looked sober.

	Arnold watched as he examined the picture carefully, holding it close to his eyes like a bank manager scrutinising a suspect note.

	“You certain? You haven’t seen her for two years,” he pointed out. “Or did she visit you recently? They did have visiting where you’ve been?”

	“It wasn’t that kind of prison,” said Carver unemotionally. “No, she hasn’t visited me or been in touch. But I have a picture of her taken just before I went away.”

	He opened his shirt and pulled out a square of black material. It was bent into a permanent dish shape, and so steeped in perspiration that the leather had taken on the sheen of oilcloth. But when Carver opened it, the picture inside was bright and true.

	“That’s new,” Arnold objected. Carver shook his head.

	“Two years old. I had it laminated before I went,” he said.

	Lovegod took the plastic coated photograph and laid it beside the picture. The girl in the magazine was visibly older – but it was undeniably the same girl. Lovegod nodded.

	“You’re right. What do you want to do?”

	Carver took the picture and slipped it back out of sight.

	 He touched it with the tenderness a medieval monk might have used to handle a morsel of the true cross.

	 “Clever of you to have it coated in plastic,” Arnold told him.

	Carver nodded but did not explain. Arnold got the impression Carver rarely explained himself.

	“What do you want to do?” Lovegod repeated. Now that the need for concentration was past, he had relapsed into his dangerously sodden state and was fumbling with a new cigarette while the previous one burned itself away, unstubbed, in the now full ashtray.

	“I want to find her. I want to start with the head of that children’s home. But I can’t get to him without you,” Carver told him.

	“‘S’all right,” said Lovegod. “We can go together in the morning. Nothing simpler.”

	Carver watched him for a moment, and apparently came to the same conclusion as Arnold. There was nothing useful to be done with Lovegod tonight.

	“I’ll pick you up at ten,” he said quietly. “On the dot. Your place.”

	Lovegod watched him leave the bar through half closed eyes, and then sat up abruptly. The drunkenness drained away like water running off a breaching whale.

	“Give him a couple of minutes to get clear,” he said crisply. “And then we’ll go back to the nick. I’d like to look up Harry Carver again. I want to know where he came from two days ago.

	“Then I’d like to know where he spent the last couple of years.”

	Arnold protested with a sinking heart. Already he was too late to get his last train home and he was in no condition to drive, even if he had been able to remember where he had left his car.

	He faced a long and expensive taxi journey home and a rough reception when he got there. His wife was not unused to police hours, but she was impatient of them, and she was doubly impatient of her husband’s frequent absences with his superior.

	“Lovegod, why won’t you go home?” he begged.

	“Home?” Lovegod was genuinely shocked. “The game’s afoot, Watson. Where should a good sleuth be but behind his bloodhound, magnifying glass in hand and deerstalker holding down his rapidly thinning locks? For shame, James. And you call yourself a bluebottle.”

	“I’m not Watson,” Arnold protested feebly. “You’re not Holmes – and we haven’t got a bloodhound.”

	Lovegod was already retreating rapidly towards the stairs.

	“Holmes had a bloodhound,” he said over his shoulder. “But I’ve got much better than that, Jimmy. I’ve got Harry Carver!”

	*

	He would have sounded less smug if he had seen his bloodhound at that moment.

	Carver stood in the angle of the buttress of the Church of St John The Intermediary on the opposite side of the street and watched the two policemen emerge from the club and set off towards the police station.

	His packed bag was slung behind his shoulder and his lightweight suede coat was zipped to the neck. It was hot on this warm night, but it prevented the light coloured shirt from showing against the sooty brickwork of the church behind him.

	When the policemen turned the corner of the street, he stepped up to the six-foot railings which fronted the churchyard, put a hand between the spikes, and jumped over them in one smooth movement. When his feet hit the pavement, they did not make enough noise to embarrass a stalking cat.

	He walked round the corner and fished from his pocket the ignition keys of a parked Ford Fiesta. Since he had parked it, he saw, the radio antenna had been torn off and apparently used to thrash the car soundly. Slender weals disfigured the paintwork, and both exterior mirrors had been torn off.

	It did not surprise him. Cars in this part of the world had a short and eventful life, and many of them finished up as spare parts on somebody else’s vehicle. For that reason, he checked carefully not only that all four wheels were on the car, but also that they were still firmly screwed on. The kids round here prided themselves on a sense of humour so robust as to be occasionally fatal.

	Then he put the bag in the back of the car, and drove sedately to Kensington, where he parked the battered vehicle on a meter and pushed through the doors of a discreet, elegant hotel hacked from the carcass of a vast Victorian house which had once been the love nest of a Crown Prince.

	He collected his key from the Night Porter who had the manner of an unfrocked Grand Duke of the late Tsar’s court, and ordered a pot of coffee and a large brandy.

	The Night Porter considered telling him that there was no room service after midnight, but read the expression in Carver’s eye, and wisely reconsidered. He prided himself as a judge of character, and it had saved him from painful mistakes before this.

	In his room, Carver unpacked his holdall. It was full of new clothes and shoes, and he stripped off wrappers and hung them all carefully in the wardrobe alongside a bathrobe and slippers which were already there. 

	In the bathroom, he ranged a brand new open razor, a new sponge and some Penhaligon soap and cologne with the toothbrush and paste which were waiting on the shelf over the basin, and then started to run a bath. The coffee and cognac arrived while he was changing into the robe, and he signed for them silently and waited until the Night Porter had left before opening the pocket on the side of the holdall and producing a fluffy toy, a couple of girls’ books and an elaborately wrapped parcel from Cartier in Paris.

	Before he climbed into the bath, he put the brandy and a cup of coffee on the ledge next to it. Then he propped the back of the single upright chair in the room under the door knob.

	Harry Carver was a very careful man indeed.

	But he was also a very self indulgent one. He felt that if he had to live in some discomfort during his working life, he owed it to himself to make sure that his brief periods of leisure were as comfortable as he could make them.

	His last two years had been not only uncomfortable, but bitter, painful and dangerous. His period in London was therefore carefully planned to be luxurious in the extreme.

	However, Carver was deeply worried.

	Lovegod’s scepticism about Carver’s background was unjustified. Carver was in fact American, born in Denver, Colorado, of an American father and an English mother.

	Carver was deeply proud of his father’s origins. Big Tom Carver claimed his great-grandfather had been at Custer’s last stand on the winning side, and Carver saw no reason to doubt the fact.

	His father had been an immense man, who worked as a ski instructor on the snow covered slopes which attracted winter sportsmen and women from all over the world.

	 One of the women who came to ski and stayed to wonder was Mary Pearson, English and wealthy with it. She took one look at the towering ski instructor with the intriguing high cheekbones and black, penetrating eyes, and lost her heart and a good deal of her common sense. 

	Tom Carver might be a fine ski instructor and a woodsman without peer, but he was a dismal businessman. When Mary put her money into a ski school for her new husband, Tom enthusiastically spent the lot, mortgaged the school and lost it in a poker game.

	Standing outside their former home, he had reassured his wife, “Don’t worry. My grandpaw knew how to give these guys a pasting. I’ll do the same. Just watch my dust!”

	When he was released from prison two years later, nothing had happened to dent his optimism.

	“I worked as a ski bum before. I can do it again,” he told his wife and two year old son. And work he did, bringing in excellent money, which his wife was careful to lock safely away from him and his poker games until she had enough to buy a guest lodge in the mountains.

	It was not a money spinner, but it kept Tom and his son Harry – the family never expanded – in comfort. In return Tom spent days with young Harry in the woods, teaching him woodcraft and self-reliance and to play a form of stud poker which would have grown hair on a six lane black-top.

	By the time he was fourteen, Harry Carver had the reputation of being able to track a mosquito across running water, and to see aces through a stacked deck with his eyes closed and a quart of moonshine whisky inside him.

	He also had the reputation of being hell on wheels in any kind of a fight, and grown men surveyed his shoulders and the level green eyes with thoughtful expressions and forbore to pick fights in his company.

	“There ain’t nothing on earth,” said Big Tom with the satisfaction of a man who has never laid a hand to anything he could not pick up unaided, “as will stop a man who knows he’s right and keeps a-comin’.”

	Harry took the advice to heart. He found out later that his father, a lifelong Western fan, had read the advice in a book and founded his life on it. Two years later Big Tom found out that there was indeed something which would stop a man, right or not.

	It was a .375 Smith and Wesson in the hands of a bank robber whose activities Tom Carver was ill-advised enough to interrupt.

	He lived long enough to pass on a description of the bank robber, his car and even his partner to the now sixteen-year-old Harry, who got to them before the police.

	The California police Lieutenant who had the task of cleaning up afterwards swallowed hard when he opened the hotel room door and saw just how high the blood had splashed.

	“If he wasn’t just a sixteen-year-old backwards kid, you’d have thought that maybe he had done it himself,” he told a colleague afterwards.

	 “But those were two tough bastards. DiMaggio and Glassi, records as long as your arm. No way could he have taken both of them by himself. There wasn’t anybody else around when we got there. I reckon they creamed each other and the kid got there in time to finish off the winner. But he had reason, and there’s no proof he did any more than just track them down like he said and call us.”

	The incident opened a whole new life to Harry. From being able to track animals in the woods, he found he was now able to track animals of a different order through the modern city jungles.

	When his mother decided to return to the land of her birth, Harry already had a thriving agency. He found things.

	“FINDERS KEEPERS” said his business card in exuberant red type. “You lost something, I find it. No get, no sweat.”

	If it worked well in America, reasoned Harry, it could work well in Europe. So he packed his bags, sold out his agency to his assistant, and moved with his mother. 

	England was a great disappointment to him. Nothing his mother had told him had prepared him for the continual cold and wet, the proportions of the streets and what he considered to be unreasonably small cars.

	He had to give up carrying his beloved gun – ironically a .357 Smith and Wesson revolver similar to the one which had killed his father. He had to work with policemen who were unwilling to turn a blind eye to Carver’s own set of rough and ready rules.

	Above all he had to adjust to magistrates who were not willing to hold still for Carver’s system of rough justice.

	But plenty of people still wanted things found. To be more accurate, they wanted people found. Most of the people they wanted found were not keen on the idea.

	Some of them were murderously unkeen on the idea.

	Carver dealt with them all with the same unemotional efficiency. His terms were simple. He found, he informed and after that it was up to the client what they did about it.

	Occasionally, he was hired to finger a fugitive from one or other of the various mobs. When that happened, he either refused the commission, or “failed” to find the subject. Attempts to force information from him generally turned out to be so disastrous that they were never repeated. Sometimes they turned out to be fatal.

	Lynn had been one of his mistakes.

	Lying in the steam heat of his bath, Carver thought about Lynn and her daughter, Irene. He looked upon the girl as his own daughter and certainly in Carver’s own mind, he was responsible for her.

	Lynn had been the daughter of one of the most insane men Carver had ever met.

	Brymon van Damm was a New York aristocrat whose outward polish concealed the soul of a stoat.

	“If he ever met an ethic, he drowned it,” a business rival told Carver tersely. Carver accepted the description without following it up – and lived to regret his uncharacteristic lack of curiosity.

	Instead, he accepted van Damm’s commission to find his missing daughter, Lynn.

	It had not been easy. With intelligence inherited from her father and a ruthlessness which was little short of his own, Lynn had covered her tracks and those of her child.

	When Carver ran her to ground in a tiny Normandy village, her panic had shaken him. Her attempt to kill him had shaken him even more.

	“You shan’t have her!” she shrieked at him across the scrubbed pine table at which she had been preparing the meal for herself and her child. A child which now stood with its back to the wall, eyes staring and mouth stretched into an O of fright and horror.

	Distracted by his need to defend himself from the frenzied attack, Carver did not notice when the Irene slipped past him and ran, screaming, into the night. Only when he had reluctantly subdued her mother with a sharp blow to the corner of the jaw did he notice that the child was missing.

	In gathering dusk, he tracked her across two ploughed fields to a quarry, and then frightened the panicky child so much that she slipped on the crumbling edge and fell. Only a dive flat on the grass saved her. He had caught her by the hair, and pulled her back from the drop squealing with fright and pain.

	Then he started making inquiries about her father. What he had discovered had sickened him. In a moment of remorse he had taken Lynn under his own wing, installed her in a town flat in Islington, and set himself to protect her from her own father and from the people who surrounded him.

	Naturally enough, people assumed Lynn was his, and that therefore Irene was his as well. He did nothing to correct the misapprehension, accepting it as being of his own making.

	Over the couple of years they had been together, his love for Irene grew as his regard for her mother waned. For reasons which he entirely understood, she was incapable of having a normal relationship with a man, certainly with one as aggressively male as Carver. 

	He kept an eye on her when he was at home, accepted fewer jobs which might lead him abroad, and allowed a state of friendly neutrality to grow up in their home.

	Until Beirut.

	Beirut, even Carver had to admit, was bad. Had he known quite how bad, he would never have gone.

	He turned over in the bath and soaped himself for the tenth time. Somehow, the prison stench never seemed to wash off. It had to grow out, like bad sunburn.

	It was not the first time Carver had been in a prison, but it had most certainly been the worst time. Marseilles had been bad. Bastia had been brutal. The cage in the Spanish Sahara had been cruel. What had made Beirut different had been the intentional sadism of the set up. The hostages were in a bad way, but at least they had some hope that one day, just maybe, the harm done by Reagan might be cured and they might be allowed to return home.

	Carver was in for pure spite, and pure spite was what he had been given.

	He erupted from the bath with a whoosh of enjoyment, and showered off the suds under the sculpted brass rose, hooting with satisfaction as the water bit down to the skin. Then he dried himself off, rolled himself in the bedclothes and dropped into a sleep so deep as to be almost coma. 

	For the first time in two years he was reasonably certain he would be allowed to awaken undisturbed in the morning.

	 


 

	CHAPTER FOUR

	 

	Carver reckoned he had seen more decrepit homes than Lovegod’s – but never in Europe.

	The policeman opened the door of his Georgian terrace house himself, braces hanging to his knees, and a slice of toast topped with a half-inch of peanut butter in the unemployed hand.

	He had a cigarette in his mouth, his sparse hair was snaggled behind his ears, and his tie, already knotted for the neck, dangled from his right wrist. His eyes were veined red against a parchment shade of yellow, and his feet were bare.

	He stared at Carver with the festering malevolence of the hung over for the healthy.

	“It’s ten,” Carver told him flatly. Lovegod nodded carefully and shuffled back from the door.

	“Come in,” he said. “Watch out for the ... er.”

	He gestured at the carpet where, snugly settled in the angle of the bottom stair and the wall, a cat the colour of a badly dyed wig was nursing three kittens. They sounded like a flock of seagulls far away. Carver, who was fond of kittens, bent to stroke one end the cat instantly struck at him, claws extended.

	She missed. 

	Carver looked up to see Lovegod watching him.

	“Kept your reactions sharp, wherever you’ve been,” he said in the deep, splintery voice which comes from cognac in excess in the small hours.

	“I exercised,” said Carver expressionlessly.

	Lovegod nodded very carefully.

	“I know you did. Hot, in Beirut,” he said.

	Carver stared at him until the policeman’s eyes flickered. Then he pushed past and went down the stairs at the back and into the basement kitchen. Betty Lovegod looked up from the stove where she was cooking what looked like the breakfast for a platoon of battle-weary Marines.

	She had been what men call a fine figure of a woman in her youth, and middle age had only added curves to her generous body.

	The titian hair was hanging round her shoulders, in heavy swags and she still had last night’s makeup on. But there was still a wicked gleam in her eye as she surveyed Carver.

	“Hello, Harry,” she said in a husky voice which might have been pure sex, but which, Carver knew, came out of a packet of Marlborough. The packet was on the top of the stove, and as Carver watched, she tugged a cigarette out and lit it from the gas flame. She had to bend to do it and as she did so, Carver could see down the front of her house coat. Under it, she was naked. 

	“Hello, Betty,” he said, careful to keep his voice level. She flicked a lock at him out of the corner of her eye, and smiled into the frying pan. It was brimming with bacon, eggs and fried potato.

	“Like some breakfast?”

	He shook his head.

	“I ate a couple of hours ago. But I could drink a cup of tea.”

	She jerked her head at the corner of the draining board. There was a large, enameled teapot there with a lid which fitted but did not match. Next to it was a clutch of cups, no two of which were of the same pattern. A half empty milk bottle, its foil cap dangling on a thread, was beside them. The rest of the draining board was covered in plates which had yet to be washed.

	“Help yourself.”

	He picked up one of the cups and washed it under the tap before pouring his tea. It was piping hot and surprisingly good.

	“That’s great. No wonder the British built an Empire on this stuff,” he said, finding himself a place on a bench which was buried under clothes either on their way to or from the wash.

	“Needs body. We use a dead rat.”

	There was a glimmer of amusement in her eyes as she said it.

	For a split second, his face had changed and she had noticed.

	“Ask it not to pee in it next time,” he returned. But it was a feeble riposte. Betty guffawed and abandoned the pan for a time while she scraped three plates and ran them under the hot tap for a few seconds.

	“Eric! Tansy! Ruth!” she shouted suddenly, and a thunder of feet on the stairs warned Carver in time to move his tea. Three teenagers pushed wordlessly past him, seized brimming plates of bacon and egg, snatched eating irons from the table and disappeared upstairs again.

	“They like to eat watching telly,” explained Betty. “Rots their brains, of course, but it’s better than having them eat down here with the human beings. I used to feed the pigs on the farm, and I’d rather watch them.”

	Lovegod reappeared soundlessly on the stairs, now fully dressed in suit and tie. He carried his shoes in his hand, and sat on the bottom step to put them on.

	Betty dropped onto a pile of unironed shirts opposite Lovegod and nursed a cup of tea.

	“I was sorry about Lynn, Harry,” she said quietly.

	“Yeah,” said Carver.

	“I didn’t know she was an addict,” Betty said, watching his eyes.

	“No,” said Carver grimly. “Neither did I.”

	“And then little Irene going missing,” said Betty. “Have you had any news?”

	“Not really.” Carver finished his tea and stood up. Lovegod was shod and ready to go.

	“Thanks for the tea,” Harry told the woman. She winked at him broadly and put her hand on her hip, pushing one leg forward like a tart in a doorway.

	“Any time, Harry. Just any time at all,” she drawled and at last got a smile out of him. Betty Lovegod had never been known to stray from her marital bed in over twenty years of marriage, but she flirted outrageously. Looking at her, Carver thought, not for the first time, that Lovegod was a man lucky beyond his deserts and certainly beyond his realization. He also thought, not for the first time, that if Betty ever found out about her husband’s sex life, Lovegod would be well advised to emigrate.

	When they got to the street, Lovegod stopped and stared at the big Daihatsu jeep standing by the kerb.

	“I thought you were driving a hired Fiesta?” he said. 

	“Yesterday, I was,” Carver told him. “Today I’m on my own wheels.”

	He climbed into the car and let Lovegod in through the passenger door. The car rattled into life, and Carver wound out of the narrow street and into the slow-moving traffic of London.

	“Where to first?” he said.

	“We’ll go and see Ben Johnson at the Mcwhitty,” said Lovegod. “After that, there’s a woman you might get something out of. Might even be some help to you.”

	He lit another cigarette, pitched the first, half smoked, out of the window, and fumbled for a light. Carver punched the fascia lighter for him and refused the offer of a cigarette himself.

	“I gave it up,” he said. “Okay, I did without it for a couple of years.”

	“Hard to get?” Lovegod was peering at the traffic. Apparently he was a nervous passenger, his foot dabbing continuously at a non-existent brake, his hands clutching the passenger bar.

	“Impossible. I just smoke cheroots, now.” Carver drove fast but expertly, threading the bulky diesel through the traffic like a mini oar. Lovegod closed his eyes and coughed hoarsely.

	“For Christ’s sake slow down! You’re not in Beirut now,” he said.

	A police car, siren whinnying, tore past them and Lovegod shuddered.

	“One of those suicidal bastards drove me home the other night. Worst ride of my life. Should be prosecuted,” he said, wheezing.

	Carver ignored him, swinging suddenly into a side street and parking the oar neatly between two Cortinas which looked as though they had been thrown together hurriedly from spare parts.

	When he got out of the oar, he slammed the door and stood looking round. From the entrance of a Victorian house nearby, three boys aged around thirteen looked back with eyes aged around thirty.

	Carver beckoned, and one of them came to him, swinging his shoulders. He stood looking at Carver, head on one side, eyes insolent, hands stuck in the pockets of his designer jeans.

	“See that car?” said Carver. The boy looked beyond him at the Daihatsu, with a glimmer of amusement in his eyes, and nodded. He was a good looking child, with close cropped gold hair, blue eyes and a well-cut expensive shirt tucked into his jeans. Instead of trainers, he wore light grey suede casual shoes. A tiny gold earring gleamed in his right ear.

	“That’s my car,” said Carver. “I’d like you to look after it for me.”

	This time the gleam of amusement turned to a condescending smile.

	“Oh yes?”

	Carver matched the smile with one of his own. It was not a thing of beauty and the boy’s self assurance wavered visibly.

	“Yeah. If it’s okay when I come back, you get a quid each. You and the other four.”

	The boy’s confidence was wavering badly now.

	“Four?” he said warily.

	“The two in the doorway and the two behind the Cortina,” Carver said. “But I’ll give the money to you. You can do what you like with it. I reckon you’re the main man.”

	The boy’s eyes held complete understanding. He snapped his fingers and pointed at Carver.

	“Got ya!”

	Carver nodded. “See you later, one way or the other.”

	“And if I’m not here?”

	“Then I shall have to assume you have fallen down on your job,” said Carver, “and I shall come and find you.”

	“Oh, yeah?” said the child, all arrogance again. “Where?”

	“At the King’s Arms,” said Carver over his shoulder. “Ask your brother whether Harry Carver ever misses out on a promise.”

	Lovegod regarded him with an inquisitive eye as they turned the corner of the street.

	“Chancing your arm, aren’t you? Who’s his brother anyway?”

	“Larry Manning,” said Carver. “I saw the kid there night before last. He’s Larry’s spit. I chased Larry half across Europe and knocked him down three times bringing him back to England and he’s never forgotten it. He’ll happily kill me himself if he gets the chance, but he won’t let anything happen to my car. It would make him look like a kid.”

	*

	Johnson was a dark, slender man with a heavy moustache, straight hair which hung over his temples and an expression which looked as though it had been squeezed out of a lemon. He shared an office with his secretary and a kettle.

	Both had seen more joyful days.

	“Yes, we heard you were back in the country,” he told Carver. He did not make it sound as though the news had improved his day.

	Outside the steamy little office, the corridors of the home rang to the sound of children’s voices. It was an old building, and though an honest attempt had been made to cheer it up with bright paint and improved lighting, nothing short of demolition could knock the air of seediness out of the walls.

	The children sounded happy enough, though, he had to admit.

	There must be more to Johnson than met the eye.

	“Yes. Your daughter was brought here, about eighteen months ago. We tried very hard to find you for a long time, Mr Carver,” Johnson said severely. He was the kind of man who would tell the time and ask a favour with the same hostility. The thought of being confined and controlled by him, even in the busy cheerfulness of the home, made Carver wince.

	“I was abroad on business,” Carver told him. “What happened?”

	“Well, as to your late wife,” Johnson began. “I have no exact information, though I gather Sergeant Lovegod can help you there.”

	Lovegod avoided Carver’s eye and teased another cigarette out of his package. The secretary looked appalled.

	“This is a smoke free zone,” she said in a voice which had been forged and tempered in Cheltenham Ladies’ College. “I would be obliged if you would not smoke!”

	“I’ll look after my lungs and you can look after yours, Miss Haycox,” he said drily. His voice sounded strained and Carver realised he was trying very hard not to cough.

	The secretary who, amazingly, was wearing white satin swept out of the room with a look of deep affront. Lovegod saw her on her way with a sweet smile. 

	“We’ll talk about Lynn later,” he said. “Just tell Carver about Irene.”

	Johnson opened the thin folder on his desk.

	“She was brought here by the police on the death of her mother. Apparently she found the body when she got home from school. A nasty experience for a young girl left on her own. She called the police and ambulance and stayed with her mother, to give her mouth-to-mouth resuscitation, until it was apparent that Mrs Carver was beyond help.

	“The doctor says she had been dead for hours. Since mid morning.”

	He looked up from the folder with a set, angry face.

	“She needed you and you weren’t there, Mr Carver,” he said coldly. “It must have been a very important business trip to take two years.”

	“It was.”

	“Well, she was sent to us on a more permanent basis under a Place of Safety order from the magistrates’ court on the third of the month, and the magistrates later confirmed the order making her our responsibility until next of kin could be traced.”

	He looked up again. “We couldn’t.”

	Carver merely nodded. “Go on.”

	Johnson went back to the folder.

	“She spent all her time here assuring us that you would be back to collect her. Checked her mail every morning. Sat near the office at break in ease the phone rang. Then, a few months ago, she vanished.”

	“A few months?” Carver pulled the folded magazine from his pocket. The date was the current month.

	“Ten months, Mr Carver.”

	Carver folded back the magazine and showed it to him.

	“Just confirm my own identification, will you? That her?”

	Johnson looked at the picture, then stared at it, like a rabbit gazing the wrong way up a shotgun.

	 “How...? Yes, yes by God, it is her! When was this taken and where?”

	Carver reached over and brought it back to his own side of desk.

	“France,” he said. “Then I’m finding out when at this moment and then I’m going looking. What interests me, though, is how she got there. Any ideas?”

	Johnson was still registering shock.

	“Ideas? What about?”

	Carver leaned over the desk. Lovegod, seeing the muscles bunch behind the man’s neck, got ready to grab, but Carver’s hands stayed under the desktop, clasped between his knees.

	“How she got to France, friend.” Carver’s voice was dangerously level. “I guess you don’t lay on foreign holidays for your kids?” 

	Johnson merely looked bewildered. “Holidays? Of course not. What…”

	“Then how come a kid who was supposed to be in your charge turns up outside a restaurant in goddamn Carcassonne, friend? What happened here, and how come nobody knew?”

	In the silence which followed, the sound of a child outside bouncing a ball against a wall came very clearly.

	Lovegod cleared his throat.

	“I think you had better answer the gentleman, Mr Johnson. And then I have a few questions for you myself.”

	Johnson glanced at him, and then pushed his hands through his hair. It flopped back into the same position instantly.

	“I wish I knew what had happened, Sergeant,” he said in a much deflated voice. “All I can tell you is what is in the file. I was away from the building at the time.”

	He picked up the top sheet.

	“The dormitory monitor reported on the morning of the Saturday that Irene’s bed had not been slept in. Neither she nor anybody else saw Irene leave the room during the night. Simply that she was there at Lights Out and she wasn’t at Morning Roll Call. When we had a look in her locker, her clothes were missing and so was her kit bag.

	“So she planned to go, or she was taken away by someone who knew how to take everything with her. Is there any kind of supervision at night?”

	Johnson bridled. “Yes, of course. The duty staff member would be on patrol or in the night room at all times. I have her report here.”

	Carver extended a hand.

	“Let’s see.”

	Johnson pulled back. Carver’s hand continued smoothly across the desk, caught his wrist, and squeezed. The paper fluttered down towards the desk, and Carver caught it before it had a chance to settle. Johnson sat back in his chair, massaging his wrist.

	“You assaulted me, Mr Carver! I’ll...”

	“No, Mr Johnson,” said Carver as he read the page, “I didn’t assault you. You can still walk and talk. So far. Don’t push your luck, friend. This all?”

	Johnson looked at the paper.

	“What more do you want?”

	“A goddamn sight more than this,” said Carver, passing the paper on to Lovegod. “This says that a member of staff, Miss ... No, Mrs Brownlow, spent the night in the duty room. She saw nothing unusual. She heard nothing unusual. She got up in the morning in time to wake the children. She was relieved by ... Mr Thackeray, who supervised morning roll call, and reported Irene missing.”

	“So?”

	“This paper,” said Carver passing it to Lovegod, “says zilch. Zero. Nothing.”

	He reached over and took the rest of the file. It was pitifully thin. Lovegod noticed that this time Johnson made no attempt to interfere. 

	Carver leafed through the file. It contained Irene’s admission form, which was a thorough, if clinical, document. Carver swallowed hard when he noticed that among her personal effects listed was: “One teddy bear, brown. Red ribbon.”

	He had bought her the bear just before he left for North Africa. A little worried that it might he a bit too childish for a thirteen-year-old, a little apologetic because he would be away for her birthday.

	“Did she take the teddy bear?”

	“What?” Johnson seemed very distracted, as well he might.

	“The teddy bear. Did she take it with her?”

	“Eh? Doesn’t it say, in the report?”

	“No,” said Carver patiently. “It does not say in the report. In the report it simply says that her locker was found to have been cleared. Cleared of what? Everything she had? Kids don’t keep teddy bears in lockers, they keep them in bed. Did she take it with her?”

	“I...”

	“I think we’d better have Mrs Brownlow in here, don’t you?” asked Lovegod quietly.

	“And this other guy, Thackeray. Let’s have a word with him, huh? This stinks.”

	*

	Plainly Thackeray and the unexpected Mrs Brownlow thought so, too.

	Thackeray was a grey haired man in his fifties with a kindly face and one lens of his spectacles ground opaque. At variance with his amiable face, he seemed to be speaking under some kind of strain. His nostrils flared like a warhorse while he spoke, and he seemed constantly on the point of turning on his heel and leaving.

	Yes, he had been called by the monitor of B Dormitory before Roll Call. He had gone and inspected the bed, which had been lain on but not slept in.

	He had gone to the locker immediately, and found it empty.

	“Totally empty?”

	“Yes,” said Thackeray. “Totally.”

	“And the bed?”

	“Certainly.”

	“No teddy bear?”

	“None that I could see.”

	“Could there have been one that you could not see?”

	“Er ... no.”

	“So – no teddy bear?”

	“Well ... no.”

	Carver sat back with a sigh.

	“Why go to the locker first?”

	“When they run, they take their things with them. If they’ve just sneaked out for a night on the town or to meet a boyfriend or something, the clothes are still there.”

	“This happen often?”

	Johnson was staring at Thackeray with a venomous expression.

	Clearly, the man was letting out more than his boss wanted. Equally clearly, once started, he was going to be impossible to stop.

	“More often than we would like,” he admitted, meeting his superior’s eye squarely.

	“How...”

	“Just a minute,” Lovegod interrupted. “I think this is becoming police business. Just how often do kids get out of here, Mr Thackeray?”

	“Thirty in the past year.”

	“All reported to the police. Half found instantly. I can show you...”

	“Just a minute. I’m coming to you,” Lovegod told him. “Is this the normal number of runaways from a home of this size?”

	“No, it isn’t,” said Thackeray, firmly. “But the numbers are rising steadily all round. Aren’t they, Mr Johnson?”

	Johnson nodded. It looked as though he was having a tooth pulled without anesthetic. 

	“Much as it pains me to admit it,” he said with an I’ll-talk-to-you-later look at Thackeray, “I have to admit we are finding it hard to cope with. We have to tread a very delicate line between too much control and too little. There are habitual absconders and we naturally keep a very careful eye on those. But this is not a prison, after all. We can’t treat the children as criminals. In a supportive and liberal system there have to be open doors and unguarded gates. We’re not trying to run a modern poorhouse. On the other hand the price we pay for that system – which works very well with the vast majority of children – is that from time to time it is abused by a minority.”

	“And some of them,” said Carver grimly, “end up dead.”

	 


 

	CHAPTER FIVE

	 

	“You’ve got company,” said Lovegod as they turned the corner and the Daihatsu came into view. Carver crossed the road and walked up to the car. The man sitting in the driving seat, playing the radio and smoking was compact and fair haired. He was wearing a pink sports top, faded jeans and trainers.

	“Morning, Carver,” he said without moving. “Nice car.”

	“Well, Hi there Larry,” said Carver. “Thought I might find you here. You got my message.”

	“Yeah.” Manning swung his legs out of the Daihatsu and dropped onto the road. He landed lightly like an athlete. Lovegod got a whiff of perfume.

	“Morning, Mr Lovegod. Sorry to find you in bad company.”

	Lovegod nodded.

	“Larry. I didn’t realise you were out.”

	“Good behaviour, Mr Lovegod,” said Manning. But he never took his eyes off Carver. “I was a good boy, and they let me out early. Bit of luck, really, Mr Lovegod. I might have missed a reunion otherwise.”

	Carver smiled like a cat. His eyes looked sleepy.

	“I’m busy and I’ve got no business with you, Larry,” he said.

	“If you’re wise you’ll leave it that way. Otherwise get started now. I’m in a hurry.”

	“I know. Irene disappeared,” said Manning.

	There was the kind of stillness Lovegod had once heard before the buildings of Agadir fell about his ears in a long gone holiday far away. Carver’s eyes did not look sleepy any more.

	“Suddenly, I do have business with you, Larry-boy,” he said.

	“Go on.”

	Manning grinned into his face. “Nothing. I just heard she’s gone missing from the Mowhitty. Not the first won’t be the last, Carver. Just gone, that’s all.”

	“That isn’t enough,” said Carver. “Not nearly enough, Larry-boy. I think you can tell me more.”

	 

	Manning twisted adroitly away and ran a couple of steps up the pavement.

	“Maybe I can and maybe I can’t, you bastard,” he said through his teeth. “But you can put your shirt on one thing. I ain’t going to!”

	He moved a few paces further back, but Carver didn’t move. He just stood, watching the man, waiting.

	“You put me away, you shit! You put me away! I was gone – on my way and you came and brought me back and they stuck me in that place. You any idea what it’s like for a gay, doing porridge? They hurt me, Carver! They really hurt me! Now it’s your turn. I’m going to hurt you, and there’s nothing you can do about it.”

	He was round the corner and off before Lovegod could get to him. The policeman swore.

	“Don’t worry about him,” Carver said. “I know where he lives. I’ll have a word with him later. Help me check out the car.”

	Lovegod looked as though he had swallowed razor blades.

	“Now, Carver,” he said, “I’m an older man these days. I can’t cope with violence the way I used to.”

	Carver brought his head out from the under the bonnet and started to check the wheels. One was loose, and he swore gently, produced a wheel nut from his pocket and screwed it firmly into place, with a wrench from under the dashboard.

	“That’ll be it,” he said. “Let’s go. Where was the next place we’re going to visit?”

	“What about Larry-Boy Manning?”

	“What about him?”

	“You going to leave him alone?”

	Carver laughed.

	“Larry-boy’s just a spiteful little fag who latched onto something and now he’s using it to try and hurt me. If he knew anything, he’d have said it,” he said. “Forget it.”

	“Why don’t I feel reassured?” complained the policeman, climbing into the passenger seat, and reaching for the safety belt automatically. The diesel wheezed into life and the car swung out of the space and pulled out onto the main road.

	“Gently this time, for the love of God,” he said. “I can’t take Rambo driving.”

	“Where to?” said Carver. “Left or right? And where are we going?”

	“Left,” said Lovegod. “We’re going to see a slave driver.”

	*

	Alison Sugrue looked, thought Carver, like a dumpy Florence Nightingale – the real thing, not the dewy-eyed ministering angel of the Victorian paintings. A hard, determined woman whose passion left no room for any other emotion and whose obsession left no room for any other interest.

	The room itself was a strange place. Perched on the tip of a triangular Victorian building, it was circular and its ceiling was a dome, elegantly finished with lavish plaster moldings now submerged in a century of emulsion. At one time it must have been a charming turret room.

	Now, it was a place of nightmare.

	Not an inch of wall space could be seen, because of the photographs which had been pasted, tacked, pinned or stuck into place. And from every picture, eyes stared out.

	There were pictures of shackled people, some black, some white, many Asian.

	There were pictures of luxurious apartments in which naked and semi-naked women reclined on overstuffed furniture.

	There were pictures of boys, small and thin or round and chubby, working at machinery made oversized by their own tiny proportions, or sitting or standing in surroundings which varied between disgusting and decent.

	There were chain gangs in fields and crop-pickers moving among bushes and fishermen fishing and cane cutters cutting cane.

	There were miners and quarry workers, cooks and cleaners, porters and painters.

	They all had one thing in common. Their eyes held no hope. Only suffering.

	In a line around the room, about hip height, hung instruments of repression like an echo from the middle ages.

	There were manacles and leg irons, waist belts and collars, head cages and gags. Between them hung whips and truncheons, spiked sticks and electric cattle prods.

	“Does my office shock you, Mr Carver? It should.”

	The woman who spent her working life in the geometric centre of this catalogue of cruelty was a completely incongruous figure.

	She was round and soft and comfortable. Her grey hair was piled on top of her head like a cottage loaf and through it two pencils had been pushed at right-angles. Her robin-bright, blue eyes sparkled at him over the gold frame of a pair of half moon spectacles.

	When she smiled, well worn laugh lines webbed her cheeks, and there was a deep, warm, cosy quality in her voice when she talked. She would have looked completely at home in a village cake shop.

	In this chamber of horrors, she was as out of place as a nun on a battlefield.

	“Slaves,” she said brightly as though she was recommending a candied peel in a cake recipe. “Slaves every one of them. Bond slaves or sex slaves or work slaves or just plain old fashioned field slaves. Looks like a page out of history, doesn’t it? But every one of those photographs was taken within the last twelve months, Mr Carver. I keep my collection up to date, oh yes indeed.”

	There was no part of the room from which the eyes could not be seen, staring out of their misery into a hopeless future. No way to turn a back to the appeal, no way to escape the accusation.

	“I don’t know how you stay sane,” he said to the motherly creator of the place.

	She hooted with laughter.

	“What makes you think I do, Mr Carver? How would you tell in this insane world, anyway?”

	Carver knew obsession when he saw it, and ducked out of that one. He waited instead for Lovegod to explain why they were there.

	“Allie,” said the policeman. “Tell Carver about the slave racket in North Africa.”

	Her eyebrow twitched.

	“North Africa?” she said, turning towards a filing cabinet. “Now there’s an interesting area, wouldn’t you say, Lovegod? Lovely spots there in North Africa. Know how much a blonde thirteen-year-old virgin will raise in North Africa, Carver?”

	“No? Well, I’ll tell you. A virgin of either sex would raise around twenty thousand pounds. A very special one – platinum blonde, for instance, with good bone structure and no health problems – twice that much. Peachy, hey?

	“Then you get the trained ones. Speak several languages. Value works of art. Play musical instruments to concert standards. You can double the price again. Triple it, maybe. Not bad, eh? Good price. Not as much as you’d give for a blood horse, but then human beings are easier to get than horses. You can’t pull a horse into a car and drive off with it, for instance. You can’t take a horse through customs without someone asking some very pointed questions about its medical papers, home, and destination. You can’t rely on the horse’s mother selling it off for the money to bring up the rest of her family. Worst of all, you can’t train a horse to obey through a system of whispered threats. And you can’t work a horse close to death in public without someone, somewhere, protesting about it.”

	She had a deep, pleasing voice and a lightly amused expression on her face as she ran through her prepared speech.

	“See those?” she pointed at a line of filing cabinets within arm’s reach of her desk. “Newspaper cuttings, Carver. Try one at random?”

	She dipped into a drawer and handed him a slip of card on which a tiny scrap of newsprint had been glued.

	“GIPSY CHILDREN HELD BY POLICE” read the headline. The body of the type was only three paragraphs long.

	“Yugoslav police have foiled a new attempt to smuggle gipsy children abroad to be sold or trained as petty criminals,” said the story.

	“A man and ten children were detained at the border village of Badina as they were about to cross illegally into Italy. Earlier this year, four Yugoslavs trying to smuggle 11 children into Italy were arrested by Austrian police. Reuters.”

	He stared at the clipping until his eyes began to water.

	“Are you trying to tell me that Irene has been kidnapped by some kind of white slave ring?” he asked huskily.

	Two pairs of eyes watched his and waited.

	“But how?”

	“Easy,” said Lovegod. “She’s in a children’s home. She’s got nobody – literally nobody – to look after her, to keep after her. She has the same rights as anybody else. What about you? What about the police?”

	“Chase white slavers? You jest!” Lovegod sneered. “White slavers, Lovegod? You’ve been seeing too many Fu Manchu movies on telly! White slavers in this day and age? Those kids – they’re dead, Lovegod, in some stinking culvert somewhere, and we’ll find them sooner or later. Only we don’t. Not all of them. Not even many of them. Any idea how many kids there are just picking up their traps and going missing every day in this country, Carver? There are three hundred listed missing by Scotland Yard at this very moment, and that’s just the official figure. There are hundreds more of them, but the parents haven’t reported it or the local bobby hasn’t got round to listing them yet. Some turn up in London, working as prostitutes. Boys or girls. Makes no difference. With some of them, it’s better than the home they ran away from anyway. Some get fed up and go back home. Some have been murdered. Some have just had accidents and never been found. But some of them are being taken off and made into slaves, Carver. I’m certain of it, and I won’t have it. Not on my patch. Not now.”

	For the first time in years Carver felt lost. It was a new feeling. Usually, he could handle almost any situation. But this one stunned him.

	When he had heard that Irene was missing and believed to he dead, he had been horrified, but his grief had given way to a determination to find her killer.

	Then had come the picture in the magazine, and the knowledge that she was still alive or at any rate had been only a few weeks ago.

	Now, the repulsive possibilities opened up by Lovegod’s account put him into a mental turmoil. Alive – but in the hands of slavers.

	“I have heard of modern slavery,” he admitted. “But I didn’t think that there was much of it in Europe.”

	“Peter Davies at the Anti Slavery Society reckoned a couple of years ago that there are probably more slaves in the world today than there were when William Wilberforce was alive,” said the woman grimly.

	“In Mauretania, one out of three of the population is born slaves. Old fashioned owned slaves. In Italy, there are kids working in factories for twelve hours a day six days a week. They don’t go home. They’re there. That picture...” she swung round in her chair and pointed at one. “That one there. That was taken in Italy last month. Last MONTH!”

	She reached out and grabbed one of the chains attached to the wall.

	“You know what these are? They’re leg irons. Antiques? Not on your Nellie! Made in Birmingham last year. How about this little lot then? Ain’t they the cat’s pyjamas? This has been described to me as the ultimate instrument of torture.”

	She got out of her chair and took the contraption off the wall. It was a rigid steel bar with shackles at each end.

	“You fasten the wrists in this lot and the ankles in the other. Sound simple, pussy cat? Nothing very terrible about that, is there?”

	“Not when they’re fastened in front,” said Carver. “When they put you in it backwards, with your hands behind you, it’s a different matter.”

	She looked dashed.

	“You’ve seen them before?”

	“A few weeks ago, I was wearing one,” said Carver expressionlessly. He held out his hands and her breath caught in her throat when she saw the newly healed skin over the raw places on his wrists.

	“Is it very bad?”

	“It’s bad. The cramp starts in the legs but after a while it’s everywhere,” he said, trying to sound clinical. The sweat was making his skin itch.

	“Imagine spending a month in it, then,” she said.

	“A month?”

	“The man it was taken off had spent a month fastened to it. They had to hose him down before they could get it off. It was sticking to him.”

	Carver shut his mind against the memory and the thought of the agonies the unknown sufferer must have born.

	“And now?”

	“He won’t walk again. Or do anything much, I imagine. His mind is very sorely disturbed.”

	“Where was he found?”

	“Paris,” she said, and watched him for a reaction.

	“Paris,” he said flatly. “Not in North Africa.”

	“Not in North Africa. But they have to get them from somewhere, don’t they? Have you been in Paris recently, Mr Carver?”

	“No,” he said. “Or at any rate, not to stay.” 

	“I am told they have gangs of young pickpockets there. About nine or ten year olds. Once, they were just gipsy children. Now many of them are bought slaves like the ones in your cutting,” she said pointing to the newsprint. “Nice racket, eh, buster?”

	The odd bite of slang with which she larded her business like manner were as out of place as she was herself. Carver had to fight against the slowly growing suspicion that he had somehow become involved in a Lewis Carroll story.

	“But what proof have we that Irene is involved?” he said, determined to bring the conversation back to reality at least.

	“None. But she has disappeared from London and you have proof there that she is alive and in France, No explanation,” said Lovegod. “Where’s your imagination, Carver? Isn’t it better that she’s at least alive?”

	“Not necessarily,” said Carver. There was a faraway look on his face and Lovegod, who had a pictorial memory, felt the hair begin to lift on the back of his neck.

	“Any ideas?” he said.

	“I know the Arabs,” said Carver simply. “I’ve been there. Death is not the worst thing that can happen to you. Particularly if you happen to be female.”

	 


 

	CHAPTER SIX

	 

	It had been a satisfactory day for Larry Manning. He had risen late, done some excellent business in his own field, cemented a friendship with a young man of like mind and habits to his own, and even tasted the sweet and heady flavour of revenge.

	A rather petty revenge, it had to be admitted. He would love to have been able to tell Harry Carver exactly what had happened to his beloved daughter. But Larry had learned to be very careful indeed how much he let out and saying too much was as dangerous as it might have been satisfying.

	There was of course the danger that Carver might come after him if he guessed that Larry had more to tell. He had every reason to remember Carver’s uncanny skill and persistence in pursuit.

	No, he told himself as he swung out of the back door of his father’s pub in Islington, he had judged it perfectly. Enough of the truth to hurt, but not enough to let on he knew anything else.

	All the same, it would not hurt to be careful until Carver was out of town before putting himself about quite as freely as he would have liked.

	Damon was a new face in the district and a luscious one. He had dark, melting eyes and a round, boyish face despite the fact that he was over twenty. He had an attractive streak of viciousness in his makeup which gave an edge to what promised to become a most interesting relationship.

	Damon would do very nicely to wile away the days until Carver slung his hook, thought Larry to himself, and his step as he turned towards Damon’s admittedly scruffy little pad was bouncing and jaunty.

	The way to the flat was open and clear. A narrow side street – but the street lamps were bright and there were no obvious dark corners. He watched carefully, but nothing stirred.

	The entrance to the converted house was brightly lit, too. No shadowy figures lurked. To be on the safe side, though, Larry slipped into a doorway opposite and watched carefully for a full ten minutes, checking on the lighted window on the roof which provided the attic apartment with its light and a certain amount of bohemian charm. The setting, with the lights turned down, looked almost Parisian, Larry thought. He had been in Paris several times and once worked there as an artist’s model. He remembered the artist with a kind of affectionate contempt.

	When he was absolutely certain that the street and the lobby of the building opposite was safe, he crossed the road quickly, stood inside the doors to the building and waited again. It did no harm to be careful, he reckoned.

	When he was sure that he had not been followed to the apartment, and only then, he made his way up the stairs to the door at the very top.

	Even then, he was careful. He listened outside the door for a very long, silent time. From within came the sound of music playing, though not very loudly. From time to time, someone hummed in time with the tune. There was a sound of movement every now and again.

	Finally, he tapped on the door, and whistled softly. It was a kind of signal between lovers. The feeling of conspiracy heightened his desire.

	At the same time, he heard, just on the fringe of audibility, a whisper of movement on the stairs behind and below him.

	The door opened a crack, just as the whisper turned into a definite movement, and he pushed it open roughly and was inside with the door closed before whoever moved upon the stair had a chance to climb the last flight.

	All the same, it had been a close thing. Whoever was out there thumped against the door with a muffled grunt just as he got the bolts home. The door quivered, but he knew there was no chance of their getting in. The whole place was Victorian and the doors were made of two inch solid oak. Solid, he said to himself, as a rock.

	“Hello, Larry boy,” said Carver, an inch from his ear.

	Even in that moment of shock, Larry’s reflexes were sharp and true. He moved with the smooth expertise which comes from perfect training.

	In one flowing movement, he turned on his left foot, his right sweeping in a scything karate kick which would have punched a hole in a brick wall.

	Even before the kick had landed, he was already launching himself on the second movement, designed to remove him from the doorway, place himself in the middle of the room and give him room to fight.

	And then the lights went out. His foot collided with a piece of furniture, unbalancing him and making him windmill violently for proper position. 

	While he was still out of balance, Carver hit him, once, in the solar plexus.

	When he came to, Larry was lying on his side. His hands and feet were pulled up behind him and fixed to a steel ring which was up behind his shoulder blades. The position held his shoulders, elbows and wrists painfully against the joint.

	At the same time, his ankles were clamped somewhere in the region of the small of his back. His waist was painfully constricted, and his calf muscles were jumping with cramp.

	A movement at the corner of his vision caught his attention, and he screwed his head round painfully until he could see Carver. The American was sitting in the only decent chair in the room, drinking coffee and smoking a long, thin cigar. In his hand was a magazine called Boy.

	Larry opened his mouth to ask where Damon had got to, but Carver saw that he had awakened, and put down the magazine to come and examine him. He had exactly the manner of the prison doctor who had treated Larry after his last gang rape in prison.

	A manner neatly judged between impersonal interest and fastidious distaste.

	“Damon? He’s out there on the stairs,” he told Larry. “I told him I wanted to visit alone with you a while and he opted not to be here. A wise decision, I think. Looks squeamish, does Damon.”

	Larry did not waste time asking what Carver wanted. He was too busy cursing his own ill advised remarks of the morning.

	Also, the cramp in his legs was beginning to spread from calf to thigh and from shoulder to forearm. It was as though some sadistic musician were turning the pegs to fine-tune the sinews of his arms and legs.

	“I can’t tell you any more than I knew this morning, you sod!” he said.

	Carver settled back cheerfully. His normally bronzed skin was even darker than Larry remembered. Slouched in the chair like a club member after a good dinner, he seemed completely at his ease.

	“You really read this muck?” he said, waving the magazine. “Or do you just look at the pictures and breathe hard?”

	Larry turned his head to stare at the magazine. Boy was full of young men wearing sullen expressions and thick coats of oil. It was an indication of Damon’s taste rather than Larry’s, but he saw no reason to make any concession to Carver.

	“Let me loose and I’ll tell you what I know,” he offered. It probably wouldn’t work, but anything was worth a try.

	Carver smiled mildly. “You’ll tell me what you know anyway,” he said reasonably. “After the first hour or so, you don’t think the pain can get any worse. But it can. It does.”

	Larry knew, bitterly, that Carver was telling the truth. He rarely lied, and certainly there was no need for him to do so now.”

	He looked into his heart and found there only hatred for Carver. Perhaps a bit longer. Give him time to make up a convincing lie, at any rate. He tried to turn over and screamed aloud as the strain pulled at his tortured shoulder joints.

	“Hurts, don’t it?” said Carver, who had progressed from Boy to another publication called Jeremy with every appearance of interest. “Jesus! This is even worse, Larry. It’s awful. How can you?”

	Larry tried to ease his feet but succeeded in giving himself cramp in the thigh muscle. He managed to avoid screaming but could not repress a deep groan.

	Carver peered at him over the top of the magazine with an expression of amusement.

	“Hell, ain’t it, friend? Just pure deep pur-ga-tory. I saw them put a girl in one those things only a few weeks back. Then while she was in it, they raped her. Can you imagine what that was like for her?”

	Somewhere down in the depths of his being Larry found a spark of sympathy for the unknown woman. But his own arms and legs were on fire, now. He could feel the muscles hunching in his thighs, protesting against the savage restrictions, unable to ease themselves. He would have sold his hope of an after life that moment for one second of release from tension.

	“All right,” he moaned. “Let me loose, and I’ll tell you. But let me loose, you bastard! Let me loose!” 

	For a second he thought Carver was going to do it. The American stood up, put down the magazine, and walked across the room to him.

	“What happened to Irene, Larry-boy? Where is she now? Who took her? How did they take her?”

	The pain was a lion, roaring along his nerves and tearing at his self control. His chest began to heave as the strained muscles of his shoulders passed their distress on to his ribcage.

	“In the end the diaphragm gets cramp,” Carver told him. “It won’t work for a while. You can’t breathe. Then the spasm passes, and it’s like coming back to life again. But you know it is going to come again, and then again. The first time, you think you are going to die. The third time you’re afraid you’re not. The woman I told you about? She died from a heart attack brought on by pure pain. Don’t sound possible, does it, Larry? But it is, and after about another half hour, you’re going to believe it. Ah!” he said, as Larry’s breath caught in his chest and the man began to writhe against his shackles. “Started already, has it?”

	He glanced at his watch and shook his head like a GP taking a pulse.

	“I am disappointed in you, Larry. I know you fancy yourself as a bit of a fitness freak. Thought you’d give me more of a run for my money.”

	*

	His cigar was out, and he produced a gold lighter from his pocket. There was a tiny click as he lit his cigar, and he held up the lighter to Larry’s agonised eyes.

	“Time was when I’d have worked on you a while with this, Larry. But I’ve learned since then. From real experts, Larry. The same experts who seem to have Irene, now. So I wouldn’t wait for any compassion to dawn in my heart, Larry. There ain’t any. I know what she could be going through because of you.”

	Terrified, Larry felt the beginning of a second spasm under his ribs. He opened his mouth to scream, but a lead wall seemed to have clamped itself across his midriff. Nothing happened. He could not draw breath nor expel it.

	“You could die in any of these spasms,” said Carver from far away. “If you die without telling me what you know, Larry, I’ll follow you to Hell and watch you burn there.”

	From the expression in his eyes he meant it and if anybody could find the way it was likely to be Carver. There was a pounding in Larry’s eardrums and his mouth opened and closed like a drowning man. Carver’s pitiless stare did not change, but, behind it, he was worried. If he had misjudged the man’s strength, he might well finish up with a corpse on his hands, no information, and an irate Sergeant Lovegod to placate.

	Very slowly, the knot of agony in Larry’s chest began to untie itself. At first painfully, and then more and more quickly, his ribs moved and he gasped in air.

	“I’ll tell you!” was the first thing he said, as the blood drained from his face. “Let me out, and I’ll tell you!”

	Carver leaned back in his chair.

	“You’re not listening, Larry-boy,” he said. “Talk first, relax second. And if I were you I’d hurry. You didn’t look any too good in that last spasm. Next one will be WORSE. And soon!”

	He reached for the lighter again, and Larry screamed at him.

	“I’ll talk! I’ll tell you! What do you want to know?”

	Carver shook his head, blowing out a Prince of Wales feather of smoke and garlanding the end with a smoke ring.

	“You tell me what I need to know, Larry. When I’ve heard enough I’ll let you out. Start now.”

	Slowly, in agonised bursts, the information came.

	“There’s a firm round here taking kids. Only the good looking ones. Only the ones without a family to look for them afterwards. So many going Mr Plod can’t cope anyway. Started with the gipsy kids, but that got hairy because the pikeys got an international ring of their own, in Italy and Yugoslavia.”

	Carver nodded. “I heard that myself. Go on.”

	“Lot of money in it. They take the kids off the street when they’re out late at night, and before dawn they’re across the water and on their way. After that I dunno. Ah! Oh, God!”

	Carver waited, watching carefully, while another spasm took him.

	“Jesus, you got to let me out of this thing! Please, I’m begging you, stop the pain!”

	“Children,” said Carver pensively. “Blonde boys and girls, going to Africa. Being put in those things themselves to teach them obedience. You wanna get out of that, Larry-baby, you earn your goddam way out! Talk!”

	Larry was weeping with the pain.

	“I don’t know anything else! There’s a firm, that’s all! A foreign firm! They pay a grand a time for the right kids. Five hundred for fingering them. No questions asked! Just a phone number and a dead letter drop at a station.”

	“And you, Larry? How much have you earned so far?”

	There was a death in that voice, and Larry’s stomach gave a squirm which had nothing to do with the cramp.

	“Nothing! Nothing! I never fingered any kid! I don’t mess with kids; you know that, Carver, you shit! Oh God, not again! Oh, please!”

	Carver unlocked the manacles and watched while the man threshed about, unable to use his hands even to relieve the constrictions on his ribs. But the threat of death was removed. At least death by suffocation from the cramps.

	He stood up and moved around, made restless by the suffering of the man on the floor. He had not been boasting when he told Alison Sugrue that he had endured the agonies of the bilboes himself. The memory of the pain made it impossible to watch Manning with the detachment he had tried to show.

	“What’s the number?” he asked.

	 Manning looked up at him face twisted.

	“How do I get these things off my legs?” he asked.

	“By telling me the telephone number of the foreign firm,” said Carver. He held up a steel key.

	“It’s not over yet, Larry-boy. You’re not away out of it just for the sake of a little pain, baby. Pain is where I come from, you know?”

	Larry said: “Let me get my diary out, then?”

	“Where is it? I’ll get it for you,” Carver said. When Manning began to paw at his hip pocket he bent forward and missed the flicker in th      e man’s eyes.

	As Carver came close to him, Manning struck with ferocity and speed. His hand, stiffened in the classic karate “sword of bone”, chopped viciously at the side of Carver’s neck.

	To Carver, it was like being hit with a cleaver. He saw the blow start, and had time to bend his head a fraction. The blow still connected – though with his skull and not the softer tissue of his neck.

	Half stunned, he rolled sideways and Larry, hampered with the leg irons, missed on his follow up stroke. He fell forward across the floor and onto the steel key.

	Then, desperate to get his legs free of the crippling constriction of the irons, he made the mistake of grabbing at the key.

	Carver was on him like a tiger. Even in the soft rawhide shoes his foot was a battering ram, taking the prostrate man in the side of his head. There was a muffled click, and the twisting, straining body suddenly went limp.

	Carver stood over it and cursed in a hissing undertone. That misjudged kick had been a killer – and, sure enough, it had killed.

	To be sure, he bent and felt for the carotid artery at the wide of the twisted neck. It was still.

	Without haste, he unlocked the feet from the ankle irons, and released the stout leather belt which he had added to the device to make sure it stayed solid. He had no regrets for the death of Larry Manning. The man had preyed on other young men of his own sexual preferences ever since he had been at school. He had seduced, blackmailed, subverted and even recruited first his schoolmates and later his victims into trafficking with their own bodies and with heroin.

	Like his counterparts in the States, Larry Manning liked to start his addicts early. It had been over a schoolroom cocaine ring that he had first come to Carver’s notice, and he had got worse as he went on. While Manning lived, the world had been a dirtier place.

	But he had the first lead to the people who might know where Irene was, and he had died without divulging it.

	Carver searched the body carefully, but finished up with very little. There was a diary, sure enough. It had a few telephone numbers, but the numbers were identified only by initials. He could hardly expect Manning to have been obliging enough to list his foreign contacts under S. D. for slave dealer.

	Amused at the notion, Carver flipped through the book to the S section. Then the faint grin left his lips.

	He went to the telephone on a wicker table by the door and dialed a number.

	The phone rang four times and was answered.

	“Sigmund Dark,” said a pleasant voice. “Hello?”

	“I am phoning on behalf of a mutual friend,” said Carver in a high pitched, breathy voice. “A friend called Larry.”

	There was a short silence. Then: “I have no friends called Larry. Possibly you have the wrong number?”

	“I don’t think so,” said Carver, anxiety oozing out of his voice. “I have it here just as he wrote it down. S.D. oh-one-nine-three...”

	“I have no friend called Larry,” said the voice with markedly less patience. “You will have to go back to your friend and find out what number he really meant to give you. And now good...”

	“I can’t ask him again,” said Carver sharply. “He’s dead.”

	The phone at the other hand was replaced gently, and he stood staring at the silent receiver. Then without breaking the connection, he put it back to his ear and waited.

	After a count of perhaps five hundred, the receiver at the other end was lifted again. There was a short silence and then the voice said warily “Hello?”

	“You’re going to have to talk to me in the end,” said Carver, still high pitched and emotional. “Why not now, before the police get involved?”

	The receiver was replaced yet again, and a further period of silence ensued, this time longer. Then the unknown man tried once again to use his telephone.

	“Hello? Hello?” The rest was rattled a few times, and since Carver remained silent, there was an attempt to dial a number.

	Carver let Sigmund Dark go through the pointless routine, and then said: “Hello?”

	“Hello? Luther?”

	“No, it’s Larry’s friend. Do you want this diary or don’t you?” said Carver.

	This time the receiver was not replaced. He could almost hear the man at the other end thinking.

	“Diary?”

	“Yes, Diary,” said Carver excitedly. “Ever such a detailed one. Really quite engrossing. You know?”

	“Say what you mean,” said Sigmund Dark. “And be quick. What do you want?”

	“Well, I think we ought to have a meeting,” said Carver. “Talk over terms. Know what I mean?”

	“I have a feeling I do, yes,” said Sigmund Dark. “How exactly did Larry come to pass away?”

	“He had an overdose of his own merchandise,” said Carver. “Died in my arms. Ever so tragic, really. He was just about to put me onto a really good thing, too. Mentioned sums like a thousand pounds and five hundred pounds just for information. Stuff like that.”

	“Well, I still haven’t heard of anyone called Larry,” said the invisible Dark thoughtfully. “But perhaps we ought to talk, as you say. Where could we meet? Shall I come to see you?”

	“Oooh, no! Not here at my flat,” said Carver. “Can’t I come to your place? I’ve heard ever so much about it!”

	“Really? From whom? Larry?” said Dark slowly. “He must have been very indiscreet. How silly of him.”

	“Can I come and see you? I’ll bring the book with me, and you could be certain of what you’re getting, then.”

	“Perhaps that would be best, yes,” said Dark smoothly. “Very well, my flat, then. Right away now? How long will it take you to get here?”

	“Well, I don’t know where it is, do I? You’ll have to tell me,” said Carver, pencil poised.

	“I’ll pick you up,” said Dark, easily. “Meet me at ... er ... The French Bar in Jermyn Street. How will I know you?”

	“I’ll be wearing a black leather jacket and trousers,” Carver told him, looking at the corpse on the floor. “Very tight. Do you like that?”

	“Be there in an hour,” said Dark, suddenly businesslike, and this time the telephone went down decisively. Carver made to hang up his own receiver, and then thought better of it, putting the instrument instead into the drawer of the table.

	He glanced at his watch and realised that The French Bar would be closed in an hour’s time. Unless it happened to be a club. That would mean he would have to stand out in the road waiting for an unknown man to turn up.

	Anyhow, here was nothing to show that the shrewd Mr Dark was anything more than a former lover, or even a mere acquaintance. The shadowy world where Larry had earned his living was no playschool. Even a man who merely hired Larry for his physical services would certainly not want to be connected with the dead body.

	Still thinking, Carver pulled the dead man’s black leather bomber jacket off the chair onto which he had thrown it, and tried it on. It was, as he had expected, too small for him and stretched tightly over his shoulders and chest.

	With his own black trousers, though, it looked enough like a leather outfit to pass in the dark. So long as it also convinced Dark, he thought, he might well be making a long step forward in his search.

	*

	Jermyn Street in London is the most gentlemanly street in the world.

	If a woman with extravagance in mind should fly to Paris to outfit herself in the Rue du Faubourg Saint-Honoré, her husband would be well advised to stay home in London and take a taxi to Jermyn Street.

	Within a few steps he will be in a world which he will recognise as his own.

	He will step languidly into Harvie and Hudson to order a dozen or so shirts from a range of shirting which would make a bird of paradise book a table with champagne at the Café Royal and stand by the stage door with roses and chocolates.

	Suitably shirted he might stop by – if he has had the foresight to book an appointment some weeks back – to have his hair manicured into place at Trumpers. Trumpers treat hair like Fabergé-treated emeralds. They also claim proudly to be a gentleman’s perfumers and just by the bye sell some of the finest shaving brushes in the world.

	There are badgers to this day bald because of Trumpers.

	He might decide to protect his freshly fashioned hairstyle from the weather with a hat from Bates, and his feet from the pavement with a pair of shoes from Trickers.

	He might elect to pop into Astleys to pick a perfect briar, or cross the road to select a superb cigar from Dunhills.

	But he would – for courtesy – not light his cigar until he had stepped into Paxton and Whitfield to sniff and select his cheeses, ordered a bottle or two of cologne from Floris, and asked Edwin R. Cooper to despatch a sponge to his bathroom.

	Assuming he made his expedition in the morning, our gentleman might browse among the antiques in Arthur Davidson’s perfectly polished windows before the rigours of the day make him climb the steps to Jules Bar in order to inhale a fortifying gin and tonic.

	Barely half an hour later, his appetite honed, he might cross the road to squander £18 or so on oysters while he waits for his lobster to be flambéed in Wilton’s.

	While he is digesting that he might range thoughtfully through the stubs in his cheque book and reflect that if lobster at £23.85 a throw is a mite expensive, at least he will have spent enough money to counterbalance the grievous bodily harm his wife is doing to the joint account in Paris.

	And if he ran into a comrade or two and wanted to extend the coffee and cognac through the afternoon and into the evening in discreetly leather-and-mahogany surroundings, he would repair to the French Bar in the Jermyn Club where the neighbours wouldn’t dream of overhearing an indiscretion and the staff wouldn’t dare.

	Jermyn Street is to mayhem what the Vatican is to nonconformism.

	So when Carver discovered a severed head nestling among the fronds of the potted palm at the Edwardian portals of the French Bar, he felt a certain degree of shock.

	He stood at the rear of a small crowd gathered round two prostrate forms on the pavement and listened carefully.

	One was headless and messily bleeding into the gutter. The other, dressed in a doorman’s elaborate uniform, appeared unhurt.

	“Fainted when he saw what they threw out of the taxi,” said an interested spectator, when Carver asked for details.

	It was not hard to find out what had happened. Every man in the crowd had his own version, though they differed in the kind of fine detail which becomes important only to an investigating officer. The police, later, would be exasperated.

	In broad outline, however, they agreed.

	The owner of the decapitated body had been making a nuisance of himself earlier in the evening, waving a football scarf, shouting and dancing to the sound of a ghetto blaster as he made his way along Jermyn Street.

	Assuming that he had been separated from fellow revelers, the doorman had twice moved him along into neighbouring streets, despite his loud and abusive complaints. It had been hoped that he might by wandering fall in with his mates again and be swept away. 

	On his third appearance, the doorman backed up by two residents had been about to call the police when to their delight a patrol ear had appeared of its own accord, and the trouble maker had been scooped into it and whisked away.

	Hardly had they finished congratulating one another, though, when a taxi pulled up and first the head and then the body of the late night reveler had been shot onto the pavement.

	“Rolled in a plastic sheet, he was. They kept hold of one end of it and let him slide off the other,” said the doorman when he had been revived.

	“What happened to the head?”

	Nobody seemed to know. But Carver, carefully sliding round the rear of the group, had already noted the cabbage shaped mass in the potted palm and realised what it must be. He made his discovery known to the group and watched with interest as they debated whether to disturb it or wait until the police arrived.

	Luckily, St James’s being one of the more desirable districts in London, the local police were careful of their duty and made their appearance suitably briskly. Carver watched while a policeman, his nose pinched with distaste, lifted the head from the palm tree.

	Carver was fairly certain he had never seen the man before, though he realised that the relaxation of the features in death could have thrown him off.

	He hung around in the outskirts of the group until the ambulance had been and gone, and then made his way carefully down through St James’s Square to Haymarket where he had left the Daihatsu.

	There didn’t seem to be much point in attending at the French Bar any more. In the light of the gas flambeaux outside the doors he might not have been able to recognise the face of the victim. But there was plenty of light to see that his headless corpse had been dressed in a tight fitting suit of black leather.

	*

	“Good evening, Lovegod,” said Carver as he opened the door to his hotel room and stepped inside. Lovegod, who was lying full length on the bed, grunted sourly.

	“Good evening be buggered,” he said. “I warned you to leave Larry Manning alone.”

	“Manning?” said Carver. “What about him?”

	“He’s dead,” said Lovegod. “That’s what about him.”

	Carver stopped and stared.

	“Dead? How did that happen? And when?”

	“Earlier this evening, in an alleyway up in Archway. His neck was broken. Roll up your sleeves.”

	“Huh?”

	Lovegod rolled off the bed and was across the room with surprising speed.

	“Sleeves. Roll ‘em up, I want to look at something.”

	Carver, cursing inwardly, did as he was told. Lovegod took first one hand and then the other, pulling the wrists into the light. He grunted, and let Carver’s hands drop.

	“He had marks on his wrists just like those,” he said. “From manacles. And on his ankles. I suppose you have, too?”

	Carver nodded.

	“Soon as I saw him, I thought: ‘Carver’s back.’ I warned you, Carver. Right out loud and in English I warned you. No repeat performances, I said. I can’t take the violence these days. And neither can the Met.”

	“Don’t be dumb,” Carver told him, and crossed to the refrigerated corner bar.

	“You’re out of Scotch,” Lovegod told him. “And room service wouldn’t bring any more.”

	Carver went into the bathroom and returned with a fresh bottle. It was dripping wet, and he dried it with a towel as he walked.

	“I never thought of there,” said Lovegod, crestfallen. “Now, if it had been a firearm, toilet cistern is the first place to look. But a bottle ... normally they’re in the wardrobe. Wrapped in the dirty washing and stuffed in the bottom of a suitcase.”

	He accepted a glass half filled with Old Grouse and refused water and ice.

	“Funny thing about your wardrobe, Carver,” he said. “No dirty washing. All brand new clobber and all pricey. Looks like a Sloane Ranger’s bag after Liberty’s sale. Very unusual jail sentence you just served, Carver. Want to tell me about it?”

	Carver dropped into a chair and swilled his glass so that the ice cubes made music in the quiet room.

	“Nope,” he said, and drank.

	“I’ll finish the sentence,” said Lovegod. “Want to tell me about it here, or shall we repair to my office and talk about it there?”

	Carver peered through the Scotch.

	“You sure you could get me there?” he said quietly.

	“No,” said Lovegod carefully. “But the lads waiting outside could make a damn good try. And whether they got you there this evening or tomorrow or the day after tomorrow, sooner or later they’d find you and get you there. And I don’t think being banged up in the slammer would help you find Irene, would it?”

	“You wouldn’t deliberately hold me up?” said Carver warily.

	“I’d throw away the key,” Lovegod told him. “And kill the man who tried to find it.” 

	He meant it, and Carver knew it. At any other time, he would have told Lovegod to stick his key where it would do him most good and sweated it out in the cells. But looming behind him was the memory of the cell in Beirut. He was not sure he could take the confinement again so soon after.

	And Irene needed him.

	“What do you want to know?”

	“The lot, Carver. Where have you been the past two years? What connection has it with Larry Manning? What are you doing now?” Carver gazed at him, dazed. Then he gave a short, deep laugh.

	“Jesus H. Christ, Lovegod, it is surely no wonder your goddamn crime rate is going through the roof. How the hell can you make any connection between where I’ve been the past two years, Larry Manning and Irene?”

	“Teach me different.” Lovegod’s face was like a slab of wood.

	“Okay.” Carver took another pull on his whisky and sank back in the chair.

	“Okay, let’s talk. How much do you know?”

	“You tell me and I’ll tell you where to stop.”

	“Two years ago, I was approached by a man called Downing. He wanted me to find someone. It’s my line of work, so I took it on. The man he wanted me to find was Colin Baily.”

	Lovegod nodded. “Baily the arms man?”

	“Yo. Baily went to Beirut after the deal with the Iranians went bad, so I went after him. Mistake.”

	“Whose mistake?”

	“Mine. Baily was not flavour of the month in Beirut. Not among the Shiites anyway. They were looking for him as well. And they found him.”

	“So when you got there he was dead?”

	“Uh-uh. When I got there he was alive and well, and grinning all over his face. See, I got there just after they picked him up in the hotel and they were taking him out to the truck. Well, naturally I had to take him off them. A guy got wasted.”

	Lovegod nodded and absorbed more Scotch. With any other man he would have treated the story with deep suspicion. It was characteristic of Carver that he would start a street fight with Shiite Muslim militia in Beirut, street fighting capital of the world.

	“And?”

	“I put Baily in a safe house and contacted Downing.”

	“And Downing brought him back and left you there.”

	Carver laughed again with genuine amusement.

	“Downing sent a guy to off Baily, and the guy hit me at the same time. Accident. I was walking down the street to the house when it blew. They scraped enough bits of Baily off the wreckage to be reasonably sure it was him, I gathered.”

	“And you?”

	“I came to in the hospital in Beirut. You seen those films of the hospitals in Beirut?”

	Lovegod had. His stomach gave a nervous flutter.

	“Guy lying on the next plank turned out to be one of the Shiite shits from the street gang I hit. He recognised me, and when he got out, he got a couple of the boys together and they came back and lifted me. Spent the next two years in cellars in the town and countryside with a bunch of other hostages while they tried to make me ‘confess’ to spying. Was in a well once. Only time I got enough to drink.”

	Lovegod took another drink and helped himself from the bottle.

	As he leaned over the table the lamp threw his shadow on the wall behind, huge and predatory like a stooping bear.

	“It was just bad luck, then?”

	“Good luck. I lived. Nobody else did.”

	“And you made some money? How did you manage that?”

	“I went to see Downing in his villa in Portugal, soon as I got out. I charge very high for time spent in jail. Particularly when I hear the guy could have sprung me but didn’t.”

	“And he paid?” Lovegod had no real doubts that Downing had paid. A visit by a vengeful Carver straight from the cellars of a Beirut ruin must have been a sobering experience.

	Carver merely nodded and jingled the ice in his glass.

	“So what happened when you came back here?”

	“I didn’t come back immediately. I stopped off in Belgium to see a couple of guys I know about a job. Bought myself a car, got some clothes. Ate some moules and chips and drank a whole raft of beers. They make great beer in Belgium.”

	“I know.” There wasn’t much anybody could tell Lovegod about beer, Carver thought, and sat back to see what was going to follow. Behind the economical talk about his time in Belgium, there was a pair of dark eyes, long graceful legs and a laugh which went right down to his toes. Two years in a stinking hole in bomb damaged cellar is a remarkably long time for a passionate man, and Brigitte had been surprised and delighted by the energy of her newfound lover.

	He was not fooled by the big policeman’s relaxed style. Behind that sleepy looking exterior and the random wandering around the room Lovegod’s mind was ticking away like a stainless steel computer.

	“Tell me about Larry Manning.”

	“What can I say to you?” Carver shrugged.

	“Did you kill him?”

	“I haven’t been near Archway all night. My word on it.”

	“I didn’t ask where you’d been. I asked if you killed Larry Manning.”

	Carver gave him a long, level stare.

	“Do you think I did?”

	Lovegod returned the stare.

	“Yeah. In fact, I’m certain you did.”

	“You’re wrong,” said Carver. “And even if you were right, you couldn’t prove it.”

	“I bet your life I could,” said Lovegod. “And I could hold you for months while I try. Want me to try?”

	“Nope. I have to go.”

	“You weren’t in that much of a hurry to get beck to Lynn, though.”

	“I wasn’t in any hurry at all for Lynn. We were never married. Not even screwing. Irene is not my daughter, either. I looked after Lynn, that’s all. While I was in Beirut I decided the time had come to split and let her get on with her own life. I only came back to see they were all right, and make arrangements to see Irene was well looked after.”

	“Quite a shock, then,” said Lovegod. “So you’re just going back to Belgium now?”

	Carter shook his head slowly.

	“I’m going to find Irene. She’s only a kid and she’ll be expecting someone to come for her. Expecting me, I guess. She looked on me like a father and who else should look out for a kid?”

	Lovegod took his hand from his pocket and put down on the table between them a Walther PPK automatic. It clunked, as it touched the glass table top.

	“Yeah,” said Carver unemotionally. “I guessed you might be tooled up when I came in. What now?”

	“Where will you go to find Irene?”

	“Last picture I saw of her she was in Carcassonne. I could start there. If she’s in the hands of some ring, there must have been some reason for taking her there. Why?”

	“Don’t go there,” said Lovegod. “Start in Paris.”

	“Why Paris?”

	“Because that’s where I’ve arranged for you to meet Amy Varzon. I want you to do a job for me, and you can find Irene at the same time.”

	“Listen, I don’t have any time to waste. I can’t...”

	“Aren’t you going to ask me what the job is?”

	“I can’t...”

	“I want you to track down these bastards who are taking kids off our streets and stop them,” said Lovegod, simply. “This is the most important job you will ever have.”

	“You can afford me?” asked Carver curiously. “I cost a lot.”

	“The fee is your liberty.”

	“That’s a lot,” conceded Carver. After Beirut, it was riches.

	“You betcha. You’re the best ferret I’ve ever come across, and I’ve met some real bastards. I’m sending you down the pipe and when you get to the other end I expect to see you with your mouth full. Right?”

	“Right,” said Carver, for once at a loss.

	The policeman stood up again and pulled back the curtains. Outside the night was warm and velvet black. He stood for a while staring down into the street.

	“I’ve been trying to crack this one for years, Carver,” Lovegod said quietly. “Years of fighting men who aren’t fit to dig my bloody garden, never mind run a police force. It’s not that they can’t find out what’s happening. They don’t want to. Someone in the job is keeping things nice and quiet, and I seem to raise a storm no matter what I do. And not only in the job, either. You met Ben Johnson. He knows somebody’s taking those kids, but he doesn’t want to admit it. So they remain absconders. And the statistics back him up. But some clever bastard’s doing it, Carver. I know it. Some clever, greedy, sadistic sod is taking little girls and boys away from here and selling them. Alison Sugrue’s right. What I need is a real bastard with a personal reason for finding them. And that’s you, Carver.”

	Carver watched him warily. Whatever else he may be, Lovegod was a tricky, devious man and there was always the chance that to get out of the country, Carver might yet find himself climbing over rooftops and dropping slates on police cars.

	“Or else?”

	“Or else I’ll come down on you like a boot-lid, my son. It’ll all go dark and you’ll wonder what happened. It’s not loaded, by the way.”

	“No, I know,” said Carver, putting the Walther back on the table. He had never needed a gun at close quarters anyway.

	There had been no temptation to use the Walther – and he would not have shot the policeman even if pushed. But there was no reason why Lovegod should know that.

	Quite apart from his liking for Lovegod, he knew perfectly well that if he shot a policeman his chance of escape would be nil. People who believe the British police are soft have never been interrogated by a really bitter Detective Sergeant in the Met.

	“You’d better tell me who Amy Varzon is,” he said.

	A great weight seemed to drop from Lovegod’s shoulders, and when he turned from the window his face was almost cheerful.

	“Amy Varzon is the Parisian version of Alison Sugrue,” he said refilling his glass. The pure spirit was having no noticeable effect on his voice or his manner. It simply soaked in like water into sand.

	“She looks after the investigations at the Paris end, and I have been corresponding with her for a long time. She’s getting much further than I am, though. She was introduced to me by Alison, and she’s about as far into the slave trade there as it is possible to be. She’s agreed to meet you and help you. In Paris. Tomorrow.”

	“Tomorrow?”

	“Yup.” Lovegod fumbled in his wallet and passed over a slip of paper which had been torn off the bottom of a notebook page. It contained a phone number.

	“When you get there, book into a hotel and ring that number, she’ll be waiting.”

	 


 

	CHAPTER EIGHT

	 

	“When I asked for your help last night, Luther,” said Sigmund Dark mildly to the man sitting at the opposite side of his rosewood desk, “I assumed that your reputation for speed and inventiveness was matched by at least some measure of efficiency.”

	The thin man with the hard eyes shrugged the shoulders of his pale grey suit.

	“Your customer isn’t walking around this morning shooting his mouth off, right? I’d have thought the sight of a police informer carrying his head under his arm would have made the front page of The Sun even if it didn’t appear anywhere else, squire. And there’s nothing about that, right?” he said.

	Sigmund Dark leaned his head forward and peered at his visitor over the top of gold rimmed half glasses. Not for the first time, Luther was struck by the incongruity of name and man.

	Dark had been sculpted by nature into a Father Christmas figure.

	He was big in every sense of the word. He must have weighed eighteen stone and topped six feet six. His mane of once-tawny hair was now prematurely white, as was his carefully trimmed beard. His skin was tanned, his cheeks ruddy.

	But it was his eyes which made his presence truly compelling.

	A light, bright gold in colour, they danced with sheer enjoyment of life.

	When Sigmund Dark was in the room, neither men nor women noticed anybody else. Without effort, his personality filled the place. His voice was vibrant and pleasant, his laughter deep and infectious.

	He never boomed or bellowed, made no apparent effort to dominate, was never seen to make any effort to attract a woman.

	Yet women sought him out as sunbathers seek the sun.

	It would have been easy for men to envy and resent him, yet he was as popular among them as he was among their women folk, though for a very different reason. Sigmund Dark was a man in whom nobody would have dreamed of finding signs of questionable sexuality.

	Watching him across the desk now, Luther was reminded of a former schoolmaster, peering benevolently over his glasses at a favoured but wayward pupil.

	“You told me last night – nay, you assured me – that my little irritation had been taken care of, did you not?”

	“Yeah.”

	“And I believed you, Luther. I really did.”

	“Well, it’s true. I cut his head off. Right?”

	“Yes. So you said. Would it therefore surprise you to hear that this cadaver this morning crossed the Channel and is at this moment driving out of the Pas-de-Calais on his way to an assignation in Paris with an official of the French police? An unusual achievement for a headless corpse, would you not say, Luther?”

	The eyes twinkled, the full, red lips curved, and there was laughter bubbling behind the words. Luther found himself unconsciously, beginning to smile in return.

	“Surprise me?” he said. “It would bloody shake me rigid. I used the chainsaw myself.”

	“And yet, despite your assurances, this has come to pass,” said Dark, silkily.

	Luther felt the chill behind the urbanity in the pleasant Voice.

	“A man in a black leather suit outside the French Bar in Jermyn Street, right?” he said.

	“Not just any man, Luther. The man with the diary in his pocket,” said Dark. “Did he have the diary, Luther?”

	“Well, no...”

	“So did that not at least hint to you that you might have the wrong man, Luther?”

	“Why should it? If he knew you were after the diary, he probably stashed it somewhere. Makes sense. I would. But if he was a loner, like you say, it doesn’t matter whether he stashed it or not. He won’t be going back for it.”

	“You killed the wrong man,” said Dark quietly. “The police are today tearing up the pavements round Millwall football ground looking for a new gang of football hooligans, otherwise I promise you, Luther, I would have had you dealt with before morning. Permanently.”

	He stood up, and Luther repressed the nervous spasm in his stomach.

	But Dark was only going to the long rosewood sideboard under the five feet square painting along one stark brick wall. He selected a cut glass tumbler the size of a small plant pot, polished it fastidiously with a linen cloth and filled it with ice and orange juice from an insulated jug. Nobody including himself was ever offered alcohol in the home of Sigmund Dark. He was a man of inflexible principle.

	Seen across the width of the big penthouse room, Dark seemed more in proportion with his surroundings. It would have been surprising had he not done so, for he had designed the room himself, conscious of the effect of his size on others and of the dominance it gave him.

	The room had been carved out of the top of a converted warehouse in a part of London Dockland which was taking its turn at being gentrified into one of the most exclusive residential areas of London. Where once dockers and stevedores worked, played and slept, now Cabinet Ministers and rich businessmen walled themselves into the red brick warehouses, and travelled through the surrounding sprawl of terraces and tower blocks in well-insulated chauffeur driven capsules.

	Where once, pilfered imports pocketed by dockers had been the currency in pub and club, multi millionaires now murmured billion pound deals into “secure” telephones, and ignored the original population they were helping to drive away from their mean, familiar streets.

	It was an area emerging in turmoil from poverty into plenty – and the pickings were not for the poor.

	Within this boiling storm of social change the East End gangs went about their business as usual, the traditional birds of prey in the modern rookery. But their day was dying.

	Above their heads, from their overdesigned nests in the sky, infinitely more powerful and ruthless birds were turning calculating eyes on the undeveloped flatlands of the East End and estimating development costs and profits.

	In Sigmund Dark’s own eyrie, strangely, the fabulous view which he might have enjoyed down the Thames towards the sea had been ignored. No windows pierced the red brick. The walls remained intact and the light came through sloping rooftop windows.

	“Other men may build picture windows and put themselves in a display case,” he remarked cheerfully to a former Prime Minister neighbour. “I prefer to be overlooked only by God.”

	His neighbour had echoed the laughter sincerely enough but the remark had made him thoughtful and a few weeks later, when a tower block being built nearby had suddenly been topped off prematurely to the surprise of local people, he had noted that, apparently quite coincidentally, the building had been truncated just short of the level at which it might have overlooked Sigmund Dark’s rooftop windows.

	The fact made him reappraise his already high estimate of his neighbour’s power. And that in turn made him more thoughtful than ever. He was a man who respected power.

	Luther stirred restlessly in his chair as Dark returned to the desk.

	His background was in the streets of the East End, though his slightly whining working class accent was a conscious affectation. His parents had paid considerably over the odds to have him educated at a minor public school. Their money had been wasted, for he emerged from the experience having earned no qualification save the reputation for being an inventive and foul-mouthed bully.

	For one thing, however, he was ideally suited. When Sigmund Dark heard of Luther’s reputation for handling awkward customers in the brothel in which he worked, he had promoted him to manager.

	The brothel had profited greatly under Luther’s enthusiastic management. Somewhat to the surprise of his new employer, the former public schoolboy turned out to be a workaholic, spending most of his waking life at work. His staff were miserable, his customers resentful, the girls loathed the sight of him, but the profits soared.

	Promoted to charge of a district, he had produced the same kind of financial magic. Within a year, he was Dark’s strong right hand in London and his employer was now hoping to train him to handle the overseas interests of his empire.

	Only one thing prevented him: the man was obnoxious.

	Sigmund Dark preferred to have people about him who were congenial. Men of culture and taste who would appreciate his conversation and admire his sculptures and paintings.

	Above all, men with charm.

	As a social companion, Luther was a dead loss. His voice grated, his deliberate and constant vulgarity abraded the nerve ends, his conversation was as ugly as his profession, and he made no attempt to conceal his contempt for what he called “the punters”.

	“World’s made up of fuckin’ punters, innit?” he was wont to say when taxed on his behaviour. “Stupid, greedy, too dumb to get up out o’ the shit and take what they want. Let ‘em fuckin’ stay there, then. Screw ‘em. Right?”

	Until now, though, he had been efficient. His mistake of the previous evening was uncharacteristic, and Sigmund Dark was a cautious and sensitive man. Uncharacteristic behaviour generally had its roots in something deeper, and he was determined to get to the bottom of Luther’s change of character before he allowed him, unsupervised, to penetrate any further into the organisation.

	On the other hand, someone needed to be in France to oversee the business interests which he had there, as well as to ensure that the plans which he had made for the future of the irritatingly persistent Carver went properly.

	He sat down in the black leather chair behind his desk. The chair creaked as his weight settled into its frame.

	“I think that we had better go to Carcassonne and supervise the next sale ourselves,” he said thoughtfully. His eyes noted over the half-moon spectacles the flicker of satisfaction which passed over the thin face opposite.

	“We will take the Lear. Tell Albert we will be going tomorrow afternoon. Perpignan. Ask Leonie to phone the house in Bram and warn them we are coming. You have casual clothes, I imagine? No? Then buy some. In a suit and tie you will look incongruous among my guests, and incongruity breeds curiosity. Go to Simpson’s and spend freely. Take their advice. Do not be flamboyant.”

	Luther was on his way across the room before Dark had finished speaking. There was excitement in the way he walked, and his employer felt a momentary twinge of sympathy for the girl who shared his bed that night. In moments of high excitement, Luther inclined even more than usual towards inventive sadism.

	The polished mahogany door sighed closed behind Luther’s retreating back, and Sigmund Dark took off his half moon spectacles and polished them absent mindedly on a square of cloth from his top drawer. His face was a model of serene self possession, but behind its mask his mind was seething.

	The cause of his unease was the absent Carver.

	*

	A country away, Carver was also experiencing deep unease.

	Sigmund Dark had been correct in essence about his whereabouts.

	He was in France. But he was already in the outskirts of Paris, not in the Pas-de-Calais. And he was experiencing the kind of personality crisis which comes upon most non-Parisians at the first whiplash of Paris traffic.

	Normally a confident and expert driver, Carver was handling a vehicle relatively new to him after two years of enforced idleness. It was not a formula calculated to make him expert in the most overcrowded and homicidal traffic system in the world.

	Baron Haussmann was from the point of view of city architecture an undisputed genius, and present-day Paris is in its beauty and elegance a monument to his ingenuity and vision.

	But he never heard of the internal combustion engine. And in Paris, it shows.

	Carver at least knew enough about the city to avoid the notorious stock-car race the Parisians call the Périphérique, which efficiently sends passing traffic around the outside of the city, but at the expense of sanity and safety.

	He plunged instead into the city via the Porte de Saint-Ouen, was swept down the Avenue de Saint-Ouen and was sucked inexorably into the Avenue de Clichy. 

	His view of the traffic from the high driving seat of the Daihatsu did nothing to reassure him. Ahead, a carpet of cars, tightly interlocked as a jigsaw puzzle, swept down to the heart of the city, an armoured column constantly quartered by the flying outriders on that form of motor scooter peculiar to France and apparently powered by a bumblebee with a peculiarly high pitched buzz.

	He passed the Place Clichy, roared down the Rue d’Amsterdam, fought his way through a network of tiny streets populated almost entirely by Arabs, and eventually emerged, surprised, at the front of the Gare Saint-Lazare – and, thankfully, recognised where he was.

	Within half an hour he was signing the registration card at a tall, narrow hotel in a small road not a hundred yards from the Arc de Triomphe.

	The harassed woman who sat knitting behind a surprisingly smart reception desk assured him that there would he a telephone in his room, and there was.

	There was also a colour television set, and to his delight a mini-bar. He peered from the window to see that his own car was almost directly below him in the street, and mixed himself a drink which, he felt, his nerves had richly earned.

	The voice which answered the number Lovegod had given him was husky and warm.

	“A French version of Alison Sugrue,” Lovegod had said. She sounded younger, and if Alison Sugrue could have injected as much sex into her voice she could have made a fortune dubbing films for Brigitte Bardot.

	Carver introduced himself warily and was reassured when she instantly recognised him.

	“Yes, I have been expecting you to call today,” she said easily. “How may I help you?”

	“Did my friend not explain the problem?” Carver asked cagily.

	“I would like you to tell me your version,” she said. “It is a convenient way to check your identity.”

	Carver was nettled, but had to admit that the idea made sense.

	“I can come to your hotel,” she suggested. “Or you could come to my office in the Rue Halbert?”

	“No,” said Carver. “We can meet in the street. Do you know the Rue Saint-Dominique?”

	“Near the Tour Eiffel? I know where it is, anyway.”

	“At number 131, there is a fountain. Stand by it at mid-day, and I will come and buy you some lunch,” he said, putting the telephone down before she could argue.

	*

	Far more important than the fountain at the Rue Saint-Denis was the tiny, quiet street which joined the Rue Saint-Denis just behind it. The junction of the two had been marked off with a line of bollards, which meant that a fleeing man could disappear down it certain that a pursuing car could not follow him. Carver was not of a trusting nature.

	He left his own car where it was and took a taxi to the Invalides. Wearing a raincoat over an open necked shirt and lightweight tan trousers, he strolled down the Rue Saint-Denis from the direction of the Eiffel Tower, stopping now and again to peer into the windows of the expensive grocers and clothes shops which served the area.

	She was standing by the fountain, reading a newspaper and looking like a successful businesswoman who dressed in Chanel. Carver stood outside the wine shop on the opposite side of the road and for a few moments indulged himself simply in admiring the view.

	Amy Varzon was pencil slender and must have cost the product of a modest oil well to dress.

	She was wearing a white roll-necked silk shirt under a dark grey double-breasted tailored jacket, a slim, two-decked skirt, black stockings and polished black shoes with wide bows on the toes.

	She had a broad black leather belt round a narrow waist, huge translucent hoop earrings and a wide gold bracelet round the wrist of her black kid gloves.

	Her black hair was out down to a schoolboy crop and under arched black brows hot black eyes snapped, furious, from a smooth olive face. Carver crossed the road to her and peered over the top of the newspaper she was pretending to read.

	“Morning, sweetie,” he said with a leer.

	She told him what to do with Gallic pithiness.

	“And I came so far to meet you. Lovegod sends his love,” said Carver.

	She gave him a quick rundown on Lovegod’s possible ancestry and probable sexual predilections. They sounded unlikely as well as being illegal.

	“What’s the problem?” said Carver, amiably. “Didn’t I say I’d be here at midday?”

	“Midi? I have been waiting for twenty five minutes,” she said in a strangulated voice. “Nobody keeps me waiting twenty five minutes! Understand? Nobody!”

	“Wrong,” said Carver, ignoring a cab which seemed overeager to be hailed.

	He took her arm affectionately and steered her around the fountain and between the bollards behind it. At first, she seemed disposed to resist the pressure of his guiding hand, but when Carver insisted, reluctance was futile.

	“Where are we going?” she asked, still furious but now also startled.

	“To lunch, where else?”

	He flagged down a second cab, handed her into the rear seat and told the driver: “Rue de l’Ancienne-Comédie.”

	“You have somewhere in mind?” At least the heat was going out of the dark eyes now. It was understandable that a beautiful woman would resent being kept waiting, but she had been angry rather out of proportion with the offence, and he wondered.

	“Le Procope,” he told her. It was something of a tourist trap, with its faded plush seats and fixed price menu, but it was fun, and he liked it. It also had history, claiming to be the world’s first cafe, and he liked that, too. Like many Americans he was unnaturally aware of his own country’s relatively short history, and could not repress certain awe for the ancient.

	Le Procope had been serving coffee to Parisians since before America was born.

	“Eh, bien,” she said, with a sigh, and remained silent until they were sitting on the overstuffed banquettes and she had a glass of kir in front of her.

	“Lovegod says you need help,” she prodded, when their order had been taken and their wine ordered.

	Carver sipped his Scotch – the white wine laced with Cassis liqueur which the French universally favored as an aperitif was too sweet for him – and explained the disappearance of Irene and his discovery of the picture.

	She listened in well schooled silence, and ate her way through the various courses as they arrived. When he had finished, she pushed away her plate. She might be slender, but she ate, thought Carver, like a starving wolf.

	“And from me you want?”

	“Help, finding Irene.”

	“And the slavers?”

	He still found it odd to be discussing, in the second half of the Twentieth Century, a problem using the language of the Eighteenth.

	She gave him a fleeting smile when he commented.

	“It is a problem of the Twentieth Century, too,” she said.

	“There are more slaves now than there ever have been. I will take you later to see some in Paris.”

	“Can we question them?”

	She shook her head.

	“There would be no point. They know nothing and to take one away would be to condemn him to death. His master would never risk having him back. All he could do would be to reveal to you to whom he belonged.”

	That would serve very well, Carver thought grimly. But he kept it to himself, and followed when she led.

	The paved and fenced area in front of the vast cathedral of the Sacré-Coeur perched like an oversized Easter Egg on the hill of Montmartre was an unlikely place to seek a slave, but they found some almost instantly.

	Among the milling crowd of Japanese tourists who had just issued from their bus, the children flitted like mosquitoes. And like mosquitoes they stung and bit.

	Standing well back, Carver and the girl watched as the urchins, dirty and ragged, homed in on their first victim.

	He was thickset, stolid Japanese with eyes almost buried in the folds of his face.

	He wore a lightweight sweater, slacks and a wrist bag, and he was trying to photograph the front of the cathedral from an impossibly close angle. Because his attention was on the viewfinder, he did not notice the children until it was too late.

	“Watch,” said Amy, and pressed Carver’s arm.

	The children had their technique off to a fine art. They closed on their intended victim with smoothly synchronised movements, which looked random but brought them all to the same place at the same instant.

	The tallest of them caught their victim’s attention by offering an opened newspaper on outstretched arm.

	“Monsieur! Monsieur!” He piped, his eyes fixed beseechingly on the viewfinder.

	At the same time the other children closed on the Japanese, all shouting at once for his attention. Their hands patted and stroked at his shoulders, arms, hips.

	As he slapped and swore at them, their leader’s hand, invisible to his victim under the newspaper, indistinguishable from touch among all the other exploring paws, ran expertly through his pockets. Carver saw a wallet flicker quick as a lizard from hand to hand, and a small girl in a tattered dress broke away from the crowd and ran lightly between the other tourists, face alight with glee. By the time she disappeared round the corner of the great church, the leather folder had been abandoned, and its contents had vanished under her clothes.

	Attracted by the tourist’s roaring, his courier ran across the open space shouting, and the children swirled like gnats and were gone, down the steps towards the twisting streets, across the front of the church and between the easels of the artists in the Place du Tertre, or simply behind the waiting coaches and cars.

	At one moment they were there, clamorous and larcenous. The next, they were gone. Behind them, the Japanese tourists gathered round their looted friend, exclaiming with indignation as his personal inventory revealed the extent of his losses.

	Gone was his wrist bag, its denuded strap hanging still from the strong brown wrist. Gone his credit cards, as Carver had seen. Gone was the camera from the neatly snipped end of its retaining chain.

	“Thirty seconds,” murmured the girl next to him, her eyes on a surprisingly robust wrist watch. She flicked the cuff of her glove back over the watch face and turned to face him.

	“They were good,” she said. “He should at least have felt the camera go. But they took that last – even so, he did not miss it until he saw the end of the chain. Good. They were very good.”

	They certainly had been. Carver had been watching closely, knowing precisely what the children were about to do and he had still missed both wrist bag and camera. 

	Keening miserably in Japanese, the tourists returned to their coach. As it pulled away, another wheeled round the corner and another disparate set of tourists spewed onto the forecourt.

	This time, Carver was able to see where the children came from. One small group came up the steps from Montmartre itself, another from the Place du Tertre. A third – containing the ringleader and his newspaper – came down the steps of the Cathedral itself.

	This time, Carver did not bother watching the tiny pickpockets. Instead he carefully searched the forecourt and the front of the Cathedral. And within seconds he had found what he was looking for.

	“What’s down there?” he asked, jerking his head.

	“It is the funicular. It takes people up and down the hill,” she said without taking her eyes off the children.

	“Merci.”

	It was a split-second before she realised he was gone, and then she threw herself down the steps after him, shouting “Non!” in a strangulated whisper.

	She was far too late. Travelling at a surprising speed, Carver was already halfway down the steps to the cable oar station.

	“Goddamnit,” he said as she caught up with him.

	“What is it?”

	“I thought I saw a guy with a walkie-talkie standing up here. But he went as soon as I moved.”

	“Well, of course he did,” she said crossly. “That is why he positions himself here. So that he can go if he is seen.”

	“He was calling the shots for those kids.”

	“Well, naturally he was.”

	“He could tell us something.”

	“Possibly, But how can we find him now that you have shown you would recognise him again?”

	Carver shrugged, angry with himself, and turned away to watch the children again. But with the removal of their controller, they had disappeared into the surrounding streets, and after a half hour of fruitless search, the only thing to do was to start down the hill of Montmartre again, towards the Pigalle.

	They started down the steep flights of steps that led away from the Place du Tertre, both of them out of temper.

	The attack was beautifully timed and perfectly placed. They had turned the corner and started on a downward flight, Amy in the lead, when Carver heard the faintest whisper of movement behind his head.

	The man’s very stealth was what undid him. A tourist would have made more noise, and Carver leaned forward on the steep stair and grabbed Amy, pulling her back against the hand rail.

	As he did so, a foot scraped sharply behind him, and a man gave a startled grunt. A foot fell heavily on Carver’s shoulder and he straightened, shooting the attacker forward and into the smooth ramp which ran beside the stair. 

	The attacker went over his head in a flurry of wind milling arms and pedaling legs, falling headfirst down the steep drop, hitting the pavement below with considerable force.

	From the moment he put his foot off the steps and onto the slope, the unknown man was a dead man, and from his frenzied shriek, he knew it.

	Carver and Amy continued down, and as they did so, he bent his knees and picked up something from the steps between them, slipping it into his pocket.

	People were gathered around the crumpled form on the way down.

	He lay face down on the pavement, his neck at an impossible angle. There was a small pool of blood near his nostrils.

	A shopkeeper came from a doorway, shouting importantly that he had called an ambulance.

	“What happened?”

	Carver shrugged.

	“He was behind us and seemed to lose his footing. He almost brought us down with him. I didn’t even see what happened. Did you?”

	An unknown tourist was already excitedly reconstructing the accident in speculative terms as they slipped quietly away.

	“I would rather not be involved,” was all Carver had to say.

	Amy stared at him for a moment, then shrugged and excused herself to make a telephone call.

	“I am still responsible to my boss,” was all she would say.

	Carver watched her talking animatedly into the phone from the vantage point of a nearby bar, and thought he saw a remarkable similarity between her and Lovegod.

	It would not be visible, he realised, to most observers. But then he had a quite different insight into Lovegod’s egocentric attitude to policing than most observers.

	 


 

	CHAPTER NINE 

	 

	Across the vineyards, Bram baked in the afternoon sunlight, an untidy huddle of dusty red roofs and ochre walls, shimmering slightly in the heat from the fields.

	Behind it from Luther’s point of view the Black Mountains bulked like storm clouds on the horizon, hunching over the far side of the wide sprawling valley which swept down through France from sea to sea, carrying with it one of the world’s most remarkable canals and one of France’s most remarkable roads.

	When the Cathar heretics pursued their weird suicidal creed in those mountains, and Simon de Montfort hunted them with the aid of the Inquisition from farmhouse to castle, Bram must have looked very similar to the way it does today.

	Looked at from the mountaintop fortress to which Sigmund Dark referred euphemistically as his “house at Bram”, Bram was a jigsaw of circular streets, concentrically surrounding its stubby church and market place.

	Luther could see the extent of the medieval town clearly defined. The main road now followed the original circle of the town wall. But at some time in the past the canny burghers of Bram had dismantled their defences and turned them instead into profitable housing.

	Outside that old circle, more recent streets formed more orthodox squares, until the tiny town petered out into the countryside.

	Luther moved his point of vantage along the tower to the corner. From here, his eagle’s-eye view of the town was replaced by a view instead of the castle below.

	At one time, Château Bram had been a Cathar stronghold. From the fighting deck on the top of its second tallest tower, even Luther could appreciate why.

	The old Cathar parfaits had planned their eyrie well. The Rocher de Bram was a geological anomaly, a broken tusk of rock standing alone in the gentle rolling swells on the valley floor.

	From its summit, a man with keen eyes could see almost to the Mediterranean, forty miles away to the southeast.

	Between the castle and the sea, away in the light haze of heat, Luther could see the sprawling mass of the town of Carcassonne, and when he put binoculars to his eyes, even make out the towers and massive walls of the Cité, that lump of living history restored to its medieval glories in the last century and sitting like an echo from the middle ages, beside the motorway which today channels motorised hordes past its walls and down to the Cap d’Agde.

	Luther swept the binoculars’ field of view across the surrounding vineyards, and down to the courtyard spread below the tower in the heart of the castle.

	Château Bram was tailored into the promontory of the mountain by a master builder. Its curtain wall clung to the very outer ramparts of the mountain itself, threading its mossy way over the natural rocks. In three places the curtain was reinforced, where footholds on the cliff face permitted, with vast towers which also served as the living quarters within the castle.

	One, which was built against the mountain itself, was the gatehouse. Outside its shoulders, the castle builders had cut out a causeway from the living rock, interrupted outside the gate by a drawbridge.

	The castle was thus isolated even from the mountain itself, standing a little apart on a separate crag, massive and unassailable.

	And yet de Montfort had winkled his troublesome Cathars out of their fortress and condemned them to a death so hideous that only a man directly in touch with God could have contemplated it.

	“Take a look around and then come to my office in the Blue Tower,” Dark had told him, handing over the binoculars. 

	Looking around him even cursorily, Luther had been impressed. Everything that he saw in his tour had impressed him more; and everything had made him more determined that one day this would all be his.

	The gatehouse tower, the Tour Argent, was living quarters for the permanent staff of the place, all of whom seemed to have been turned out by some small factory and from roughly the same mould.

	They were big, muscular men whose shoulders seemed to slope outwards for an inordinately long way from just below their ears. There were two of them standing just inside the gatehouse arch, a few feet apart, hands clasped loosely in the small of their backs. They were dressed in light tan trousers and shirts, with the sleeves rolled up to the biceps. They had boots on their feet and circular peaked caps on their heads, and they reminded Luther strongly of something from his youth.

	He remembered what it was when Sigmund Dark jerked a thumb at them and said tersely: “Ex French Foreign Legionnaires. The Legion has a barracks at Castelnaudary, just up the road, and I have a good friend among the senior NCOs. He aims the right ones in my direction on discharge.”

	Luther recalled the film of Beau Geste he had seen when he was nine, and took another long look. The two men ignored him.

	“I thought they had long blue coats and hankies down the back of their necks,” he protested.

	“Only when Gary Cooper was in the Legion,” said Dark, amused. “They’ve changed since then. They are France’s toughest soldiers. Arguably, the world’s toughest. They can take orders, work on their own initiative, and keep their eyes and ears shut when they are told to. Best of all, they look after themselves and their own.”

	Luther had dismissed the men from his mind then, but now he focused the binoculars on the two who were doing what he now acknowledged as sentry duty and studied them more closely.

	Their uniform here obviously reflected the uniform they were used to in their former profession. The creases in their trousers were like cast iron, and even where the trousers were tucked into their high boots, the pleats had a uniformity which suggested regulation practice. Their shirts were close fitting and ironed into perfect symmetry.

	They did not chat as civilians would when thrown together by duty, but instead remained like statues in the shade of the gateway, staring apparently at nothing.

	“Wooden tops,” he muttered to himself, impressed by their pure stature, but habitually contemptuous of anybody in uniform.

	As he turned away one of the men in the gateway angled a scar-thickened eyebrow at the tower roof.

	“’E’s gone,” he said without moving his lips, and the two men chuckled quietly. One of their extra duties for the next few days would be to make sure Luther did not leave the Château without permission and an escort. It added a little interest to their normal duties, and they welcomed it.

	Luther’s flat was situated in the right-hand of the two bastions which supported the outer curtain wall, overlooking Bram itself. It was a compact suite of modern rooms fitted into the first floor of the tower. On the inside his window looked into the courtyard while on the outside he looked into the air, a thousand feet up. Below him, approached by a spiral stair from the little hallway, there were more chambers, chopped into the rock with impressive labour. He had not yet explored them, largely because the doors opening off the spiral stair appeared to be locked, and he could find no keyholes on their face.

	Above him the tower accommodated similar suites to his own.

	There were three of them, each self contained, and each opening onto a small landing. The spiral stair climbed past each in turn. Each was equipped after the style of a first class hotel, with wrapped soaps and fluffy towels, sachets of shampoo and bath essence. Each had a colour television in the corner. Each had a refrigerated cabinet for drinks, though Luther found to his fury that, like his own, the drinks contained in them were all non-alcoholic.

	He had not even had a chance to stock up with his normal bottle of duty free liquor. The Learjet had taken off from a small private airfield, and the flight was, naturally, as dry as Sigmund Dark’s living quarters.

	A sound from the courtyard made him lean over between the battlements and from above he watched a group of young girls chatter their way across the cobbles and into the base of the Tour Bleu, where his patron had his own quarters and in which the Great Hall of the castle was situated.

	The Tour Bleu was by far the largest of the three towers. More of a keep than a tower, it shouldered into the courtyard, taking up nearly a third of the space within the enceinte of the fortress.

	It was oblong in plan with one short wall buried in the curtain, and the other facing the gateway across the yard.

	A flight of steps ran from the court to the only entrance visible, which was a disproportionately small door at first floor level.

	In the curtain wall next to the base of the tower a tiny, arched doorway set into a recess and almost obscured by a vast white cylinder admitted the little party of girls and, still chattering happily, they disappeared from Luther’s sight.

	He was preparing to descend and seek out his employer when a shout made him turn. On the roof of the Tour Bleu slightly above his own level, Sigmund Dark was waving down at him.

	“Come on down to the office. I want to talk to you,” called Dark. Luther waved acknowledgement, and walked down the spiral staircase, pausing only to leave the binoculars in his room.

	Dark’s room was characteristically rambling and uncharacteristically light and airy. On the outer side looking through the curtain wall, a vast horizontal slot of window let the owner of the castle watch his own private panorama without ever leaving his chair.

	The desk was a dark oak refectory table ranged along the facing wall. Under it were dark wood filing cabinets and behind it Dark sat in a carved oak high-backed chair which would have engulfed a man of ordinary size. Behind him dark cupboards stood open revealing modern filing cabinets.

	Sigmund Dark was wearing casual clothes which somehow managed to make him look even larger than life. His shirt was of heavy dark blue silk, and his light weight trousers of lighter blue cotton. On his feet he wore black rawhide moccasins with thick rubber soles.

	They squeaked pleasantly against the polished slabs of raw rook, which composed the floor of the room, as he rose from behind the desk and came to greet Luther in the middle of the room and steer him towards the horseshoe of soft leather armchairs grouped in front of a low wooden table against the window.

	“Sit down, sit down,” he said, all genial host and landowner; a pose which he knew put Luther at a resented disadvantage.

	“What do you think of the plane?”

	Luther settled himself in the chair and stared out at the countryside below. He hated it. The land was open and dusty under the sun. He could not work out how the locals managed to grow so many fields of greenery on what looked to him like desert land, and he did not much care.

	Luther’s idea of a place in the sun was a five star hotel with three bars, two swimming pools and an endless supply of poolside tottie, all carrying iced glasses of foaming lager. With English food in the restaurants.

	“Big,” he said briefly. “And dry. Right?”

	Dark’s laugh was as large as his personality.

	“Big is right,” he said. “And I suppose from your point of view it is dry, yes. One of the little foibles you are going to have to learn to tolerate in me, Luther.”

	He reached down beside his chair and produced a glass of orange juice, which he placed on the table.

	“Help yourself to a drink, then – they are on the table over there.” He watched with a twinkle in his eye while the thin Londoner walked across the room to help himself from the inevitable insulated jugs.

	“It is a curious fact, is it not, that in France, where anybody who wishes can buy alcohol any time he wants it, and consume it where he likes, they find it perfectly socially acceptable to drink mineral water or soft drinks? Whereas in Britain, the lunatic licensing laws imposed on the working class by a corrupt Welsh Prime Minister are fanatically maintained. Alcohol may be legally purchased only within certain ludicrously restricted hours. Even the recent changes in the law favour only rich men eating in restaurants. Yet no man worthy of the name would dream of offering a friend anything but beer or spirits to refresh himself. Odd, is it not, Luther?”

	Luther sipped at his juice and swore inwardly to discover he had chosen grapefruit instead of orange. It was acid and upset his stomach.

	“I don’t understand what you mean,” he said.

	“Lloyd George. Lloyd George, said to own the randiest member of the House in his day, imposed the first licensing laws to keep the munitions workers hard at it in the factories during the First World War. Didn’t you know that, Luther?”

	“No. Typical of the Welsh, though,” said Luther with a snigger. “I bet he didn’t put any licensing hours on screwing, though, did he? Right?”

	Dark threw back his head and laughed delightedly.

	“Bravo, mon vieux! Spoken like the man I took you for! But tell me, Luther, the deprivation of the bottle does not seriously bother you, does it?”

	Luther pulled himself out of the chair. It was uncomfortably sticky in the heat of the castle, though he had to admit that this particular room was pleasantly cool.

	“Bother me? No,” he shrugged. “I can take it or leave it, but I don’t like being told I can’t. Right?”

	“And that is one of the little foibles I can see I am going to have to get used to.” Dark seemed suddenly to tire of his conversation and turned his head to stare out at the countryside.

	“If it truly bothers you, get one of the men to drive you down to Bram, or over to Montreal. Or even down into Carcassonne, if you need something a little more sophisticated. But do not bring any back here. Not ever, you understand me?”

	His eyes were suddenly like polished brass. Luther, who was no coward, found himself nodding emphatically.

	“Good. And as you value your life do not allow your driver to drink while he is away from the castle. These men are from a desert force, a regime of frightening discipline. When they let off the controls they become dangerously hard to handle. A drunken Legionnaire is fractionally more deadly than a rabid leopard. And much harder to predict.”

	He sipped from his own glass and then snapped his fingers without moving.

	Luther twitched with shock as a shadow fell across the low table. Standing beside Dark’s chair was a woman. She had moved so silently that he was unaware of her presence until she came between him and the window.

	“This is ... well, you may call her Yasmin. You would have trouble with her real name. She will see to all your needs while you are here. All your needs.” He lingered over the last few words and Luther’s stomach warmed at the implication.

	“You will enjoy her. She has many skills,” said Dark with a ghost of a smile. “She can cook for you and bring you any dish you could desire from the cuisine of five different countries including Turkey, which is where she was born. If your taste runs to music she can play six instruments expertly. Conversation? No, I think in your case Yasmin will not be called upon to exercise her gifts in discourse and disputation. Though should you wish to experiment she can speak ten languages fluently and six more well enough to carry on limited conversation. Like all my girls she is also expert in the language of the deaf and dumb. Outside these walls, but only, alas, outside these walls, she could rival the talents of the barman of the most sophisticated bar in the world. Her inventiveness with the cocktail shaker, I am assured, is rivaled only by her inventiveness in the bedroom. A different kind of cock, shall we say? Most certainly a different kind of tail.”

	He shot Luther a look composed half of calculation and half of contempt. But the man was looking at his new acquisition and his thoughts were only too plain.

	“Two things only: she will do whatever you wish, and do it with enthusiasm and delight. But she must not be marked.”

	He spoke a word in a guttural language which Luther did not understand, and the girl raised her arms to her neck and removed a pin. Instantly the dark silk draperies fell away from her body into a whispering pool about her feet.

	Luther, expert on women flesh that he was, caught his breath.

	She was perfect. A living statue in smoked ivory, each curve and plane blending into the next, each muscle rolling smoothly under the satin skin.

	From her came a scent which caught in his throat. Used to the flowery fragrances of Europe, Luther was unprepared for the musky scents of Africa.

	“Well?”

	“Not bad,” said Luther, dragging back something of his self possession and trying not to let his tongue loll quite so obviously. “Not bad at all.”

	“A possession of great price,” said Dark softly. “Her headprice, Luther, would buy the penthouse in London, which you admire so much. Take her, Luther, but mark what I say. One mark on her skin and you will pay for it for the rest of your life. You must learn that there are women, and there are works of art. Abuse a woman if you must. But works of art cost money. Treat her like fine porcelain. You will not regret it.”

	He watched as the girl knelt by Luther’s chair and took up his glass, balancing it on the palm of her hand and holding it ready for him. Luther’s eyes were almost glazed with lust. Dark nodded with satisfaction.

	“So far, Luther, you have known only the British end of our operation. It is time for you to make yourself familiar with the European end.”

	Luther nodded, but the whole of his mind was not on the issue at hand. He could feel the warmth of the girl’s naked body through his thin trousers, and his own body was responding to it with embarrassing forcefulness.

	“We make a good income from our operations in London and Edinburgh. But compared with our income here, it is petty cash,” said Dark. Now, he had Luther’s attention. The man had been awed when he saw the income from Dark’s vice operation in Britain. He was not sure if Luther had the imagination to cope with the figures he was about to show him.

	However, it was necessary for Luther to understand what was at stake and what the income could be before he was fully introduced to the nature and scope of the business.

	Luther was the third British manager Dark had attempted to introduce to the business that he ran in Europe, and Dark had been surprised and angered by the reactions of the previous two.

	So surprised and angered that their bodies lay in the secret hole in the depths of the castle dungeons.

	Dark was amazed at the revulsion of feeling shown by men who were perfectly prepared to prostitute both boy and girls, to maim, mutilate and even kill in London, when introduced to the reality of pure, chattel slavery.

	He passed Luther the top sheet from the open file before him.

	“That is the income from the London operation which you have run for the last year,” he said.

	Luther ran his eye over the figures in the neat resume and nodded. He was familiar with the staggering profits it was possible to wring from the prostrate bodies of boys and women of every age.

	“You have been a good supervisor and manager. A little brutal with your methods, but thorough and a hard working.”

	“Gets results, right?” grunted Luther. The thrill he always felt at the sight of the figures was considerably blunted by the presence of the girl.

	“Indeed. But it also causes other problems. You cannot brutalise people into loyalty.”

	“Who cares? They learn their lessons quicker; my way. Nobody lets me down twice. They know better,” said Luther with a grin.

	“I would prefer it if nobody let you down once,” said Dark quietly. “However, I recognise the difficulty in persuading a leopard to wear stripes. It serves.”

	He leaned forward, and placed another sheet on Luther’s lap.

	“It will not, however, serve in this operation. I will give you a moment to read the figures.”

	For a long minute, Luther’s eyes ran down the page, and as he read, so his eyes became rounder and rounder.

	“Jesus fuckin’ Christ!”

	He stared at Dark with rank disbelief.

	“All this, just from transporting whores across the Channel? I don’t believe it!” 

	Dark rose to his feet and walked to the window. Standing against the light, his feet slightly spread, and his back to the glory of the Mediterranean noon, he made a dominating figure.

	He needed to dominate, for experience told him this was the moment of truth.

	“Not whores, Luther. Slaves.”

	“Yeah. And whores and discipline teachers, right?”

	“Wrong. Slaves. Good, old fashioned, chained hand-and-foot slaves. Slaves like the Romans had. Slaves like the ones who used to work de plantations for ol’ massa in de deep south. Chattels. Beasts of burden. Persons fully and wholly owned by another person. Slaves.”

	He pointed. Yasmin immediately fell forehead on the floor.

	“Slaves like her.”

	 


 

	CHAPTER TEN

	 

	Carver sat back in his chair and let the golden fire of Armagnac slide down his throat and warm his stomach.

	This was the first time he had relaxed in a long and frustrating day, and he felt he had earned the luxury of a good dinner. Which was exactly what he had just enjoyed.

	Without turning his head he checked the doorway of the restaurant. By pure chance he had been shown to a table which gave him a clear view of the door through the floor to ceiling mirrors lining the walls. If chance had not put him there he would have discovered a draught or some other excuse to move to one in the right position.

	Tonight was his last evening in Paris, and like any good soldier he was taking the chance to relax and eat while it was available. Carver, who had served – briefly – in more armies than he cared to put a name to, deeply believed in the adage that a good soldier never ran when he could walk, walked when he could rest, stood when he could sit or sat when he could lie down.

	Or starve when he could eat.

	He flicked another glance at the mirror and sat upright again.

	Amy Varzon was just coming through the door, looking around expectantly and avoiding the eye of the head waiter. She saw Carver and made her way to him without bothering to wave.

	Despite her purposeful tread, the waiter was there before her, pulling out the chair, passing her a menu and lingering expectantly for her drink order.

	Amy was, once again, impeccable. She was wearing a combination of gold thread and supple black leather which would have looked spectacularly tarty on a film star and on Amy merely looked spectacular. A good deal of Amy was visible in the gaps between the gold and the black, which helped.

	“I have found the man you are looking for,” she said in the time it took the waiter fill her order and bring it, brimming, back to the table. He was obviously as smitten by the outfit as was Carver.

	Carver nodded, trying not to look impressed. Here was efficiency indeed.

	After the failed attack at the Sacré-Coeur, he had spent the day with Amy trying to run down the controller of the group of tiny pickpockets whose gang they had seen at work in Montmartre.

	There was no sign of either controller or pickpockets, and eventually Carver was reduced to cruising around Paris in a taxi, looking out for familiar faces. The quarry had, however, gone to ground.

	“Who is he?” asked Carver. Amy shook her head, and sipped delicately at her drink. It was a kir royal, the champagne bubbles twinkling in the pink depths of the glass.

	“I think I will take the plateau of fruits de mer,” She told the waiter. “Then bring me the fish, grilled with rosemary and with a green salad.”

	“And to drink?”

	“Sancerre rosé, and some Perrier.”

	She closed the menu with a snap and handed it back, with the air of a woman who knows what she is about.

	“And for monsieur?”

	“Coffee and some more Armagnac.”

	The waiter bent his head and went away with his head held at an angle which said quite clearly that there is something very odd about a man who eats a large and luxurious meal, but sits drinking coffee when his girl friend appears. Waiters, Carver thought, have a vocabulary of body language which is individual but international.

	“Tell me about my man,” he said.

	Amy lit a Gauloise jaune and puffed the rank smoke at him with a grin.

	“Smoke if you wish,” she said. “It will not spoil my food. Tonight, nothing could spoil my food.”

	“Why?”

	“Today, for the first time in my professional life, I achieved the perfect coup. But perfect.”

	Her manner was totally different, and Carver watched her warily. Until now, she had been like a lovely business machine. Efficient and good to look at, but about as warm and cuddly as a filing cabinet. Now, she was roguish, relaxed, and flirtatious. Like a woman, he thought, who has heard that her husband has gone on a business trip and that she is therefore at liberty to dine with her lover without having to rush away.

	“What happened?”

	“You know the type who killed himself at Sacré-Coeur yesterday?”

	“I remember,” said Carver drily.

	“His name was Nasri. Ahmed Nasri. I have been looking for him for many months. And in the end he comes to me. Just like that!”

	She clapped her hands to show her delight, and the waiter appeared like a summoned genie and put upon the table a high wire framework, on which he balanced a vast plate of seaweed and ice. Embedded in the mixture was a selection of seafood. Carver noted with interest that there was a dozen oysters in the selection. Women who enjoyed their food, he maintained, usually also enjoyed their other appetites.

	“And?” he prompted.

	“Nasri,” she said indistinctly through her first oyster, “works for a man called LeCorbiere, who has business interests in the Cap d’Agde. That is to say he has a large villa there, with a yacht and even keeps a small private air craft at Beziers.”

	“And?”

	“A lot of Arab friends who often go to stay with him.”

	Carver’s interest switched sharply from Amy’s cleavage to LeCorbiere’s customers.

	“Go on.”

	“Harry,” she said, cracking a lobster claw and dipping the tip of the exposed meat into a dish of mayonnaise, “Harry, just how much do you know about the slave business in this country?”

	“Not much,” he said. “I know they kidnap kids in England, rush them across France and then sell them in Africa.”

	She waved her lobster pick at him dismissively.

	“Wrong,” she said, and patted her mouth with her napkin. “You do not know little. You know nothing. Listen. The scouts find the children. Some come from Yugoslavia, some from Italy, some from ... oh, from all over the world. Few from Britain. Fewer still from Germany or Scandinavia. They do not make good slaves, those. But the British and the Germans and the Scandinavians are the best blondes. And blondes sell well in Morocco and Algeria. So there is a high premium on a properly groomed and trained blonde. Either sex.”

	The waiter put a second Armagnac by Carver’s plate, and Amy attacked a half crab with ferocity, and a set of even white teeth. She looked like a hungry kitten.

	“But slaves are taken for different reasons. Some are taken to work. Gypsies in Eastern Europe have been selling children – either their own or somebody else’s – for centuries, and they sell them still.”

	“Their own children?” The Armagnac felt suddenly sour on his stomach.

	“Do not look so superior. Perhaps you have never been that desperate, but others have.”

	Carver remembered the well in Beirut.

	“I’ve been desperate,” he said. “I still didn’t sell any kids. Go on.”

	She sipped at her wine and stared at him for a moment, thoughtfully.

	“Anyway,” she said. “Some children go into the sweat shops. It doesn’t just happen in Africa and Asia; there are factories in Naples and even in Rome where the workers are under twelve years old. Then there are the thieves. When Dickens wrote about Fager he was telling the truth. Nothing has changed.”

	“Fagin,” he said.

	“Fager, Fagin! It is the same. You know what I mean!” she said angrily, and stared haughtily back when heads turned at the next table.

	“They are the small change of the market. The draught animals. The workers. Then there is the other end of the market. The ... luxury trade. The bespoke tailoring of the world of slaves. The sex industry.”

	“Yeah,” said Carver. “Somehow, I thought we would get round to that.”

	“That is a very different proposition,” said Amy, and put her last oyster shell back onto the plate. The waiter, vigilant as a robin on a spade, whipped it away and brought her fish.

	“The sex end of the market is where the real money is,” she said, piling chips onto the side plate, and pouring herself a glass of Perrier.

	“The girls or boys are taken from, say, Britain. They are always children who have lost all their family, or whose family has apparently lost interest in them. But orphans are preferred. Your social services are good, of course, but they cannot care as much as a mother. Or a father.” She shot him a glance from under her thick, dark eyebrows. “Or a step father?”

	He nodded, and helped himself to one of her cigarettes with an interrogative glance. She nodded, impatiently.

	“Smoke, smoke. It will not affect me, and they” – she indicated the diners at the next table – “they are smoking already.”

	Carver had not thought of them, but he tried to look as though he had already noticed. The cigarette tasted marginally worse than his cheroots, but he needed a smoke.

	“The children are brought here in ones and twos. They are told they are on their way to a holiday, perhaps. A charitable organisation is taking them away for a while to help them get over their loss, perhaps. They are well treated. They stay in nice houses and sleep in clean beds and eat good food. They have lessons, of course. They learn languages, culture, they learn about arts. They are individually tutored, and life is very sweet. As they progress, they move down through France. Some go out again through Spain. Some are kept here. They live in gites during the off-peak season, moving from one area to another. Never staying too long in any one place, but always staying with the same people. You must remember, these are not captives. Or if they are, they do not know that they are. They are children at their most vulnerable. Their most malleable. They have been bereaved, they need friends and comfort, and they get both in great profusion.”

	She poured herself more wine. He noticed that her mischievous air of self satisfaction had gone. She looked strained.

	“But they are going through a system. A system which lasts perhaps for months. In some cases for a year or more. They are being ... groomed. Prepared for the market like pedigree horses. And the market is where they finish up. After one final lesson.”

	Carver stubbed out the cigarette and lit another.

	“Go on.” 

	“There is a sale. A big sale. The customers come from all over the world. Oh, nothing as crude as you see on the movies. No slab for the slaves to stand on. No shouted bids and rattling chains. These are rich men. Really rich men. Yachts and private planes rich men.”

	“I’ll bet.” The flat tones had a vicious ring and she glanced at him sharply. There was a hard glitter to his eyes which made her scalp suddenly tighten.

	“They meet, they mix with the girls – and boys – and they are charming to them. ‘Would you like to come end work for me?’ Or: ‘My son is a charming young men, but very lonely. Come and visit him at our villa in Marrakesh, or Capri, or wherever...’ It is a hard thing to look beyond the charm and the luxury. When you are young and have been left all alone and suddenly here are all these people who have been so kind to you, and here they have found you a wonderful life for the future. And by now you are used to the luxury yourself. The young adapt quickly. It is not hard to become accustomed to silk when you have always considered linen a luxury.”

	“So you say they are willing slaves?”

	“They do not yet know that they are slaves. Not yet. Slavery is not just a physical state. It is mental, too. There must be the acceptance of the slave status. With some it comes soon, during the grooming and training, an unconscious thing. But with the others it must be taught.”

	“With violence, I presume.”

	“With pain, yes, but not always with violence. Sometimes, a lesson has to be taught. It has to be a lesson so terrible that it will never be forgotten. The kind of lesson you wake up in the night screaming about.”

	He watched her, fascinated. There was a faint sheen of sweat on her upper lip, sparkling among the dark downy hairs there. Her pupils were grossly enlarged. But they looked inwards, to places he could not guess at.

	“What?”

	She blinked and looked at him – a strange, wild look which had guilt in it. And fear.

	“Eh?”

	“What is the lesson, Amy?”

	“Oh,” she said, tackling her food again. “It is death, of course. They take one of the slaves. One who will not accept will not conform, and they kill him or her before the rest. After that, there is acceptance. Like wild horses, they are broken. Usually.”

	“If they are not broken?”

	She shrugged. “They are. But if still they resist, they are kept, as the subject for the next lesson. A lesson will always be needed, you see. But it is expensive to the slave master. The training has been long and costly. To throw away the months and the work is not economic. It is bad business, and they are good businessmen, them. Very good.”

	She put down her fork, broke some bread and ate a pellet, and then mopped up some of the butter and herbs from her plate with the rest of “Coffee” she told the waiter. “And one of these.” She nodded at Carver’s glass, and he ordered the same again for himself.

	“And this man LeCorbiere?”

	“He is a master. He runs the routes through France, and supervises the sales. Usually they are on the Mediterranean coast. No trouble with transport or with bringing the customer in contact with the product, hey?”

	“How do we get him to talk?”

	“We do not. But Ahmed Nasri had a girl. I know where she is. Soon, we will go and talk to her. She will tell us where LeCorbiere’s next sale is. Also when.”

	She seemed very certain what the late Ahmed Nasri’s girl would do, thought Carver. But he kept his thought to himself. One way or another, he promised himself, the widow Nasri was certainly going to talk.

	 


 

	CHAPTER ELEVEN

	 

	In the event, he was due for a shock. He had been expecting an Arab girl, with hennaed hair and a good deal of cheap jewellery and a strong smell of musk and sweat.

	But what was awaiting them in the little apartment off the Rue des Martyrs, was a true old fashioned poule de luxe.

	“Mlle. Fahad” said the card above the bell push, and a husky voice invited him upstairs when he announced that he had been sent by a mutual friend. The groundwork, Amy assured him, had already been done. His bona fides had been checked and guaranteed, blowing half a dozen police contacts for this one important coup.

	“You don’t just drop in on a poule de luxe,” she said through a cloud of cigarette smoke. “You have to be introduced. And even then, she’ll want to talk to you for a long time before she decides if you can actually become one of her good friends.” She said it with a twist of the lips which made quite clear what she thought of the oldest profession. Maybe it was her police training, Carver thought. Most women were a good deal more tolerant of prostitutes than Amy seemed.

	Djamalla Fahad was a blonde. The most dramatic blonde he had ever seen.

	Her hair was tightly cropped against a handsome skull, like a sheath of beaten platinum. Her skin was the creamy peach oolour of a carefully cultured white rose. Her makeup, exotically laid into the corners of her eyes, was multi ooloured and metallic, and her high, proud cheekbones needed no hint of blusher. Her long neck was sheathed with a heavy heavy copper and silver collar, and below it her shoulders were naked and perfect.

	She was wearing an evening dress. The top was a tube of copper and silver sequins and the skirt a whispering sheet of black silk which clung to her hips like wet cotton, and parted as she walked to show the merest glimpse of her calf. On her feet were high heeled black sandals.

	She looked like a model on an evening out with a maharajah; desirable but unavailable. Yet.

	“A drink?” she said, and poured him champagne from an opened bottle. On a table in the exact centre of the pool of light from a low-set lamp stood her own half empty glass. Within the crystal flute, the bubbles drew lines of light through the golden wine.

	Music was playing from a stacker system near the window, and the lighting – save for the one standing lamp – was discreetly dim.

	The room was like her. Exotic, exciting, and very, very expensive. Somewhere at the back of Carver’s mind, some very dark instincts raised their muzzles and began to howl.

	The girl collected her own glass, and walked across the room to relax in a vast puffy armchair. Every movement was a work of art, from the slow grace of the flowing turn to the moment when, as she sat down, the whole of one long leg was for a split second exposed. Then she was still, a beautifully composed portrait in a perfectly calculated setting.

	Carver grunted, deep in his throat, tossed back the champagne and deliberately moved from the settee where she had placed him to another armchair further from the light. From her seat, he knew, she would not be able to see his face in the dimmed lighting, merely the outline of his head against the lighter wall behind.

	A flicker of expressionlessness across the superb face confirmed his guess. The sooner he got to grips with this problem, the safer he would be. This was no gullible girl merely waiting for a visit from a prospective customer.

	The large, violet eyes watched him gravely across the murmuring room.

	“Tell me about yourself,” she said. “I was told that Charles sent you, and that you are a friend of Gideon.”

	“Uhuh,” he said. From where she sat he reasoned that there must he some alarm system which would normally connect her with a protector, just in case. Surely, no prostitute, no matter how expensive, would allow herself to be alone and unprotected with a new client from choice.

	On the other hand, her former protector was currently dead.

	Had she had time to recruit someone else? If so, would she call for him at the first unexpected move?

	“How about another li’l drink, kid?” he said, in a Chicago accent which would have frightened Al Capone. She rose from her chair like engine oil in a television commercial and flowed across to the ice bucket to bring him the bottle, and once she was safely away from the chair, he moved himself.

	He met her on the way across the room, took the glass from her hand and kissed her, gently, on the shoulder.

	“A moment,” she said coolly. She unwound his hand from her waist, and stepped back.

	“You go too fast and you presume too much, my friend,” she told him. “We do not know each other yet. Talk to me a while and let us see what we shall see,” she gave him a smoky smile and a peck on the cheek and led him back towards the settee, but he stepped aside and dropped into the chair she had chosen for herself instead.

	“No harm in you sitting on my knee while we talk is there, kid?” he grated, and watched her wince at the invitation. The meeting was plainly not going as planned.

	“I will ... stay here,” she said and arranged herself along the settee. She did not seem as discomfited as he had expected, so maybe she had panic buttons all over the flat. Or maybe the place was bugged and the unseen protector simply came bursting through the door when the conversation hit a sour note.

	It was going to be necessary to make the conversation hit a sour note to find out where – if anywhere – the pimp was hiding.

	He assumed the kind of smile which makes a woman’s fillings itch and intensified the accent.

	“Okay, baby, you wanna talk? Talk, then. Where do ya come from?”

	“From the Bois de Boulogne. My parents were very rich,” she said with a smoothness which betrayed long practise. “My father was a ship owner from Morocco and my mother was a countess from Poland.”

	“Oh, yeah? And you just thought you’d try screwing for a living because you weren’t trained for anything,” Carver sneered. “Bullshit, baby, and we both know it! Your parents probably only knew each other for half an hour, but boy they scored a bullseye when it came to genes, kid! They had one hell of a beautiful daughter. Now come here and fool around a bit!”

	Her face set like a miracle sweet, and she stood up.

	“I think you have misunderstood the basis of your visit, monsieur,” she said coldly. “I ask you to leave immediately, or I shall call the concierge and have you thrown out. Good night.”

	Still no sign of the Seventh Cavalry? How lucky, thought Carver, can an Injun get? He decided to make one more try at surprising the muscle out of the woodwork.

	He moved across the room to confront her and she eluded him easily and slapped his face. The slap, though expected, was very much harder than he bargained for. It was delivered much more quickly, too.

	He cursed loudly and grabbed again. This time he saw the slap coming, and went with it. It still hurt, and she kicked at him viciously, knocking ever a table with a crash.

	They circled one another, and he saw that she kicked her shoes off. There was a panting silence.

	Oh well, thought Carver, he had lost nothing. There wasn’t a cat’s chance in a dog’s home that she would give anything away in casual conversation, and he could not very well open the chat with a remark like “Tell me about the slavery business, Djamalla, dear.”

	At least he now knew there was no waiting ambush behind the bedroom door.

	In any case, he was now committed. He feinted towards the door, stepped round the end of the settee, and was almost caught flat footed when she second-guessed him and flickered across the floor with a head-high karate kick which would have taken his head off if it had landed. As it was, her bare heel caught him a glancing blow across the top of the ear, and left his head ringing like a buoy-bell.

	Somewhere, she had discarded the wrap-around skirt, and was wearing now only her tube top, and a pair of lace pants which would have made a Bluebell girl blush with embarrassment. He noticed, even as the cymbals clashed in his brain, that her legs, as was to have been expected, were glorious.

	They were also very, very dangerous. He shrugged out of his jacket to give himself room, and she instantly tried to repeat the kick to the head.

	This time, he was ready for it. As her foot scythed past, he caught it in the folds of the coat, and pulled. The girl staggered towards him and he turned his head just in time to avoid being blinded. Her hands were weaving like snakes, and like snakes, they had almost hypnotised just long enough for him to miss the true danger.

	Carver was having to rethink his position fast. This was no ordinary prostitute, relying on a protector to keep her out of trouble. She had made no attempt to dive for an alarm button, and if there were some kind of bugging device, the man would have been in the room by now. The girl was relying on her own expertise for protection.

	From the look of it, thought Carver, as he twisted to avoid another leopard-swift attack, she was not being overconfident.

	The trouble was that he could have stopped her with one of the devastating kicks or punches of karate. But there was a very real risk that such a counter might easily kill her.

	Dead, she would be just another silent witness. Alive she was his only lead to LeCorbiere and possibly to Irene, and time was passing.

	He avoided yet another whirling onslaught, caught up one of the overstuffed cushions from the chair and blocked her next rapier kick.

	The girl staggered for a moment, and he swept her feet from under her with the heavy cushion. She fell heavily, but even as she did so, she was twisting for the recovery. He put his foot on the hand which was supporting her, and she fell again.

	This time he fell with her, blanketing her body with his own, relying on his extra size and considerable weight to keep her down.

	At the same time his own fingers stabbed at the pressure point in her thigh, immobilising one leg. He could feel her fingers scrabbling at the back of his neck, and his next blow was at the side of hers. Her eyes glazed and her head rolled sideways, and for a panic stricken second, he thought he had killed her. But she was only stunned. He took the opportunity to carry her through into the bedroom, where a half-tester bed faced a ceiling high mirror. She would be able to watch herself having a headache, he thought, as he tied first her wrists to the uprights at the bed head and then her ankles to the uprights at the bottom with silk scarves from her chest of drawers. As a final precaution, he gagged her; made sure she could breathe, and began to search the flat.

	As soon as he started he realised that he had been set up. The clothes which packed the wardrobes and drawers were for a much shorter, more heavily built woman, and the makeup which was untidily packed into the bathroom linen basket was for a dark woman, not a blonde.

	Carver found her a moment later, pushed equally untidily into a linen cupboard on the landing, her eyes glazed and staring.

	Her neck was broken and there was a dark mark across her upper lip like a badly shaven moustache.

	He pulled her out and the body fell into the corridor like a stone of sausages. She had been dead only a short time, though the warmth of the linen cupboard would make it difficult to work out exactly how long.

	He pulled her limbs out straight and pulled her skirt down over the stockinged legs. She had been a handsome woman, with strong, dark face and a compact, well-formed body. Her hair was black and her eyes, in which there was still an expression of surprise, had been magnificent, large and black.

	He knew precisely what the curious depression between those eyes meant, too. She had first been stunned by the blow to her upper lip, and then killed with a more powerful blow to the thin bone between her eyes.

	His face thoughtful, he went back to the bedroom. The girl on the bed was awake now, and looking at him over her gag with a mixture of rage and fear. Carver stood at the foot of the bed and examined her carefully.

	When he had assured himself her bonds were tight, he took one of her hands in his and looked it over.

	Immediately, he found the signs he had been looking for. The finger nails, heavily lacquered with a dark, shiny polish, were all false, built up with some kind of plastic on a stubby, strong natural nail.

	Examined closely, the knuckles showed a curious tendency to flattening and broadening, and there was a seam of calloused skin along the side of the hand.

	Her feet, slender and pretty though they were, had a similar line of callous along the outside edge and there was a thick pad of skin on the ball of the foot which was not duplicated on the heel. The soles of her feet were toughened and marked.

	“You have spent much of your life without shoes,” he told her softly without looking at her face to see if he was right. 

	“Recently, you have been training hard in the military arts. What is it? Karate? Kung Fu? Something on those lines.”

	Hard, hating eyes were glaring at him over the gag. He patted her thigh casually as he stood up.

	“I’ll tell you what I think, kid, and then we’ll talk. In the meantime, I think you’d best stay tied down. Poor little Djamalla just told me how lucky I was just now. I don’t think I’d better give you any chance to put that right, do you?”

	He grinned at her, but the sight clearly did nothing to reassure his prisoner. She merely stared at him over the silken gag. It was significant to him that she had made no attempt to free herself while he had been in the room. That meant that she had already tested her ties when he was outside, and found them too strong to break. Now, she was saving her strength instead of making futile attempts to pull free against bonds she would never slacken.

	It pointed to an expertise and training against all her appearance. The physical evidence told him she was a practised combat expert.

	“Now, you were sent here tonight to shut up Djamalla, and you sure did that well enough. Hit her as she opened the door? Yeah, that’s what I’d guess. She never knew what happened, did she? It’s okay, kid, I don’t expect any answers. Don’t get all wound up. Now, what I need to find out from you is what it was that poor little Djamalla was not supposed to tell me. Something so important that she had to die for it. Maybe the fact that her boyfriend worked for a man called LeCorbiere, huh? No, not important enough and I could find that out anyway. Where LeCorbiere is at the moment? That’s easy, he’s either at his Paris flat or down in the Cap. He isn’t in Paris, so he’s got to be down there, right? Right. Nobody dies to conceal that kind of knowledge; it just isn’t worth the risk. So what is he doing down in the Cap? He goes down there for one reason and for one reason only. To supervise the next sale. So there’s a sale coming up. Ahaha!”

	Deep in the violet eyes glaring up at him there had been a tiny flicker, like a fish moving in the dark depths of a midnight pool.

	A sale coming up. A sale in which Irene might be part of the merchandise. But where? He could hardly look it up in the local paper.

	“Now, where would I hold a sale if I were a slave dealer?” he said, musingly. “Not at my home, certainly. And in a villa where would I keep all the merchandise? No, no. It would have to be in some bigger place which had nothing to do with me personally. On a yacht, perhaps. A big yacht, of course. Moored off shore.”

	No flicker. He was shooting blind and well wide of the mark. He hitched himself off the bed, and took off his jacket and shirt. The girl’s eyes widened as he did so, but there was no trace of fear in them.

	He caught her look and laughed, genuinely amused.

	“No, not rape,” he said. “I never found it necessary, and I sure don’t have any taste for screwing killers like you, baby. It ain’t my bag.”

	He went to the kitchen where he found a collection of excellent cooking knives and a steel. There was a small portable food warmer with a charcoal element standing on the draining board, and a length of dark, spicy sausage hanging from a hook over the stove. He put it down and took the lot into the bedroom.

	The girl’s eyes followed him as he cleared the bedside table and plugged in the food warmer next to her head.

	He put down the sausage and tried the edge of the knives one at a time on the ball of his thumb. They were keen but not razor sharp, and he set to work on the largest one with the steel, talking as he worked.

	“Let me tell you about me, baby. I may sound like a pure dee American boy, but appearances sure can be deceptive. Pure I ain’t. My old daddy was a Dakota. What you would call a Sioux Indian. They used to call him Big Tom Carver – he sure was big. When he came close to me, I used to think the sun had gone in.”

	He tried the edge of the knife, shook his head and returned to his easy, stropping action. The girl’s eyes followed the hypnotic swing of the blade as it caught the remaining bedside light.

	“Now, there’s a lot of things you can say about them old Sioux. They called ‘em braves, and they was certainly that. They surely were brave. And inventive? Wowee!”

	He stole a glance at her. Her throat worked convulsively under the collar.

	“In fact, they was so brave that they admired courage above all the other virtues in other people as well. When they took prisoners in war, they used to wonder whether the guys they had taken was as brave as they was themselves. Used to test ‘em, to see.”

	He was deliberately talking in the sing-song dialect of his childhood, now, a hypnotic rhythm to go with the zip-zip sound of the knife on steel.

	“You ever seen anybody skinned alive, girl? Nope, of course not. Quite a sight to see. Takes time, o’course. They need to do it over a slow fire to kind of loosen the hide up first, then work on them with a knife, very much like this one.”

	He stopped the stropping. The girl’s eyes were now almost circular and staring. She could not tear them from the knife.

	He picked up the length of sausage, and held it where she could see it. Then he cut two thin slices from the end and let them drop onto the food warmer. There was a sharp hiss, and the meat began to sizzle. The smell of frying pork filled the room.

	“Of course, you can’t light a slow fire in a Paris flat,” he said conversationally. “You have to improvise. But the principle is the same.”

	He reached out and took the top of the sequined tube which hid her breasts, slipped the tip of the knife under it and slit it from top to bottom. Two rose-tipped mounds quivered as she drew a shuddering breath round the gag.

	“Then there’s the paleface,” he said. He caught sight of himself in the mirror at the bottom of the bed. Artistically, the scene needed something else. He tore a strip from the bed linen of the late Djamalla, and bound it round his head, Apache style. It might not fit quite with the Sioux role he had chosen, but there wasn’t time to find eagle feathers and paint.

	An Indian face stared back at him from the mirror. In the low light, his skin had taken on a dark coppery tone, and his dark, green eyes and high, broad cheekbones reminded him suddenly of a photograph he had once seen of Crazy Horse. He gave a low chuckle and was surprised to hear a strangled sound from the girl on the bed. She was twisting and fighting against the scarves, but the material held her fast in its silken grip.

	“The white eyes,” he said to her, “had an interesting habit. They used to skin our women’s breasts and make tobacco pouches out of them.”

	He leaned forward and tapped the rounded side of her breast with the side of the knife blade.

	“They start just here, and work their way round...”

	From behind the gag came a high, thin, keening sound. Her eyes were pools of sheer uncontrollable panic. He considered drawing her attention to the smoking sausage on the food warmer once again, but realised as her eyeballs began to slide upwards in their sockets that it was not necessary.

	“What I want to know is where and when the next sale takes place,” he said, softly. “Nod your head when you are ready to tell me.”

	He swung onto the bed astride her hips, and her head nodded so madly that he was afraid she would break her own neck.

	He leaned forward, put a hand on her forehead to hold her head still, and slit the gag with the knife. She was talking even before the silk was properly out of her mouth.

	“Stop.” She stopped instantly, eyes fastened on the knife.

	“Say it clearly.”

	“On Saturday,” she said in a high pitched sob.

	“And this is Tuesday. Where?”

	“The Château Bram.”

	“Where the hell is that?”

	“Near Carcassonne. Not very far from Beziers.”

	“Is it one of LeCorbiere’s houses?”

	She shook her head. Her face was slowly regaining the blood which terror had drained from it.

	“It belongs to an Englishman.”

	“Do you know his name?”

	“They call him L’Ombrageux.”

	Well, if you didn’t have an exact parallel for Dark, L’Ombrageux, the man of shadows, would do real nicely till you did, thought Carver wonderingly.

	He glanced down at the girl. Her breath was coming more smoothly, now that the immediate threat had been removed.

	“How do I get in there?” he said.

	All the panic had gone from her eyes now, and the pupils had returned to more or less their normal size. Now, she was thinking again instead of just reacting. Now, she was becoming dangerous again.

	“How do I get in there?” he repeated. In the depths, something flickered and was gone. It was, he recognised with resignation, his chance of getting one final truthful answer from her. From now on, she would lie cleverly and believably, and as soon as he released her, would shift Heaven and Earth to warn her boss.

	“You go to the Villa at Beziers and give them a password,” she said, too calmly.

	“And the password?”

	“It changes every few days. Release me and I will find out for you what it will be this week.”

	She would have to go to prison, he knew. He wondered if Amy had enough pull with her department to get the girl looked up and held incommunicado, until he had penetrated the castle at Carcassonne.

	He left the girl tied to the bed, and went into the other room. Amy’s number rang a few times, but there was no reply.

	He was making for the bedroom once again when the lock scraped, and the front door began, very gently, to open.

	 


 

	CHAPTER TWELVE

	 

	Sigmund Dark awakened shuddering in the night and sat upright in his bed. The girl beside him was instantly awake, though she lay where she was without moving and without showing any sign of wakefulness save her open eyes.

	There was no need to announce that she was awake. He would assume that she was, anyway. Just as he would assume her unquestioning obedience to anything he demanded of her, including her own death.

	The big man climbed from his bed and went to the window, where he stood and gazed out onto the moonlit valley below, a study in silver and black like an exquisitely worked piece of embroidery.

	The night air was as warm as the day in this chamber, once the solar of the castellan of Bram. The cold shiver which ran up his spine and gently ruffled the short hairs on the nape of his neck had nothing to do with ambient air temperature. It was, rather, the first faint susurration of suspicion.

	He put up one hand and massaged the back of his head. The movement made the massive muscles across his shoulders bunch and writhe. The girl in the bed watched their play passively, and with one detached corner of her mind admired their beauty and strength.

	“Come here.” His voice was low and rumbling and the girl, who was accustomed to listening to its cadences and interpreting their inner meanings, heaved a carefully silent sigh of relief, slid from the bed and padded across the floor to stand beside him in the moonlight.

	“Look down there, on the road.”

	She leaned forward and peered through the dark to where the double ribbon of the motorway was a river of white and red lights as it swept down to Carcassonne.

	He chuckled without humour.

	“No, not there. The road from the North, girl. The road from the mountains. Do you not see him, there on the road?”

	She peered doubtfully but dutifully towards the mountains.

	“You mean the road from Saissac?” she asked uncertainly.

	“No, the road from London,” he said in a gravelly whisper. “There is a man on the road from London and I cannot stop him.”

	The statement was so uncharacteristic that for a moment, she did the unthinkable and stared open mouthed at him. He caught her look and broke into a bellow of laughter.

	“Did that surprise you, little Kiti? Then let us find some other way to surprise you and delight you instead,” he roared, and with one sweep of his arm, he caught her up, crushing her wriggling curves against his massive chest, and carried her to the bed where for a very long time he treated her in a way which did not surprise her in the least and delighted her very little.

	When it was at last over and he lay, sleeping, with one hand entangled still between her thighs, she examined his face carefully in the moonlight, and then, with infinite care so as not to disturb him, she slipped from the bed and made her way into the bathroom where she showered as silently as possible and powdered and perfumed herself before returning to the bedroom.

	She examined the man on the bed once again until, certain that he was asleep, she felt it safe to go to the window and look out over the silver scene. This time, she stared at the great, busy road to Carcassonne, and as she stared, her cheeks became curiously and beautifully filigreed with streaks of silver light. They were her tears, welling unbidden and uncontrollable from the very depths of her desolation.

	When she eventually came back to the bed and stretched herself beside him again, he had turned in his sleep and she did not see, secret beneath his lids, the tiny sliver of moonlight reflected on slitted eyes.

	Eventually, they both slept.

	When she awakened in the morning, she found him sitting by the window, bundled in his robe, with fresh coffee steaming unnoticed in his cup and warm croissants cooling in a napkin. He was crushing into a ruin between his fingers the fine rose which was always on his breakfast tray, summer or winter, and in which he usually gloried.

	Afraid, she remained in bed until he had risen, distracted, and moved into the bathroom where his bath already be steaming.

	But as soon as she padded out to get her own breakfast, he was there again, moving her to one side to make space for himself on the settee.

	“Did you sleep well?” The fact that he asked was no more surprising than the fact that he had given so much as splinter of a second to thinking about her comfort. She froze, watching him carefully, trying to work out by what miscalculation she had drawn his attention to her.

	“Yes, thank you,” she said, warily.

	He nodded. 

	“Good. Have your breakfast and go to your quarters. What are the tasks for today?”

	“The girls are ready. The boys could use perhaps a little more grooming, but not a great deal. In any case there is no time. Lefeu is becoming troublesome again, and needs discipline. He has already ruined one of the girls, and if you do not teach him a truly sharp lesson, there is a real possibility he may ruin another. After that boy last year...”

	He nodded, remembering.

	“A bad one. Which is the girl? How badly is she hurt, and how did it come about?”

	“Number Five. He went to her room and raped her. When she fought him, he beat her and her face was marked. Her nose is broken.”

	“Plastic surgery?”

	“There would still be a scar and our record of unmarked goods would be broken.”

	“Can we keep her here?”

	“We might. She is not one of the most successful girls we have trained. She would have to be watched constantly, and she is undisciplined. A bad example, perhaps.”

	She watched him, detached, professional, a trainer talking of a pedigree with flawed prospects.

	He sighed.

	“We can take no chances. Yet…”

	There was a moment of deep thought. Then: “Come, we will go and see her. Maybe the damage is not as bad as it sounds.”

	Together, they left the solar and went by the spiral stair down past the great study and into the courtyard. The small door by the face of the tower was closed, and as he opened it, Dark looked up at the great white cylinder of the gas tank which bulked against the wall next to it.

	“Think of some way of moving that thing or masking it. It is an eyesore,” he said.

	She nodded. The tank was placed in the angle of the wall and the tower, where the courtyard sloped slightly to the outside wall because it stood in shadow most of the day. The butane gas within benefitted from shade. A shelter would keep it cooler and remove the eyesore. She made a mental note to have some suitable structure drawn for his approval.

	The stairs down started within the tiny landing into which the door opened. Dark was already descending, huge in his robe, and she followed him down.

	Below the level of the courtyard the former dungeons of the old castle, now hugely enlarged and modified, descended on three levels. At the top were the rooms in which the female slaves lived. They were roomy, comfortable to the point of luxury and surprisingly light and airy. In this slave compound, the slaves were given every encouragement to grow to love their fetters.

	The girls slept two to a room. A woman alone does not prattle, and the continuous sound monitoring of the cells from a small control room at the opposite side of the top landing prevented trouble by nipping prospective troublemakers in the bud.

	The next level down was rather more Spartan, and housed the boys. Their rooms were comfortable, and three lads shared each one. The number was carefully chosen. Two together can become lovers or conspirators. A third – and the sets were changed on a random basis – can break up the intimacy for the two.

	The third level much deeper in the mountain was the utility level. Most of it was taken up by a large open space.

	The open space was an exercise room for the slaves. There was a gymnasium, exercise machines and some weights. It was well lit with strip lighting, and a line of oil lamps were suspended from the ceiling as emergency lighting. Down here, daylight never penetrated.

	One side of the space was mostly taken up by two cells, little more than cages against the wall. Squeezed in next to them was a small, glass fronted dispensary with drugs cabinet, oxygen cylinders and an examination couch.

	At one end of the gymnasium there was a heavy oak door with black iron studs; part of the equipment of the original castle. Behind it was a store room and the magazine of the castle, where weapons, ammunition, and the oil and paint were kept.

	Beyond that was the oubliette.

	Every now and again, Sigmund Dark found it necessary to teach his slaves a lesson. It was a business necessity he genuinely regretted, and in which he took no pleasure.

	There were, however, people who did take pleasure in it. Josef Lefeu, from Guernsey, was one of them.

	Sigmund Dark sat in the consulting chair in the small clinic and dispensary, looked out over the exercise floor, and considered the problem of Lefeu.

	The man, like the rest of the staff, was an ex-Legionnaire.

	Though in his case the Legion was not proud of the fact. The chain-smoking Channel Islander might be a fine soldier.

	The trouble was that he was also a psychopath. And he was becoming more and more difficult, as the Kiti had pointed out, to control.

	He thought of the teenage girl he had identified as Number Five with a genuine feeling of compassion. She was lovely girl delicate of feature and finely drawn. On her light, bird-boned face, a broken nose would be an abomination.

	She also had an independence of spirit, which he had watched being formed to its new shape with a warm feeling of achievement. The trainers had told him she was difficult, and undoubtedly she would have been to those charged with her training. But it was this very independence which made her precious.

	He regarded her maiming with the same genuine pain he would have felt had one of his delicate porcelains been chipped or his paintings splashed with paint stripper.

	There was a sound from the doorway and he turned to see the girl being ushered into the room. Even having been prepared for the sight, he was shocked.

	Her nose had been broken, all right. It was a swelled, blackened, shapeless mass. Both eyes were blackened, swollen so much that she could not open them, and peered through aubergine slits. Her breath came as a kind of slobbering snore, and two of her front teeth had been knocked sideways, giving her swollen mouth a sneering touch accentuated by the way she had to twist her lips to get her breath.

	“Oh, my dear girl! Come here and let me have a look at you!”

	He gathered her tenderly close to him and with fingers gentle as a surgeon, examined the ravaged features.

	“Who did this to you, my dear?”

	A tear appeared in one of the blood filled slits, and coursed down her cheek.

	“It was Josef,” she whimpered. “And he...”

	He shushed her gently, his face full of pity and concern.

	“I know, I know. And I blame myself. I should have realised the dangers and prepared for them long before this. You poor, poor child. Leave this to me. I will make sure the animal never hurts anybody ever again.”

	He soothed her for a few minutes, smoothing her hair and running the fine, spun-glass beauty of it over his fingers, until the young body ceased its sobbing and quivering, and when the ruined face was raised to look into his at last, he smiled reassuringly and put a kiss gentle as a blessing on the bruised forehead. The swollen lips did their best to return his smile.

	“Go now with Kiti, and try to rest until I send for you again. I will call the finest surgeon money can buy from Nice to have a look at your face. Or maybe we will fly you to see him. You would enjoy the outing, little one. Yes? Of course you would.

	“Off you go, and I will tell Kiti to bring you something to help you sleep, my poor darling.”

	He watched her go with eyes filled with concern and compassion. When Kiti came back, he was already locking up one of the medical cabinets.

	“You were right, Kiti,” he said. “Kill her.”

	He gave her a small stainless steel dish in which was a hypodermic syringe, its needle protected by the tiny ampoule from which its contents had already been drawn, and a sachet containing a surgical swab.

	She watched him go, her face expressionless, while her fingers carefully held the syringe in its tiny dish. But in her eyes there was an expression which might have made him very thoughtful, had he noticed it.

	*

	“Can this be merely the work of one insignificant man?”

	Sigmund Dark ranged the bright study, unaware of the glorious morning outside, even while the sunlight streamed into the room and warmed him.

	Luther sat in one of the big leather chairs again, Yasmin beside him on the floor stirring his morning coffee. He was dressed in a pale pink tee shirt with a knitted collar, a little crocodile on the left breast and a white band halfway down the chest. His trousers were white, and he had pink shoes. Dark thought he looked like a drink on a stick.

	The news from Paris that morning had not been good, and coupled with the loss of Number Five and the fifty thousand pounds he had expected as her head price, had put Dark into a sour mood.

	“This man, this Carver. He is a nothing. A private detective, a bungler, a wader in life’s sewers. Two years he spent in stinking cellars in Beirut because of a stupid act of defiance. His employer thought so little of him that he actually tried to cheat him of his fee. A stupid act, mark you, of a stupid man, I could have told him that. Can this man alone and unaided have achieved so much? Of course not! He is helped, supported, pointed and guided. So much damage in so short a time! The London operation imperiled. Years of work and thousands of pounds wasted because the police contacts have been compromised. The French pipeline exposed, almost through its length. Panic in Paris. LeCorbiere in Beziers blue with funk and ready to run. It is ridiculous! One man penetrates two skins of the onion of my empire and my allies are ranged on the battlements ready to jump! While the money rolls in, see them preen! Watch their wet pink mouths working on the end of their Romeo y Julieta cigars. Rolled on the thighs of Cuban virgins, they snigger! Hah! There are no Cuban virgins, and there never were! Only Cuban Communists working Cuban machines and turning Cuban vegetation into cancer!”

	He sniggered himself, and shot a sharp, golden glance at the man sitting by the window.

	“What do you recommend, my young friend?”

	Luther, who had been stroking the head of Yasmin as a man strokes his dog, sipped his coffee noisily. It was weak, milky and sweet, the way he liked it. Two days of Yasmin’s devoted attention was already making him realise how deprived his life had been before she had been given to him.

	“Have him hit, turn him over,” he said simply.

	Dark sighed cavernously.

	“A master stroke! Three times we have tried to hit the man, and three times failed. Your record, it has to be admitted, has not yet been beaten, Luther. But at least try to think of something more inventive.”

	“Do we know where he is now?”

	“At this moment he has gone to see a man who has a shop somewhere to the south of Paris. I presume he is on his way here, since he knows who we are and, now, where we are.”

	Luther reflected that the only name the dogged pursuer actually had was that of Sigmund Dark, but he wisely did not draw his employer’s attention to the fact.

	“What’s he after?” 

	Dark shrugged. “Money? Information? Who knows? He says that his daughter has been taken, but I have checked our records most carefully, and there is no Carver on the list. Maybe she has been taken by someone else, though I was not aware of any other organisation working in our area. Not in London at any rate.”

	Luther stood up and walked to the window. He was learning to play conversations like Dark did. Against the light, his face would be in shadow and unreadable.

	“Do you know what he looks like?”

	Dark nodded. “We do now.”

	“Then let him come, right? Guide him. Invite him in to the sale on Saturday. At least we’ll know where he is, right? Once in, he won’t get out.”

	“And he will not he going to the police,” agreed Dark. “You may have something there.

	“Perhaps,” he added thoughtfully, “I will also have one last use for Lefeu. Call Ledermann for me, will you, Yasmin?”

	 


 

	CHAPTER THIRTEEN

	 

	Carver watched the door open slowly and silently without doing anything but shift his grip on the carving knife. Now, he held it low and pointing upwards, the cutting edge to the top.

	The corridor was only dimly lit with a rose coloured bulb, and there was no light flooding in from the landing, so somehow, the light bulb out there had been dealt with. On the other hand, there was no light behind him, so he stood behind the door in almost total darkness.

	The door opened until there was room for a small person to slip through it, and then stopped. A small person did slip noiselessly through it and stood looking away from him towards the bedroom door.

	Carver reached over the shoulder, put his hand over the mouth of the intruder and enveloped the arms with his own.

	There was an immediate explosion of activity. A foot kicked him painfully on the bare shin, and his captive tried earnestly to smash the back of her head into his face.

	“For Chrissake, Amy, hold still!” he hissed into her ear and received another painful kick, this time on the other leg.

	He put the girl down, in an effort to keep her feet still, and she instantly tried to throw him over her shoulder.

	Any moment now, one of them was going to be hurt. He put her down, dropped the knife, and stepped away from her. She spun on him, right hand rising in an unmistakable shooter’s pose. He stepped back into the kitchen.

	“Amy!” he said urgently. “Amy, it’s me, Carver!”

	There was a long silence, during which he dropped to the floor and rolled against the wall. His head was within an inch of the door jamb, and his hands poised by his chest. He made up his mind that if she didn’t calm down, he would knock her out first and explain afterwards. It seemed the safest thing to do.

	Outside the kitchen door, a voice said uncertainly “Carver? C’est vous?”

	“Yeah,” he said, and there was a flash and a bang.

	Splinters flew from the door on the opposite side.

	He went round the door jamb at ankle height, caught her advancing leg with his leading hand and her thigh, high above the knee, with the other, his thumb probing deep for the nerve. He felt it, heard her yell, and rolled away again as her leg went dead and she came down on top of him.

	He twisted like a landed salmon, fell across her body and held the gun hand well away from her and himself. She let go of the weapon, grunting with pain and tried to scratch at his face.

	“Well, that’s enough!” he said. He raised his body, let go of her gun hand and hit her alongside the ear with the edge of his hand. She went limp.

	Carver rolled off her and sat up with a curse.

	“There was a time,” he told the unconscious woman, “when I would have given a week’s pay to be half-naked in a Paris flat with a beautiful blonde and a beautiful brunette. Now, it comes true and you’re both trying to kick seven kinds of shit out of me.”

	He pulled on the kitchen light and examined his shins. Both of them were bleeding. There were splinters in his cheek from the shot into the doorframe, and the side of his head hurt where the blonde girl’s last kick had nearly landed.

	“Us raiding Injuns usually do better than this in the movies,” he muttered, and hobbled to the bathroom to find antiseptic and plasters. If he couldn’t get to the medicine man, he thought, he might as well doctor himself.

	He was putting on the last plaster when an insistent calling from the bedroom led him back there. He found a table and put down the very businesslike snub nosed .38 he had taken off Amy, and then examined his first captive.

	She was back in her original mood, now, eyes sparkling with malice and lips almost trembling with her eagerness to talk her way out of trouble.

	He stood and watched her carefully for a moment or two, then started to put his own clothes back on while carefully ignoring hers.

	She had to be held somehow in prison to prevent her warning LeCorbiere. That was certain.

	He finished dressing, and went to bring the knife from the corridor floor, Amy was still out so far as he could tell and he made no attempt to revive her. The blonde girl’s eyes were flat and dull when she saw the knife, but she made no attempt to escape. He cut the scarves holding her hands, and she sat up, wary as a wakened cat.

	“Hands,” he said and she stretched them out in front of her obediently. He looked at the open invitation to put himself within their reach, grinned and shook his head. It throbbed where she had kicked him.

	“Behind the back,” he said, and she slowly put first one and then the other behind her.

	He wound the end of one long scarf round one wrist and was reaching for the other when he heard a movement in the doorway.

	When he looked up, Amy was standing there, with her pistol in her hand.

	“I thought you were...” he began, and then everything happened at once.

	The girl on the bed twisted onto her back and grabbed for the knife, Carver ducked, and Amy fired.

	The girl fell backwards onto the pillows of Djamalla’s bed.

	The .38 calibre bullet left a neat hole between the wide, violet eyes and from the cavity a tiny fountain of blood squirted for a few seconds, soaking the pillows.

	Carver sat up, the knife now held by the blade behind his right ear.

	The gun was still pointing at the bed, and Carver was beyond it.

	“Drop the gun, Amy, or I’ll kill you,” he said.

	Very slowly, the gun wavered from its aim, and fell to the floor with a thump. Amy followed it, her eyes rolling backwards into her head in a classic faint.

	“Oh, goddamn it,” said Carver out loud. “This place is getting to be like the Gunfight at OK Corral!”

	He stood up and went round the bed. Amy was lying on her back, arms outstretched, knees together and feet splayed. Her skirt had ridden back up her thighs to show that she was wearing stockings, a sight of which Carver would normally have thoroughly approved.

	Tonight, however, he had had enough of unconscious women. He took Amy’s left wrist in his right, pulled her upright, and ducked to take her on his shoulder in a fireman’s lift. As he walked through to the living room, she gave a little moan down between his shoulder blades and he laid her on the settee, and turned the standing lamp on over her head. She turned her face away from the light, and moaned again.

	Carver was tempted to go and get cold water, but he did not want to leave her. She seemed to have far too good a supply of guns for comfort.

	He pocketed the snub-nosed .38 – hardly a woman’s gun, he thought, but Amy had shown a remarkable gift with it. The pistol was a little small for his taste. Like most Americans he believed deeply that big guns were best guns.

	Amy came to, looking sick, and he put her head between her knees for a while, partly to help bring her round and partly because a woman with her head held firmly between her knees was a woman unlikely to kick him in the face.

	When he was sure she was fully conscious, he explained to her what had happened. She nodded, very white still, and when he finished, she said simply:

	“When I saw the body in the hall, I thought you had gone berserk. When you knocked me out, I was sure.”

	It made sense, he had forgotten the first sight she must have seen through the half open door would be Djamalla’s body.

	“She was dead when I got here. The blonde must have killed her,” he said.

	“Then ... we learned nothing?” She stared at him with huge eyes.

	“We learned that the next sale is at a place called Château Bram on Saturday,” he said.

	She got up and walked to the bathroom, where he could hear her vomiting. Presently, she came back, drying her face and hands on a towel. She looked considerably better, but still groggy. He found some aspirin in the kitchen drawer and some painkilling suppositories and offered them. She took both packets out of his hand, and disappeared for a few minutes. He supposed that like most French women she preferred to take her painkillers internally.

	“I must telephone my office and report the deaths,” she said and he sat quiet while she phoned, low-voiced and clipped from the living room. Her end of the conversation was monosyllabic and unrevealing.

	Then: “We must go now, the clean up squad must not see you. We can go to my place,” she said.

	He glanced at his watch. It was five in the morning, and already the sky would be greying. Without argument, he followed her down the darkened staircase, and into the street. Once, there, he turned towards the Place de la République.

	“Come, we can go in my car,” she said. He shook his head.

	“I have an errand to run and then I’m going south,” he told her. “We’ve only got a couple of days to find this Château Bram and get in. After that, the evidence is going abroad and Irene with it.”

	“Get in the car; I know where Château Bram is,” she said. “It will be two days’ drive, and we will arrive just in time to see them assemble. We do not want to be hanging around the area for days beforehand. The locals would notice us immediately, and locals talk.”

	There was a lot of sense in that. He shrugged and climbed into her Renault 4 obediently, and let her drive, While she did so, he examined her carefully. Since he had met her she had exuded the same kind of self-possession and calm that her British counterpart did. Her vomiting after the death of the girl in the apartment had been the only crack in her composure, and that indicated a strength of character and professionalism that it would be prudent to respect.

	She might look like a fashion plate, but she thought like a Marine Commando, and she was a respectable shot, too. The shot she had fired at him in the kitchen had been uncomfortably close, considering she was firing blind, in the dark and in a flat she had never visited before. 

	The other had been a classic killing shot fired almost as a mechanical reaction to a snap situation.

	Now, he needed two things desperately. Sleep and a gun.

	“Don’t go to your flat,” he said as Amy swung round a corner narrowly missing a clutch of parked cars and a young man on a moped with two baguettes sticking from his armpit at suicidal angles.

	“I need to do some shopping.”

	Amy gave him a withering look from the corner of her eye.

	“At six in the morning? Not a prayer,” she said.

	He pulled himself upright in the car and shook his head. He had to sleep, and soon. But he could not sleep in Paris. The enemy were proving all too good at finding him no matter where he happened to be. He needed to get on the road, and let Amy drive while he slept.

	So he needed to get his hand on a gun. A real gun, not a snub-nosed .38 special.

	“Turn left and make for the Place de L’Étoile,” he instructed. Amy started to argue, and he snapped: “Do as I say, for once, for Christ’s sake!”

	She gave him a startled look, and swung left.

	“If you say we have to drive to Château Bram, then we’ll drive,” he said. “But we’ll drive in my car, not this biscuit box on wheels.”

	Her expression said volumes, but she followed his instructions and they arrived in the narrow side street where his car now stood. The big Daihatsu was tucked away behind a Citroën van which appeared to have been built of corrugated iron, and then ambushed by men armed with shotguns. The rash of rust spots on it looked like freckles.

	Carver walked round the Daihatsu, kicking the tires, peered underneath for any signs of sinister packages, and decided it had not been tampered with. To be on the safe side, though, he handed the keys to Amy and let her open it up.

	Nothing went bang. They climbed in.

	Carver waited till the glow plug had done its job and the diesel engine coughed wheezily into wakefulness. When it had settled down to a sewing-machine tick-a-tick-a-tick, he eased it out of the narrow gap between the Citroën and the wall, and let it run down to the Étoile. Amy slumped silently in the passenger seat, and looked sulky.

	“You want to pick up anything from the apartment?”

	She looked at him, startled again.

	“From my apartment? You mean we go now? In this?”

	“Yo.” Carver peered at a single elderly traction-avant coming up the Champs-Élysées, decided to risk it, and shaved past in front of it. The driver, forbidden by law to sound his horn, banged impotently on the side of his car as it slid by two coats of paint away, and vanished viciously towards the Bois de Boulogne. Carver felt better, though not a lot.

	“Very well,” said Amy, sounding a little more perky. “Drop me here and I’ll get my car and lead you there.

	“No need,” said Carver, still driving. “Nobody’s going to tow a police car away, and we won’t need yours. Also, it may be known, they’ve been finding us too easy so far and I’d like to know how.”

	She snorted but seemed to accept his argument, and directed him to a quiet street on the left bank, where they both went upstairs to a small flat with smart furniture and a lot of clothes tossed into heaps on the bed. Amy pulled a soft bag from under the bed, and threw clothes into it seemingly at random.

	Carver sat down on a chair and examined the revolver thoughtfully. It was loaded with bullets which had a small hole in the nose, and he looked at one of them for a long time before slipping it back into the cylinder.

	He really must remember not to be hit by one of Amy’s wild rounds, he said to himself. It might severely spoil his day.

	*

	He was still thinking that when she woke him, over an hour later.

	He sat in the chair, stiff and embarrassed. Amy of the couture clothes and big, beautiful jewellery was gone, and in her place a dark haired student in jeans and a halter top was staring at him. She had a tan for which a model girl would have willingly have sold her soul, and the breasts which stretched the halter top were round and high. Her jeans were belted tightly at the waist with a broad, rawhide belt with an oval silver buckle big enough to eat her dinner off, and she was wearing cowboy boots.

	There were big, dark glasses perched on top of her head, and a pair of soft rawhide gloves tucked into the hip pocket of her jeans. In her hand was a cup of coffee slightly smaller than a municipal swimming pool.

	“White men come, kill buffalo,” Carver croaked and reached for the cup of coffee. It was boiling, black and laced with cognac as well as sugar. He gulped it down, burning his tongue.

	“Quoi?”

	“You. You look like the reason they all went west, young man. Good boots, there. And the buckle says you won a rodeo.”

	She shot him a one sided smile.

	“It is true you are an Apache?”

	“My daddy was a Sioux Indian, so I suppose you’re close. At least you got me on the right Continent,” he grunted. The second half of the coffee was almost as good as the first, and she took the cup away wordlessly and brought it back refilled.

	“What time is it?” He looked at his watch while he was asking and her reply came as he saw that it was after eight.

	“Oh, shit! Now I suppose we’ll have to fight our way through the traffic.”

	They had. It was awful, but eventually they pulled into the little tree lined road in Fontainebleau where Nathan lived, and he turned off the engine and let the car rest.

	“I thought you wanted to do shopping?”

	“I do,” he said. “But this is one shop you won’t find on any guides. Wait here for me, would you?”

	He ignored her protests and went along the pavement under the trees to the dusty door in the old house where Nathan David had his agency. He had to ring three times before the grill in the door opened, and a dark eye inspected him coldly.

	“Oui?”

	“It is I, Carver, and I have come to see le facteur,” he said. There was a long silence and he looked back at the Daihatsu and saw Amy’s furious face staring back at him. He was glad he had the keys in his pocket. For certain reasons he was not prepared to tell Amy, it would be impossible for her to hot wire the Fourtrak in a short time, and he was fairly certain she would have driven off and left him there if she had the opportunity.

	The door opened smoothly and silently, and he stepped through. Facing him was a slim man of middle height with a close crop of prematurely silver hair and a face like a tanned Corsair pirate. He was dressed in a faded denim shirt and light blue cotton trousers, with espadrilles on his feet and no socks.

	“Shalom, Nathan,” said Carver. “I need a gun.”

	The pirate grinned, showing a set of strong, healthy teeth, and shook him by the hand.

	“Shalom, Carver,” he said. “You need a gun? So what else is new?”

	“Not a very great deal, “ said Carver, and allowed himself to be ushered down to the rear of the house and into a kitchen which looked like an advertisement for kitchens.

	Coffee was steaming on a hob, blue and white tiles picked out the wall spaces between carved oak cupboard doors. There was a basket of bread and a jar of apricot jam on the draining board.

	“You want to eat?” 

	Carver shook his head. “I want to buy, Nathan. Mind if I take a look at the stock?”

	The dealer looked hurt. Nathan David was a talker of the old school, and did not believe a deal could he made on less than four cups of over strength coffee and an hour’s chat.

	“I heard you’d been away for a while, man,” he said, reluctantly opening the door in the far wall and leading the way through.

	“Just a while,” said Carver non committaly. The dark eyes surveyed him with lively interest, and then Nathan shrugged.

	“You must try not to prattle on so much, my boy,” he said with a grin and stepped aside to let Carver walk in front of him.

	They stepped together into a different world.

	Along the wall of the long, narrow room behind the steel sheathed door was an armourer’s workbench, bristling with vices, abrasive wheels, drill and punches.

	Above the bench hung the hand tools of the trade and the pieces on which David was currently working.

	But the doors to which David turned his attention were those of the cabinets opposite the bench. The armourer took a steel rod from his pocket, put one end of it into a small circular hole in one of the doors, and pressed gently. There was a click, and along the line of steel doors a succession of echoing clicks.

	David smiled, put his hand on the nearest door, and pushed it to one side. The other doors repeated the movement, and Carver was staring at an illuminated display of hand guns and rifles.

	He smiled, and shook his head wonderingly.

	“My old man would have sold his happy hunting ground for a couple of hours alone with this cabinet, Nathan,” he said softly. “I ever tell you that?”

	“Every time you come,” said the gunsmith.

	Carver chuckled. In all his experience, he had never come across anybody with knowledge of firearms like Nathan David.

	The old desert fighter had a concentration camp number tattooed on the inside of his forearm, and his face went stony when Germany was mentioned.

	But Carver had never heard him discuss the War or his part in it. He knew the man had fought against the British in the years when the refugee Jews were carving their State out of Palestine, but he did not know in what capacity.

	In fact, when he assembled what facts he did have about Nathan David in his mind, they were very few.

	He had no idea what Nathan’s original nationality had been, or his real function in Paris. He had no idea whether there was a Mrs David or a family. He had no idea just how much official standing the gun shop on the quiet street in Fontainebleau might have.

	But he did know he had come to the right place.

	“I need some artillery, Nathan,” he said, without taking his eyes off the display behind the glass.

	“So you said. What for?”

	“I am going looking for someone who is very important to me. I need something powerful. I have not much time for refinements. How about a Browning or a Colt?”

	The gunsmith whistled gently to show he was impressed, and pointed.

	“You can have either. I’ve got the double action High Power here, or I’ve a Commander.”

	“Or a Beretta 92,” said Carver, his eyes gleaming, “What’s that like in the field? I never used one.”

	The gunsmith took a pistol from the case.

	“Won the US Army’s pantomime to choose a new handgun, but I think it’s too complicated for military use,” he said. “Uses the same load as the Browning and the SIG, though. Want a SIG? That’s the quality handgun for the man on the move…”

	“What’s wrong with the Beretta?”

	“Absolutely nothing. But it does take some getting used to. Not the gun to use in a hurry if you never used one before. Do you need a big magazine capacity?”

	“Not essential.”

	“Try a Desert Eagle, then.”

	“Jesus Christ!” said Carver, accepting the monstrous pistol and working the slide to check the action was empty. It was a huge weapon with a bulbous barrel and weighed heavily in his hand.

	“Try Moses. Nearly two kilos empty, carries a magazine of nine, and shoots .357 Magnum rimmed shells,” said David with quiet pride. “They are talking a .44 magnum in Tel Aviv, but I haven’t got one here. Muzzle velocity is 434 metres a sec. Colt’s only 253.”

	“What’s it like to shoot?”

	“A bit like being kicked in the hand by a bad tempered camel, but believe it or not, it’s a pleasure. She’ll shoot through brick walls. How many shells you want? What currency you paying with?”

	“American dollars. Gimme two packs of shells and hold another few here for me.”

	David pulled a flat plastic briefcase from under the showcase, opened it, and slid in two heavy flat packs.

	“I loaded those myself. The weapon fits here.” He showed a compartment with a plastic foam pad.

	Carver shook his head and stowed the big gun in his waistband. It dragged down his belt, and the gunsmith chuckled.

	“Best take a belt and holster. I got some Coach Harness ones here.”

	He supplied the leather goods; and Carver loaded the clip of the big gun. With the huge shells peeked into its massive butt, it felt like an artillery piece.

	“You knew I was going to take this, didn’t you?”

	David shot him an amused look from under silver brows.

	“You kidding? I got it sent here especially for you. If ever I saw a man and gun designed for one another, it’s you two. Sighted in already, by the way. I enjoyed myself doing it, and I reckoned if you needed it, you’d need it in a hurry. But I’m not kidding about the penetrating power. Watch it, or you really will shoot through brick walls.”

	 


 

	CHAPTER FOURTEEN

	 

	Amy was ominously still when Carter climbed back into the Fourtrek and stowed his heavy briefcase under the seat. His loose jacket covered the big gun, but he knew that he smelled of gun oil, and to an experienced shot, the smell was unmistakable.

	“Where now?” he said as he waited for the glow plug to light up. Amy, exasperated by being excluded, answered through clenched teeth.

	“South,” she said. “South to Montargis and Gien. We cross the Loire there and go on to Romorantin. I have chosen a route which stays away from the main centres. If they are looking for us, we will simply disappear.”

	Mentally, Carver had already chosen a similar route. Losing himself in France was not hard. The country has the same size population as Britain, and five times the land mass. The combination makes for a good country in which to disappear. With a huge network of tiny roads with light traffic they could even avoid main routes.

	Besides, it was only Wednesday. By hurrying they could easily be in Carcassonne by late Thursday, but as the girl had said, they would stick out like a sore thumb in a small town. From what Amy said, Bram was very small indeed. If Dark was regarded as being a local seigneur, newcomers would be automatically reported to him. The owner of the local castle probably provided most of the trade in the place.

	The time to arrive was late on Friday before the sale, when small parties of people trying hard not to be recognised would be travelling around the district anyway and the dealers would not have time to patrol the area. Then their security problem would be penetrating the castle. Carver was not aware what the castle looked like, but he was pretty certain that he would find a way in, one way or another. 

	The slave dealers were, after all, expecting visitors and while their customers would be known to them, they could not possibly be familiar with the faces of all their retainers and minders.

	A gasp from Amy and a loud tooting from behind recalled his thoughts to the present, and he realised that he had been in danger of falling asleep. He waited until a small lay by gave him a chance to pull off the road, and stopped.

	“If I go on driving like this, we’ll never get to Carcassonne,” he told Amy. “I’ll get in the back and sleep. You drive.”

	He folded the rear seats down and padded the load space with luggage and a couple of rugs. When he was sure he could curl into the spaces he had left, he put his head down and was instantly unconscious.

	 Amy watched him with exasperation, gingerly put the car into gear and pulled off as smoothly as she could.

	At least, she thought, as the car ran on down the road, she could pick her own restaurant for dinner that night. There was always the Cloud of Milk in Gueret. Now, that was a most unusual to eat. In the meantime, the weather was fine, the Daihatsu was a surprisingly pleasant vehicle to drive, and for the first time in years she was sitting high enough up to see easily over the surrounding fields.

	Despite her early had temper, she was enjoying herself. She began to plan the mid-day picnic, and to consider the possibility of a siesta afterwards.

	*

	Far, far to the south, Luther awakened late after a long and active night and smacked his lips. Today was the day, he decided, when he would make that little expedition into Carcassonne and find himself a nice bar. He could do with a good, long drink.

	He slapped the deliciously shaped buttocks lying next to him on the big bed and smiled contentedly when the slap elicited a sharp squeal.

	“We’ll have a bit more of that later on, my little lovely,” he said softly, and set off for his shower and a fresh set of clothes. From the bed, black eyes watched him go with saurian impenetrability. He had overlooked Yasmin’s gift for languages.

	Far more dangerous, he was beginning to forget the strictures Dark had placed on physical violence.

	*

	Sigmund Dark put down the telephone, and leaned back, steepling his fingers and peering through slitted eyes at the bright morning outside his windows.

	“If he is coming, let him come,” he told himself. “But let us be ready for him. Assuredly, let us be ready.”

	He sent for Josef Lefeu.

	*

	In a London office, Sergeant Lovegod put down a file and stared at the darts board which hung on the back of the door. The office was not his, and the darts board held no darts. But the file had made interesting reading.

	He picked up the telephone and dialed a number.

	“Jimmy,” he said. “Would you step into the Super’s office for a moment? Please?”

	*

	Carver sat up and stretched, instantly awake, as Amy turned the Fourtrak down a rutted country lane alongside a small wood.

	He had awakened, briefly, when she stopped earlier in the morning to shop at a village which never seemed to have opened its eyes at all that day. Assured of what she was doing, he had gone instantly back to sleep.

	Now, he hung onto the cargo loops at either side of the tailgate and stared around.

	Outside, a field of hay stretched away into the rolling distance. Alongside the jeep, there was the dark of a wood, mainly pine trees. Beyond the hayfield and a further wood, there were mountains.

	“What time is it?”

	“Two o’clock,” Amy told him over her shoulder.

	“Late for lunch.”

	“You were sleeping and I wanted to come here. There is a lake beyond the next rise, and no houses for many miles in all directions. It is very quiet.”

	She shifted the gears without a clash, and the engine note rose a little. But there was no sign of strain. The Daihatsu ate up this kind of terrain. It was, after all, what it was designed for. Carver sat back against his packed holdall with the Desert Eagle in his lap and checked the load. Amy glanced over her shoulder when she heard the action snap the first time, but then ignored him.

	The jeep topped the rise and stopped. Carver hauled himself higher and looked around him.

	Tree lined slopes plunged from the surrounding mountains to stand guard over their own reflections in a flooded valley which gave back the rays of the afternoon sun.

	They must be high up. The air was fresh and clear, and even through the tinted windows he could feel the heat of the sun.

	Amy ran the car down to a pebbly beach at the side of the lake, under the shade of the nearest trees, and stopped. In the sudden silence, he could hear the cry of a single bird out over the water, and the tiny splash of a stream not too far away, emptying into the lake.

	He opened the tailgate and climbed out stiffly. Some small creature suddenly rustled in the edge of the weeds and tiny feet ran away in the scented gloom under the trees. The world was still again.

	 “I think this is as close to perfection as any place I have ever seen,” he told Amy softly, and was surprised when she smiled up at him. He realised how few times he had seen her smile, and was again surprised.

	“You should smile more often. It lights up your face,” he told her, and she immediately turned away from him, scowling, and started to pull paper parcels out of the passenger seat.

	He laughed out loud and walked down to the edge of the lake. The water lapping over the small stones was a clear, light blue shade and so clean he was tempted to scoop some up and drink it.

	A pebble went past his ankles and flipped a dozen times across the surface before falling into the depths. He glanced round, and Amy flipped another expertly across the lake.

	“You’re very good at that,” he said. “I counted twenty splashes, then.”

	“This is where I learned to do it,” she said without looking at him. “My best was thirty.”

	She flipped another; eyes screwed up against the glare of the sun off the surface, and then glanced at him mischievously.

	“You want a swim? It’s perfectly safe. I used to swim here every day when I was a child.”

	Suddenly, a swim was the very thing he did want. He pulled off his shirt, kicked off his shoes and trousers, and piled them on top of his jacket.

	Naked, he walked into the water until it was at knee height, and then dived forward into the lake.

	It was cold, but she was right about the safety. The water was so clear that even with blurred underwater vision, he could see to the bottom which must be twenty feet down. Moving shadows through the sun dapple were small fish, and there were dead branches down there, among the waving pond weed. The whole world was a clear, lovely shade of blue.

	A disturbance and a cloud of bubbles over to his right resolved itself into a blue, smooth mermaid with short dark hair cruising towards him in the depths.

	Amy nude was even more disturbing than Amy clothed, and he wished deeply that he had some diving goggles, the better to appreciate the exotic change of shade.

	She surfaced next to him with a splash and a hoot of laughter, and he reached out and ran a hand over her bare, wet shoulders, gleaming in the sun.

	“The other side and back,” she said, squirting water at him, and turned away, legs flailing and arms reaching out in a splashy crawl action.

	He put down his head and trudged after her with a powerful stroke which had once carried him across similar lakes in the mountains near his home. But he had been two years out of the water and Amy must have been practising daily. Slowly but surely she outstripped him, and when they turned on the return journey, she was well ahead.

	Annoyed, he turned short of the shore, and put out more energy.

	Extra power began to tell. Carver’s muscles might have been rested, but they had not atrophied, and he was a strong man. Amy was fast, but she was also a showy swimmer.

	 Neck and neck, they arrowed for the shore. In the last few yards he thought he would beat her, but at the last moment, she pulled an extra turn of speed from somewhere, shot past him and turned, panting and laughing in the shallows.

	“I was toying with you,” she said, flicking water in his puffing face as he grounded next to her.

	She leaned back, laughing at him, with the water washing between her small, high breasts. He thought he had never seen anything more desirable and reached out to take her waist in the crook of his arm. Through the cool of the water he could feel the smooth warmth of her nude body and suddenly she was very still.

	 He pulled her towards him, and as their bodies touched along their whole length, he kissed first her throat, then her eyes and finally, with passion, her lips. They parted and her mouth was on fire within.

	He slipped his hand under her knees, and stood up, letting the water drain off them and the heat of the sun fall upon them, and carried her beck to the grass beyond the little shingle beach.

	Her arms tightened round his neck as he bent his head to her breasts, and his hand slid over the smooth skin of her hips to pert her thighs.

	He tasted her gasp as he entered her, and then her ankles looked in the smell of his back and the scent of the pines and the crushed grass mingled with the perfume of her body and the smell of the heat of the day.

	*

	“You are a very gentle lover,” she told him, holding the lighter for his cigar.

	He drew deeply, feeling the smoke curl into his lungs, and watched the cigarette smoke in turn slide out of her nostrils. Why was it, he wondered, that a smoke after making love should be quite such a satisfying experience? Perhaps because all of the appetites were now sated.

	Amy knelt by the blanket and he heard liquid gurgling and remembered one which was not satisfied. No, two. He was vastly hungry. On her back, which was crisscrossed by a complex of marks left by the hardy grass, some small fragments of twig still adhered to her flesh.

	He reached out to pick them off, and as his hand brushed her skin, she flinched away.

	“Idiot! Now I have spilled some of the wine!”

	She turned towards him and handed him a goblet of red wine which was cool enough to form a mist on the outside of the glass.

	“They took it from the Frigidaire and wrapped it in a lot of newspaper. It keeps it cool,” she explained. “The wine of this district is better cold. It tastes of strawberries. Try.”

	He sipped, and found she was right, both about the temperature and the strawberries. He finished the glass and refilled it from the wrapped bottle. There was no label, and it had been merely corked, not capped.

	Amy turned round and settled down on the blanket with her back against one of his cases propped in turn against a tree. When their first flush of passion had passed, it had been she who brought things from the car and made up a nest in the fringe of the trees.

	She passed him a fist-sized chunk of bread covered in pâté, and bit off a gargantuan mouthful from a similar sized chunk for herself.

	“Making love makes me hungry,” she said indistinctly, and damped down the mouthful with a draft of wine. Carver wondered if there was any activity which did not make her hungry. She seemed to live in a permanent state of semi-starvation.

	A bee buzzed sharply by his ear and something fell into the lake with such force that it produced a deep-throated “ohuzz” from the water.

	He frowned, reached over for the wine and heard the sound repeated at the lakeside behind him.

	Carver turned the action of reaching into a forward roll which carried him under the car and out the other side. This time he heard the shot itself, a flat slap of sound in the woods a little above him and to the left, back along the track they had taken to the hidden lake. It sounded like a silenced rifle, and he cursed himself savagely for having provided himself only with the Desert Eagle.

	Which was, he reminded himself, nestling in the back of the Daihatsu above his head.

	He peered back at the little nest of blankets and luggage and realised that since Amy had brought the luggage out of the car, he now had no idea at all where the weapon might be.

	 Of the girl herself there was no sign. He remembered her rolling away at the same moment he did, and she was now securely tucked out of sight.

	“Amy?”

	There was a gentle whistle from the base of the tree against which she had been sitting.

	“Are you all right?”

	“Of course. Can you see him from there?” 

	 He peered between the rear wheels of the Daihatsu, moving his head from side to side, but the rise in the trail made a slight hump and he could see no more than a hundred yards. Too long for an accurate shot with the handgun, even if he had it with him.

	“Amy, where’s the gun?”

	“I don’t know. I thought you had it.”

	He rolled on his back and swore luridly. There was the sound of a stick breaking within the forest, and he knew the marksman was on the move, encouraged by the lack of returned fire.

	The sound was repeated, closer, and he fixed the man’s position in his mind. Much good it would do him, with nothing to shoot back.

	“Carver?”

	“What?”

	“I think it may be in the back of the car, by the tailgate.”

	“Oh, good!”

	Since the car was standing with its rear end towards the track, reaching up into the cargo space would expose him to the gunman, who was now a lot closer, had a silenced rifle, and could not, by the nature of things, go on missing all the time.

	In fact, he thought, it was odd that the man had missed at all. He had a static, unsuspecting target. With a rifle and only a little expertise, the top of Carver’s head should by now be floating messily in the lake.

	The coachwork gave out a solid thunk followed instantly by a “spat” sound from the weeds on his left. The gunman was in action again, firing probing shots.

	He fired twice more, each time hitting the rocks above and to the right of Carver, and then there was a lull.

	He’s found he can’t get quite enough depression from where he is, and he’s moving round to get lower, Carver told himself, and rolled out from under the Daihatsu and into the pines in a swift blur of movement.

	There was no firing as he rolled to the trees and stopped, flat on his face, behind the biggest tree he could reach.

	There, he stopped and swore steadily under his breath for a full minute as he detached pine needles, tiny twigs and small pieces of stone from the more intimate parts of his body.

	Rolling in pine woods in the nude was a lot more fun, he decided, when you had someone else between you and the ground.

	He pulled one last twig from a cringing fold of skin and lay motionless, listening to the sounds of the forest.

	For a long count of a hundred, nothing moved at all. Then, very faintly, he heard the unmistakable sound of cloth being caught by the end of a twig, and then released.

	He remained still, breathing silently through his mouth, and heard a very, very careful footstep. It was followed, after a count of ten, by another.

	Under Carver’s hand as he sat was a lump of stone he had gathered from the sandy track under the car. It was about the size of a small orange, and egg-shaped. At the back of Carver’s mind was the thought that hand grenades were about the size of a small orange and egg shaped.

	And Carver was very, very good with a hand grenade.

	The movement at the other side of the screen of undergrowth behind him had now ceased. The gunman would be settling himself into shooting position and carefully surveying the Daihatsu from his new lie, trying to work out where Carver was.

	Just make one more noise, Carver begged him silently. Cough, or sneeze or even pant loudly. Just one noise and you’re dead, you bastard.

	The gunman cocked his rifle, and three things happened at once.

	Carver rose and stepped round the tree, hand cocked over his right shoulder for the whiplash throw of the true grenade expert.

	Amy shouted: “Look out, he’s right in front of you!”

	And the gunman fired almost at the same instant that Carver’s rock grenade hit him cleanly in the middle of the forehead.

	Behind him Carver heard the whining song of a ricochet, a horrified squeal of “Non!” from Amy and the thump of a falling body, But he was already moving, hurdling the bushes to drop with both knees on the back of the man lying across his gun.

	The attack was unnecessary, though it relieved Carver’s feelings mightily.

	When he rolled the gunman over on his back, Carver found himself looking into the open black eyes of an unknown corpse.

	The gunman, startled by Amy’s shout, had looked up at the moment of firing, and the rock, travelling at murderous speed, had smashed his forehead between the eyes, and depressed the thin bone behind the bridge of his nose, driving it backwards into his brain. His face looked grotesquely flat. The eyes were wide open, and already beginning to glaze. Blood came sluggish from the open mouth, the pump which should drive it already still.

	Carver reached down and picked up the rifle. It was a sniper’s weapon, a modified British Army Number 4, the old wood easing stripped away from the fore-end of the barrel and a sausage of metal wrapped in canvas laced around the muzzle.

	The silencer was crude, but Carver could testify to its effectiveness. He cranked the action and felt it slide slick as satin in its bed. There was a battered telescopic sight mounted to the left of the receiver, and when he held the weapon to his shoulder, the picture through the sight was crisp and clear.

	The round which dropped into his waiting palm was a simple .303 round. Nothing special.

	In two World Wars it had killed millions.

	Behind him, Amy said: “Is he dead?”

	Carver stepped back and turned carefully, the rifle still in his hands.

	“Yes,” he said. “He is dead.”

	She rose from behind a rock over to the left of her original position, and walked towards him, the shape of the big pistol dangling from her left hand. She was an incredibly erotic vision with the light reflected from the lake behind her.

	“I thought you didn’t know where it was?” Carver said quietly.

	Amy looked down at the big gun, hanging like a cannon by her naked thigh.

	“It was in the blankets,” she said. “I found it when I rolled over just now. I thought he had hit me.”

	“Thanks to you, he damn nearly hit me,” said Carver. “Why did you shout at that particular moment?”

	She was close enough, now, to hand him the pistol and she began to reach out with it. He pushed it aside with the barrel of the sniper’s rifle.

	“Careful. You could blow me in two with that. Give it here.”

	She relinquished the pistol, and then put her arms round his neck.

	“I thought you were dead,” she whispered into his ear. “I really thought you were killed and … And that would leave me alone in the woods with him...”

	There were tears running down her cheeks and into the hollow of his shoulder, and he held her close for a long time, before he smoothed them away and led her back to the blankets. Their love-making this time was so savage that for a moment he wondered if she had found the idea of being left alone in the woods with a gunman quite such a frightening prospect as she pretended.

	As they packed the things back into the Fourtrak, he said:

	“So how did he find us, kid?”

	She turned wide eyes to him.

	“I never saw him in the mirror, but he must have followed us somehow. How else?”

	“Yeah,” said Carver in English. “How else?”

	He lay on the track again and rolled under the front end of the jeep, checking with his fingers along the body members and flanges which criss-cross the bottom of every modern car. After a moment, he gave a short sigh and rolled into sight again, holding in his hand a small, shiny object.

	“That’s why you didn’t see him in the mirror,” he told the staring girl. “He was following a bleeper.”

	He put the bleeper on the ground and rolled back under the oar, where she could hear him fumbling around again. After a moment, he emerged, and changed his position, searching the rear end of the ear. There was another short, sharp inhalation of breath.

	“Two,” he said flatly.

	 He rolled out again and put a second alongside the first. A further period of searching failed to produce anything else, and he came out from under the car for good. 

	“The question is, when did they put them on?” he mused. “I parked the car in the street and it could have been anywhere in Paris.”

	“It is a very easily identifiable car,” Amy pointed out. “And there cannot be many of them in Paris. If they knew how you crossed the Channel ... in fact, it could have been put on while you were on the boat.”

	Carver dusted down his trousers and went to wash his hands in the lake. He was watching the woods along the trail carefully. When he had finished, he took the sniper’s rifle and disappeared among the trees.

	Amy waited by the car, and when he came back half an hour later, she handed him a glass of wine. He drank it, frowning, and then tucked the rifle under the blankets in the beck of the car.

	“Where did you go?”

	“These guys work in pairs. One to drive and the other to track the bleeper.”

	“Was there another?”

	“Well, I found out where the car had been parked. He’d gone. Stupid of me, I should have known. Only thing...”

	He paused, frowning.

	“What?” she said.

	“He would have had us off-guard. Why not finish the job? Why just go?”

	He shook his hand and scooped up the two bleepers from the track.

	 


 

	CHAPTER FIFTEEN

	 

	The bar in the newly built hotel outside the walls of Carcassonne had been designed by a Marseilles businessman’s wife and it looked as though her mother had once been frightened by a Hilton.

	The walls were decorated in black leather rich with heraldic shields. The seats were mock medieval thrones, the waiters dressed like unfrocked Grand Dukes, and the prices would have made a profligate Greek shipping millionaire go and lie down for a long time in a darkened room with a cool, damp cloth on his forehead.

	Luther thought it was delightful.

	“Bit of class,” he told the barman approvingly. “Not like the pokey little holes you get down in the old town, right?”

	The barman, whose family had been raised in Carcassonne over ten generations, and regarded the 19th century renovations by Viollet le Duc as a vulgar modern intrusion in the city’s respectable decay, nodded happily.

	He was much more comfortable talking in Occitan than French, and his understanding of English was fragmentary at best.

	In any case his family disapproved of the English. They could remember the Black Prince burning nearby Castelnaudary in 1355 and considered them untrustworthy.

	“Anozzer, monsieur?” He began to assemble the makings of the sixth cocktail on the bar menu, down which Luther had been working his way ever since he had arrived, half drunk, from the Cité.

	“Yeah, why not?” Luther was normally a heavy but a careful drinker, able to pace himself so that he arrived at the truly sodden and unpleasant stage only after midnight.

	His period of enforced abstinence, though, had left him purged of alcohol and liable to the misjudgment any Costa Brava brave could have warned him about. He had been drinking large amounts of spirits during the heat of the day and only a stupefyingly large helping of cassoulet in the early afternoon had so far kept him on his feet.

	At the moment, however, the cassoulet was acting as a false friend. Nature will have its way and though a large dish of beans and pork will delay the effects of a skinful, it will not prevent those effects forever.

	Five cocktails, even allowing for the fact that the barman was watering the gin, were doing their work. Luther felt distinctly queasy, and he naturally blamed his discomfort on the work of the most vulnerable person around.

	“Here,” he said suddenly, stabbing at the barman with a rigid forefinger. “Here, what you putting in these things, then? That last one tasted different from the one before, right?”

	The barman smiled and nodded.

	“Different each time,” he confirmed.

	“Why?” Luther gazed at him through eyes narrowed with suspicion.

	“You order different,” said the barman, hardily.

	Along the bar, a waiter heard the edge on his colleague’s voice, and slipped discreetly out of the door. Three Americans sipping Grolsch at the far end of the room began to gather their bags and sunhats together.

	“Why does it taste different?”

	“Las’ time monsieur order a Negroni” said the barman uncertain as to the nature of the complaint, but pretty certain that whatever happened it was going to turn out to be his fault in the end. 

	“This time, monsieur ask for a Gin Fizz.”

	 Luther looked at the pictures on the bar menu, and was surprised when the colours slowly separated before his eyes and began to swim.

	“What you put in that last one, then?”

	“Gin, monsieur, and lemon juice, a little Grenadine, some soda…”

	“Give me the same again, then. Make it a double, right?” 

	The deputy manager, summoned by the waiter, materialised at Luther’s elbow and summed up the situation with one practised glance.

	He was a large man and trained in Marseilles, so ejecting quarrelsome drunks was second nature to him. The trouble was that even a Marseillaise trawler man on a bender did not match Luther by several degrees of nastiness.

	“Good afternoon, monsieur,” said the deputy manager. “Is there some way I can help you?”

	Luther, who could recognise a bouncer when he saw one, drunk or sober, stepped back from his bar stool and prepared for trouble. All he needed to complete the pleasure of his afternoon was a good punch-up, and he reckoned it had just walked up to him.

	“Hello, Frog’s Legs,” he said with a grin. “Hop off to the bar and get me a drink!”

	The bar manager, embarrassed by the stares from the American tourists, and feeling the necessity to establish his authority in front of his staff, stepped forward to take Luther by the sleeve. It was his first mistake and he did not get the chance to make another.

	Moving by instinct, Luther took hold of his extended wrist and pulled hard. The manager, who had been expecting to be pushed off, fell forward off balance, and in falling met Luther’s knee on the way up. His nose broke messily, and he fell, stunned, against the bar.

	Luther began, with enjoyment, to kick him, and the remainder of the bar staff fell on Luther and bore him to the ground, smothering him with their weight, and in the end rendering him helpless. By this time, however, he had inflicted considerable damage on two of them, and bruises on all.

	The hotel manager arrived on the scene after it was all over, cast one appalled look at the damage which had been caused to his bar, and told his secretary “The police – and quickly!”

	Then he saw Lefeu standing in the doorway and gesturing at him urgently, and said “Cancel that. Wait there.”

	Lefeu had been looking for Luther for two whole hours before he caught up with him. He had been told off as Luther’s driver and minder, and aware that he was already in deep disgrace for the little affair over the girl, was doing his best to rehabilitate himself.

	He had been promised a job which was far more to his liking, so long as he managed to keep Luther out of trouble and return him intact to the castle. Now, he could see his prospects of further employment slimming by the second.

	Termination of employment at the Château was, he knew, usually fatal.

	Using every argument at his disposal, he did his best to impress upon the hotel manager that the Castellan of Bram would be flattered and obliged if his friend and colleague could be returned to the Château without the involvement of the police.

	 A great deal necessarily went unsaid. A few bad words put about in the district by a man who held the respect of the local population would be all that was needed to give the new hotel an uneasy reputation. Vegetables would be difficult to get, or not of the right quality. At the very least it would mean that the new hotel, which was already locally unpopular because of its uncompromising modernity, was off on the wrong foot.

	Sensitive to the slightest threat to his hotel, the manager eyed his craggy visitor dubiously, recognised the real anxiety in his hard, grey eyes, and decided on discretion.

	“Take him away,” he said. “And don’t bring him back. Not even when he is sober. I shall send the bill for repairs to the Château.”

	As far as Lefeu was concerned, he could make it into little paper aero planes and fly them out of the window, once he had Luther safely back in his bed, and out of sight.

	He was, however, quite unprepared for Luther’s xenophobia, which was by now rampant.

	“Take you hands off me, you mother-fuckin’ bastard!” Luther told him succinctly as Lefeu tried to steer him towards the van in which they had driven down from the Château.

	In Jersey, whence Lefeu had been driven by his outraged neighbours for exactly that offence, the locals would have known better than to raise the matter. It was with great difficulty that he restrained himself now. He covered the moment of outrage by stubbing out the cigarette he was smoking and lighting another instantly.

	Luther started to walk unsteadily back towards the bar, and Lefeu grabbed at his arm, then ducked to avoid a wicked swing at his face.

	He was reaching behind his belt for the plaited leather sap he carried there when a thickset, dark man alighting from a large four wheel drive vehicle said pleasantly: “Need any help, fella?”

	Luther focused with difficulty, and his eyes widened.

	“You!” he said, and swung again.

	The newcomer swayed back and let the sizzling right pass his chin, then kicked Luther solidly in the crotch, and clipped him alongside the jaw as his agonised face swung forward.

	Luther dropped like a plateful of wet spaghetti, and Carver smiled modestly at Lefeu’s resentful stare.

	“Where d’you wanna put him?” he asked. “Wanna leave him here?”

	Lefeu shook is head hurriedly.

	“I must take him back to Château Bram immediately,” he said. “Put him in there.”

	He held the door while Carver dumped Luther onto the bags of vegetables and boxes of provisions inside.

	“They allow visiting parties up at Château Bram?” said Carver casually. “Wife and I are seeing all the Châteaus we can find while we’re on our honeymoon.”

	“No visits. It’s private property,” said the Jersey man, afraid that he might already have said too much. He turned to the driving seat of the van, noticed that his cigarette was broken, and stopped to replace it with another. As he did so, the other man flicked a Zippo and his face stood out, dramatic in the yellow light.

	“Light?”

	“Oui. Merci,” said Lefeu. He drew deeply on the cigarette, nodded, and slid into the driving seat. He was aware of a dark girl standing back in the shadows beyond the other car, and took pleasure in lighting up her legs with his headlights as he drove off. But he never saw her face.

	*

	“At a time when I need to remain more than usually discreet,” said Sigmund Dark in a voice chilling in its soft, modulated tones, “you choose to draw attention to me.”

	Luther’s eyes watered in his effort to keep them in focus on his employer’s face. There was a dull ache in his groin, which was competing with the throb in his jaw, which was in turn taking his attention from his deep embarrassment.

	His hangover was of that deep-laid variety, which makes the victim believe that the flesh is rotting and slowly detaching itself from his bones in festering patches. Almost every part of him hurt in some way, and there were bits which were promising to hurt when it was their turn.

	But worst and most painful of all was his bitter personal humiliation at the beating he had received last night.

	Typically, he fastened the blame on the barman who had mixed his drinks. He sincerely believed that the man had deliberately spiked them and poisoned him, and then hidden behind a bunch of strong arm boys to evade the consequences of his action.

	Just why a perfect stranger should have done such a thing was not clear to him, but Luther himself had occasionally mounted a similar trick in order to humiliate or embarrass a client at one of his brothels purely for entertainment. He could easily believe other people might have the same motives.

	At this moment, insofar as his mind was capable of coherent thought, it was obsessed with one idea: to dose himself with the hair of the dog which had savaged his liver last night, and then to return to the scene of his humiliation and beat the barman to a bloody, oozing paste.

	Sigmund Dark, a non-drinker himself, was incapable of appreciating the misery caused in others by the various toxins which go to make up a hangover. His fury at having the attention of the neighbourhood attracted to his entourage only the day before a major sale – and a sale, moreover, which he could not now cancel – was exacerbated by his personal contempt for people who let their pleasures get the better of them.

	He was also feeling that glow of self righteous disapproval common to the sober in the presence of the hungover drunk.

	So he was unaware that much of the fury he was pouring onto Luther’s throbbing head was running away unnoticed. No reproaches of his could match those which Luther had already levelled at himself.

	He was also ignorant of Luther’s desperate need for revenge – revenge on someone, somehow, irrespective of their involvement in his humiliation.

	“From now until Monday, when the sale is over and tidied up, you stay here, you stay quiet and by God, you stay sober!” Dark told Luther. 

	He was standing by the vast window and glowering out at the countryside when he said it or he would certainly have noticed the rebellion which flamed in the bloodshot eyes staring murderously at his back.

	“No more visits to the town. Not for any reason,” he said flatly. “Now get out.”

	Luther rose with difficulty from his chair and made his way back to his own quarters. One of his plans last night had been to bring a contraband bottle back with him to help deal with his hangover, but the events of the evening had prevented that too, so he was feeling particularly vengeful.

	As he walked into his flat and closed the door, Yasmin came from the bathroom. She had accepted delivery of the unconscious body last night, and endured Luther’s drunken, and in any case pointless, attempts to use her. In the end, exasperated, she had deserted him and slept on the far side of the room on the settee.

	Some of this returned to his memory as he watched her graceful body, inadequately covered in a thin cotton robe, cross the room.

	“That reminds me,” he grunted, head cocked and eyes bright with malevolence. “You need teaching some manners, girl.”

	She favored him with one glance, and then reached for clothes in the cupboard. The overt contempt on her face drove him beyond control.

	She heard the sudden movement, and began to turn. But full weight hit the door as she reached into the wardrobe; her arm was jammed into the opening.

	He grabbed her hair with his free hand and smashed her head once, twice, three times against the thick framework of cupboard. The skin down one side of her face was split and blood ran down, soaking into her robe.

	 Half stunned, she felt herself thrown across the room.

	The robe twisted in her passage across the bedroom, tangled around her elbows, pinning her arms to her sides, and Luther’s eyes narrowed with vicious pleasure at the sight of body it revealed.

	He punched her in the stomach and as she doubled up in pain, twisted her onto her face and held her down with a knee in the small of her back.

	For a long moment, then, he stood and held his head while the waves of nausea welled up from his own stomach and the pain in his head threatened to overwhelm him.

	As it ebbed, his eye fell on his trousers, abandoned last night as he fell into bed. There was a wide, leather belt half in and half out of the loops.

	He pulled it out and wound a couple of turns round his hand.

	“Now then, you little bitch, I’ll teach you a lesson you will never forget,” he panted, and swung the belt with all his might.

	*

	Josef Lefeu and his boss, Gehn, stood in front of the big desk and wished with all the fervour in their persons that they had been somewhere else. A sun-bleached rock in the Khyber Pass, for instance. A tiger hide in the Northern foothills. The foredeck of the Titanic. Anywhere.

	Sigmund Dark broke the long silence with a suddenness which made them both jump.

	“Well,” he said in a voice so quiet that they both knew he was in a killing rage, “Go and find him and bring him back here. Immediately.”

	He glanced across the room at the door which led to his own bedroom. From behind it came a low, wailing cry. Both Lefeu and Gehn winced at the sound.

	“Fail to find him, and I promise you that you will both envy her for a very long time,” Sigmund Dark told them, and both men implicitly believed him.

	The discovery that Luther had run amok had come too late to prevent his escape from the castle. By the time the chamber maid had gone to Luther’s room to tidy it up and discovered Yasmin’s unconscious body, Luther had already driven through the gatehouse in the big Citroën and disappeared down the road.

	Gehn and the American Brinkman, who was on duty at the gate, had not yet been told of Luther’s disgrace and house arrest. Brinkman had been mildly surprised to see that his employer’s latest house guest was driving off on his own, particularly considering the state in which he had been brought back last night, but considered it none of his business.

	By the time Lefeu had brought the news when he delivered the guards’ coffee at mid-morning, it was far too late to do anything but report to Sigmund Dark and take the expected tongue lashing.

	Nothing, however, had prepared Gehn for the torrent of corrosive abuse which had been provoked.

	Sigmund Dark had dredged from the pits of his memory the most unforgivable insults he could find, reaching back into a vast knowledge of several cultures to find those which would call for blood.

	Then he had offered an alternative target for the boiling hatred he knew he had evoked.

	Find Luther, he said. Find him and bring him back here and all will be forgiven.

	The two former Legionnaires almost ran from the room, and within minutes, Sigmund Dark heard the Renault start up and sweep out of the courtyard, with its tyres squealing. He permitted himself a murderous smile, and pushed open the door to his bedroom.

	Yasmin was stretched face down on the big bed, naked. Her back and buttocks were a criss-crossed ruin of blue-black welts, some of which had broken the skin so that blood had oozed out and dried in lines of black dots and smears. Her head was turned sideways on the pillow to expose the line of broken skin across the black swelling of her cheek.

	“By the grace of God, nothing is broken,” Kiti told him from the far side of the bed. She had her medical equipment on the table and had been treating Yasmin’s back as best she could.

	“Will she heal?”

	Kiti nodded.

	“And be unmarked?”

	The girl hesitated. “There is a good chance that in time all the marks will go. There are no major deep incisions. It must have hurt her terribly, but almost all the damage is superficial.”

	“Almost?”

	Again the hesitation. Then Kiti’s eyes met his.

	“I cannot be sure about the face. It is too swollen to say what has happened underneath. I am not a plastic surgeon. But as you can see, there is only the one line of skin damage and that is mercifully along the hair line.”

	He stood for a moment, stroking his beard and looking like a Father Christmas working out which toy to give to a particularly well-loved child. Then:

	“We will risk it. She is sleeping now?”

	He did not miss the spark of relief deep in Kiti’s eyes and knew at once that she was lying to him. The damage was too deep to heal itself.

	The discovery did not dismay him. Yasmin was a valuable property and well worth the investment of a little time and money to correct her injuries.

	What did dismay him was the knowledge that Kiti had the courage to tell him a direct untruth. An untruth, moreover, which he was bound to discover within a very short time.

	That meant that either she had lost some of her fear of him, or that she had some reason for supposing that she would be able to evade the consequences of her lie. 

	Kiti was one of his most trusted subjects. So trusted that she was allowed to share his room while he was asleep. While he was defenceless. And only two nights ago, he had watched her secret tears in the moonlight.

	None of this communicated itself through so much as a flicker of expression.

	“Look after her,” he repeated, and turned back to his study and to the complex problems of the coming two days.

	There was still, he knew, the problem of Carver. And two of his best gundogs were off wasting their time combing Carcassonne bars for Luther. The chase would simply have to wait for a while. In any case, it was quite likely that Luther had been right. Let Carver come to him, where he was strongest and surrounded by his own retainers.

	*

	The problem, had he but known it, was about to solve itself. It sat in the back of an old auberge near the town gate of Carcassonne, eating a croissant, drinking café au lait, and watching with fascination while Luther carefully dosed his hangover with calvados and tea.

	The man had come in out of the bright sunlight and stood, blind for a moment in the dark of the room. By the time his eyes were used to the subdued light, he was already at the bar, ordering his drink and he had not yet noticed Carver and Amy at their late breakfast.

	Amy half rose when Luther came in, but Carver put her back in her chair gently, and pulled the chair round until Amy, with her back turned, was screening him from Luther’s direct line of sight. Then she explained to him who the newcomer was.

	Carver recognised him from the previous night, of course.

	But he had never previously seen Luther.

	Admittedly, Amy with her back turned was more striking than most women face on, but he relied on Luther’s hangover to take the edge off the man’s natural caution, and he had been right.

	After beating his bed slave into unconsciousness, Luther’s own sense of self preservation had resurfaced. He remembered – too late – Sigmund Dark’s warning against violence and against marking the girl.

	Pushing all the money he could find into his pocket, he had stolen the castle’s big Citroën car, eased it out of the gate and made for Carcassonne and succour.

	His first priority was a drink. His second was escape.

	Once he was feeling human again, he promised himself, he would take the Citroën and the money he had in his pocket and make his way to the airport, where he would get on a plane. Any plane.

	He did not have a passport, admittedly, but it should not be difficult to steal one, and he doubted if the emigration authorities in France would examine his passport too closely. He had never noticed any real concern on the face of Spanish officers when he had visited Majorca or the Costa Brava and he imagined that France, which was also a foreign country, would be run on much the same lackadaisical lines.

	There remained the problem of money. He had taken his credit cards when he fled from the Château, so immediate expenses would not be a problem. He had tested them out when buying petrol for the Citroën, and found they were readily accepted. All he need do was to confine his spending to establishments with the plastic stickers in the window, and he should be fine.

	He had, he knew, nearly £100 in francs in his pockets.

	And the heady fumes of the apple brandy were beginning to ease the pain of his hangover.

	Now that he had time to sit and think and the luke warm porridge in his head was beginning to function like a brain again, there was something else demanding his attention.

	Something about last night was nagging at him.

	He considered the problem of the barman in the modern hotel at the other side of the city, and decided regretfully that he would have to forgo his revenge. The time which would be taken driving to the hotel and finding the barman would give the pursuit a chance to catch up.

	By this time, he knew, his employer would have a search party out looking for him.

	He called for another Calvados, silently damned the barman’s look of faint surprise, and downed it in one.

	“Time to go!” he said. The barman put a tiny saucer containing three bar slips, in front of him, and Luther dropped a hundred franc note into it. A tenner, he thought, should cover two brandies and a cup of tea.

	The barman totted up the three slips and made them come to 110 francs. Working on autopilot, he had mistakenly added in the breakfast slip for the couple at the back of the room.

	Luther looked at the 100 franc note, and raised his eyebrows.

	“More?” he said, surprised. “Blimey, how much are these things?”

	“Two calvados, monsieur,” began the barman, “Twenty two francs each. Tasse de thé...” he faltered as he realised his mistake, and changed the total he had written on the bar slip.

	“I excuse myself,” he said. “I had added on that couple’s breakfast.”

	He pointed towards the back of the room. Luther automatically followed the direction of the pointed finger, and found himself looking Carver straight in the face.

	Recognition was instant. He was in the presence of the man the whole organisation had been seeking. Memory also recalled the previous night. His crotch throbbed in sympathy, and he opened his mouth to shout.

	Then he closed it again. Perhaps, he thought, he would not have to forgo totally the pleasure of revenge. Perhaps, also, he might be able to reinstate himself in Sigmund Dark’s organisation.

	All he had to do was return to the Château with Carver in the back of the car, and explain that his absence had been in order to catch Carver unawares. He could think of some reason to explain away the beating of Yasmin, who was after all a slave.

	He glanced ostentatiously at his wrist watch, and climbed off his bar stool with the businesslike air of a man on his way to an appointment.

	Just let the bastard follow him to the car park under the trees by the church, and Luther could easily take him by surprise. He had parked the Citroën at the back of the lot, away from the road, and the little bay in which it stood was shielded from the rest of the car park by a large, leafy tree.

	He walked down the street to the corner, and waited there until he saw the dark girl and her solidly built companion emerge from the bar, before setting off at a brisk walk to the car park.

	“He’s made us,” Carver told Amy as they walked after him at a more leisurely pace.

	“Made us?”

	“Knows who we are,” said Carver. “I thought he got me last night, so maybe he’s come into town to try and pick us up again. Keep your eye on the corners.”

	“Corners?”

	“In case he’s the bait and we’re the tiger,” said Carver patiently. “Keep your eye open for that skin-head and his guys following us while we follow him!”

	Amy glanced obediently at every corner they came to, and even dropped behind a little to check on places she could not easily see.

	In the car park, Luther opened the back of the Citroën, and chose a jack handle from the holdall of tools at the back of the boot. He watched through the gap between the boot lid and the car’s rear window as Carver approached.

	As Carver ducked to come under the lower branches of the tree, Luther straightened up and swung the jack handle viciously at head level. He felt it hit something yielding, and the branches of the tree were instantly a storm of activity.

	“Gotcha!”

	Luther hurled himself through the screen of agitated greenery, jack handle swinging back for another blow.

	The ground beneath the tree was bare.

	He stopped, nonplussed, and Carver dropped on his back from the branch. It was like being caught in a mine cave-in, and Luther for the second time in less than twelve hours, lost consciousness instantly.

	Amy, following Carver through the car park, found him laying Luther in the rear seat of the car.

	“But what...?” she said, amazed.

	“Your passenger. I just found a way of getting into the Château,” said Carver. He was sweating lightly and his jacket was showing signs of a struggle.

	“How?” said Amy.

	“Do they know you up at Château Bram?”

	“Of course not,” she said with a gesture.

	“Then you’re elected driver. I was going to try and get in on the coat tails of one of the buyers tomorrow. But this guy made me. You saw him. So they know me. You they won’t know. You drive him home, explain how he made a pass at you and fell over, and get one of them to drive you back.”

	“And you?”

	“I shall be in the boot,” said Carver simply.

	 


 

	CHAPTER SIXTEEN

	 

	There were moments during the drive up the Rocher de Bram when Carver almost called the whole thing off. He considered himself a driver with panache. Amy, he thought, was a much simpler kind of driver. One with a death wish.

	For the sake of comfort, he did not spend the whole of the twenty kilometre journey from Carcassonne in the boot, but in the passenger seat. For the sake of sanity, he also spent it with his eyes tightly closed.

	“Jesus H. Christ!” he exploded as Amy swung the car round the outside of a lumbering road-train and scared ten years of growth out of the driver of a Citroën ZCV full of chickens coming the other way.

	With the manoeuvre only half finished, Amy took both eyes off the road to argue with him, and he grabbed at the wheel himself and forced them back onto the right side of the road just in time to miss a gas tanker on its way to Perpignan.

	Amy was livid. 

	“How dare you?” she shouted. “I drive this car, not you. Are you so much of a chauvinist that you cannot bear to have a woman drive you? You did not mind when you wanted to rest yesterday!”

	“I was asleep, yesterday,” Carver told her. “Watch the goddamn road! Let’s just get to the ... oh, no!”

	Amy stared at the road.

	“But there is nothing coming,” she said, puzzled.

	“It just occurred to me that you’ll be driving me up that goddamn track to the castle, in the boot,” said Carver. “I won’t be able to see.”

	Amy fell silent, staring at the road. Since morning she had been quiet, and she had not eaten more than two croissants and a foot of baguette for her breakfast. It was unlike her.

	Carver watched her thoughtfully for a while, ignoring even the steady procession of near-misses which punctuated the journey.

	“Can you think of a place to stop out of sight, so I can get in the boot?” he asked. Amy nodded absently, and a couple of kilometres further along the road, she swung off into a little loop of dusty side track, and stopped, screened by bushes and trees beside a broad stretch of water.

	“What’s that?”

	“The Canal du Midi,” she said. She was watching him with an intense look, strangely bothered.

	“Do you need to do this?” she said, suddenly.

	Amy, worrying about him? 

	“Can you think of a better way to get me into the castle?”

	She shook her head, silent.

	“Then I need to do it. There’s a little girl up there who’ll be expecting me to come for her. If we let your people raid the place, they’ll just kill the slaves and escape. In the old days, they used to drop them overboard in the Middle Passage when the naval patrol came by. These days they’ll have some similar trick to get rid of the evidence.”

	“What will I tell the guard?”

	“Tell him you met Luther last night before he got on the bottle, and he came back this morning to see you. You argued over the price, he went for you and fell down and hurt his head. He was boasting he came from the castle, and you reckon they’ll pay to keep him out of the hands of the police du quartier.”

	“I bring him back and I want my money,” she said, with a face like thunder. “Some people will believe any woman is available if the price is high enough.”

	Carver nodded, satisfied. He examined the inside of the boot lid, assured himself that he could open the lock with a screwdriver from inside, and equipped himself with an appropriate tool from the unexpectedly lavish kit in the back of the recess.

	Luther was still deeply unconscious in the back seat, his pupils inert when Carver peeled back the eyelids to make sure.

	They decided to leave him prostrate. Amy on her own and in character, she pointed out, would not have bothered to get him into a sitting position.

	Climbing in, Carver pulled the boot lid down on himself, and lay for a long time in the hot, smelly darkness while the car bucked its way squashily back onto the road. His head banged painfully once against the seat support in the dark, and then the engine settled down to a steady hum, punctuated from time to time by the violent braking he was beginning to recognise as a characteristic of Amy’s driving.

	Riding in the boot was not a simple matter. He had learned that the hard way in Beirut. Unable to see the road conditions, he had no chance to brace himself for bends and surface inequalities. He was constantly being banged about the interior of the cavity, losing hair, skin and temper on projecting ridges and seams.

	From bitter experience, he rode braced in a kind of spread-eagled foetal position, hands behind his head and feet hard against the side of the car.

	He was so concerned with making himself proof against the bumps and bangs that he missed the moment when the engine note changed slightly and the car began to thump alarmingly. The remarkable Citroën suspension, he realised, was saving him from the worst of the potholes, but it was still a very uncomfortable ride.

	It suddenly came to one of Amy’s tyre-screeching halts, and he heard feet scraping as someone approached the car.

	The boot was too well insulated to hear much of what was going on, though he could hear that two different male voices were involved. He took his hand off the parcel shelf, cocked the Desert Eagle and held it ready, eyes slitted against expected glare if the boot lid suddenly jerked open; but after a moment, the suspension rose again and the car bumped over an obstacle he hoped was a threshold, and swung to a stop and reversed. The engine note became suddenly loud as though echoing inside a building. Then it stopped, and the car settled on its suspension as the ignition was turned off. Carver was now six inches closer to the floor.

	The vehicle shifted slightly as Amy got out and the doors slammed. Just over his head, someone said: “Get his feet.”

	He felt rather than heard the whisper of cloth against cloth as they pulled the back seat passenger upright.

	The car was now resting on its suspension, so when they lifted Luther out, it did not bounce again. But he heard the doors close, and the voices recede. Silence fell, punctuated by the click of cooling metal.

	He eased the hammer of the pistol down in case he accidentally let it off in the dark. In this garage – if a garage it was – the sound of the shot would be like a howitzer, and bound to sound the alert.

	Fumbling, he explored the inside of the boot lock and probed with his screwdriver. The lock was much more difficult to manoeuvre from the inside and in darkness than it had been in sunshine, and after five sweaty minutes, he was prepared to kick out the seat backs to escape when the mechanism suddenly clicked and the lid swung upwards before he could catch it.

	There was a smell of dust and diesel oil, and he lay for a moment, letting his eyes get used to the sudden light and listening intently for any sound which might indicate alarm. The place was silent, though somewhere a long way away music was playing and he could hear somebody whistling at a distance.

	He cocked the Desert Eagle once again. The weight of the mighty handgun was reassuring now instead of being a nuisance.

	The kind of thing which would give you comfort in a cold night in the Sinai.

	Carver eased himself over the rim of the boot and swung his legs to the floor, staying crouched to clear the boot lid. It was an awkward position, and prevented him from seeing round the side of the car, or even through the windows. He must clear the car, but as discreetly as possible. He took one long step to the side and then another, and started to turn.

	As he turned he caught a whiff of stale sweat and tobacco, and threw himself to one side without looking up.

	Something smashed into the rock floor just where his head had been and he hit the dust with one shoulder, rolling and trying hard to get the big pistol into action.

	As he did so, a voice said: “Don’t kill him!”

	And then! “Carver! Look! Look!”

	Between him and the door was a line of men, thin and skeletal against the light. Carver recognised the twisted off-centre pose of men carrying sub machine guns, and froze even before he saw, outside in the courtyard beyond the firing squad, Amy looking like Joan of Arc at the stake.

	Holding her by the hair in the stiff, unnatural pose was a man who could have doubled for Gerald Durrell, white-bearded and white-headed. Her body shielded his, but his head easily overtopped hers.

	“Welcome to Château Bram,” said Sigmund Dark. “Won’t you drop the Eagle, or shall I cut this young lady’s throat?”

	Amy was totally immobile, and Carver could see, balanced across the apricot pillar of her throat, a knife which would have taken her head off completely with one good slash.

	He leaned forward and laid the pistol on the ground in front of him.

	“Now step back,” said Dark.

	Carver stepped back one pace and then two.

	 “Lie down on your face and put your hands behind your back,” said Dark, without moving from his place in the sun.

	Carver did so, and instantly, there was a scuttle of feet and a man dropped on his back, his knees driving into Carver’s kidneys. The pain was excruciating, but it did not let up until Carver was handcuffed, his face grinding in the dust.

	“Bring him,” shouted Dark from the courtyard and two men picked Carver up by the arms and stood him on his feet.

	Head swimming with the pain from his kidneys, Carver tried to match his pace with theirs as they crossed the court. His legs were still stiff from the cramped space in the boot, and from time to time he lost the rhythm. His captors made no attempt to let him regain it. They dragged him helpless, with feet trailing painfully until he could manoeuvre them under him again.

	He regained his feet as they dragged him across the courtyard and up the steps to the first floor entrance of the massive tower-keep opposite. On the stairs he was careful to maintain his balance. Badly bruised ankles, he knew, could be a worse hamper to sudden movement than fetters.

	When they got to the tower chamber, Sigmund Dark was already sitting on his medieval throne behind his massive desk.

	He was wearing a tailored safari jacket and slacks in a light tan material, and looked like a benevolent District Commissioner about to hold court. On the desk in front of him, a glass of mineral water sent sparkling motes of light to liberty.

	Amy, her arms free, was sitting in one of the long settees down by the windows. She avoided looking at Carver when he came in, keeping her eyes firmly fixed on the floor, but there was no mark of violence on her, and the cropped, black helmet of hair was neatly combed. One of the guards was standing behind her with his arms folded. He had no visible weapon.

	Luther sat shakily on the opposite side of the room, a small glass in his hand. He looked sick and confused and there was another guard standing behind him, this time with a sawn-off shotgun in his fist, leaning against his shoulder like a dueling pistol. Carver regarded the weapon with more respect than the squat Uzis the other men carried. At close quarters it was devastating and less likely to fill a confined space with ricocheting bullets.

	The two guards stood Carver in front of the desk and stepped back out of his sight, though he could still smell them just behind him and to either side.

	In the journey across the courtyard he had learned they were professional and capable jailers. There was an economy of effort and a rapport between the two which made them act like two components of a well-oiled machine.

	Carver knew a lot about jailers. Very few jailers knew much about Carver.

	He was at the moment more interested, though, in the man behind the big desk.

	The man who cut the heads off inquisitive telephone callers and sold little children into slavery was sprawled in his big chair, one hand supporting his cheek and the other braced against the arm.

	His demeanour was of a man who has just been relieved of a nagging worry. A man relaxed in well-earned rest after a dreary chore. His expression was sleepy, almost friendly.

	But there was nothing sleepy about his eyes. Like little golden shiny creatures they explored Carver from head to toe and from side to side, as though looking for some special marking.

	“You disappoint me, Carver,” Sigmund Dark said suddenly. “I was expecting more of you. Much more.”

	Carver shrugged.

	“You win a few, you lose a few,” he said laconically.

	“You would appear to have lost them all,” said Dark. “It is time for us to be frank with one another.”

	“Okay, shoot,” said Carver. He was standing with his weight on one leg, as relaxed as a man could be, with his hands padlocked behind his back. They were using the kind of adjustable handcuffs favoured by the Italian police, and as usual, they had drawn them too tight. They were cutting off the circulation from his hands, and he needed to get them off as soon as possible, certainly within the hour. He wanted to keep this interview as short as possible.

	“Who told you about me?”

	“You did, “said Carver. “Next question?”

	Dark smiled.

	“We can keep this at a conversational level, my friend, or we can progress to the higher decibels. Personally I would rather listen to you talking than screaming, but either can be arranged.”

	Carver shrugged.

	“Suit yourself. I’m answering your question. I phoned the number in the book and you answered. When you cut the head off the wrong guy, just for making a phone call, I knew I was on the right lines. After that it was just a case of following my nose.”

	Dark’s eyes flickered towards the figure of Luther, sitting woozily at the far end of the room.

	“Yes,” he said. There was a wealth of meaning in the word, and none of it missed Luther.

	“Just a moment,” he said. “You told me...”

	“Be silent. So you followed me down the line to here just because of suspicion?”

	“A headless body,” said Carver “is pretty strong grounds for it. Anyway, I am looking for my daughter. You could say I’ve come for my girl.”

	Dark frowned. “So I hear. But so far as I know we have never had a girl called Carver on our books. It has been in all sense of the word a wild goose chase for you.”

	“She isn’t called Carver,” Carver told him. “She’s called Grossman, Irene Grossman.”

	Dark stared at him, puzzled. “Irene Grossman? Kiti?”

	The girl rose from her cushion beside the throne, startling Carver who had not seen her there.

	She brought a file from the cabinet drawer and laid it in front of Dark. The man gestured with his hand and she opened the file and read “Grossman, Irene. Five feet four inches, blonde, blue eyes, English, French, Italian, and Spanish, three cuisines, chess, backgammon, whist and bezique. Fifty thousand dollars.”

	She hesitated a moment, then laid the file down on the desk and pointed out a notation at the bottom of the page. Dark glanced down at it and nodded.

	“Fifty thousand?” He wagged his head. “A knock down price for so talented a girl. Make it sixty.”

	The girl paused again and then made a note in the file. Dark nodded at Carver.

	“For once,” he said, “you seem to have something right. She is here. Do you wish to purchase her?”

	Carver shook his head. “I’ll just take her with me when I go.”

	To his surprise, Dark threw back his head and gave a hearty bellow of laughter.

	“Oh, you will,” he said. “You truly will. But in the meantime, we have much to discuss, you and me. Bring him down to the exercise room and find Lefeu for me. I need his special talents.”

	There was a ripple of unease among the guards.

	“Lefeu,” he said. “Where is Lefeu?”

	“Perhaps he’s gone to start a fire,” said Carver.

	Sigmund Dark jerked his head, and pain splashed across Carver’s shoulder like molten lead. He blinked, twice, and glanced back at the man who had hit him.

	“See ya later, fella,” he said smoothly, and clicked his tongue with a wink. The German, Ducher, grinned back at him and made to spit on the floor before he remembered where he was.

	“I asked a question,” said Sigmund Dark, dangerously.

	“He went down to the town with Gehn to Search for M. Luther,” one of the guards ventured. “I could find him...”

	“Do. Quickly. Bring him back here,” said Dark. The man was fleeing the room even as he spoke, leaving only one guard standing behind Carver.

	“Now then, Carver, we shall have some answers out of you,” Dark said, bringing his attention back to his prisoner. “You have cost me a few good men...”

	“And at least one good woman,” said Carver.

	“...And at least one good woman, as you rightly remark. I don’t like losing highly trained personnel, Carver. I don’t like it at all.”

	“Then employ a better class of help,” Carver told him.

	He had changed his own posture restlessly while the conversation was going on, and now he could just see the man on his right out of the corner of his eye without moving his head.

	With Lefeu and Gehn and the man who had been sent to find them out of the way, the garrison of the castle had been substantially reduced. Luther appeared to be in disgrace, and one man would have been told to watch him. There was another standing by Amy, and there must be at least one or two more. Dark would never leave the gate unguarded, and there must be one watching the slaves.

	Nobody’s purse was bottomless, and seven or eight men would complete the garrison of the place. Any more muscle hanging around would be too noticeable and subject to local speculation.

	There were three men in the room with him now, not counting Dark himself and the disgraced Luther. He wondered exactly what Luther had done to be in quite so much disgrace.

	Almost immediately, his question was answered.

	From an inner room came a girl whose face appeared to have been assembled in two halves. One half was smooth and Very beautiful. The other was horribly puffed and marked with a long, broken scar down one side. So fresh was the scar that the blood around it was still black. She walked awkwardly, like someone who has fallen asleep in the sun and been badly sunburned.

	“Yasmin,” said Dark. “I am glad to see you. I have a little job for you, if you feel well enough.”

	From the way her black eyes fastened on Luther, Carver guessed why the man was in disgrace.

	“Carver, you have shown such ingenuity in finding me that I feel you have earned a demonstration of just what we have been doing here. It may help to make your remaining hours easier to bear,” said Sigmund Dark.

	He stood up and clicked his fingers like a man calling the waiter.

	“Bring him along. Luther, walk with me as we go. We will show Carver our business premises. I so rarely get a chance to show off my operation to a man who would appreciate it,” he explained to Carver, like a good host inviting his guest to admire the ingenious way he has installed the new swimming pool.

	With one of the guards walking in front, his sub machine gun cradled in his elbow, and two bringing up the rear, they walked out into the courtyard and turned to where the big white gas tank stood guard over the little door to the dungeons.

	“I am planning to have this tank screened from the yard with a wall,” said Dark as they entered the stairway down. “It has to be in this corner where it will benefit from the shadow. Temperatures here regularly reach the low hundreds in midsummer. Though our altitude keeps it feeling fresh.”

	Carver was boxed by the guards, one before and one behind. They were vigilant and practised as before. They fell into their routine in a way that showed much practice, and he noted that any two of them keyed together just as smoothly as any other two. They were conforming to a well-drilled plan of action.

	The asset with well-drilled routines is that you can perform them without thinking about it. That is also the drawback with them.

	They had reached the first landing, now, where Sigmund Dark opened the first door. Inside, two girls looked up from a game of backgammon. Each was a remarkable beauty in her own individual way. A platinum blonde with the rare honey coloured skin and intense blue eyes of a true Aryan and a dark, exquisite beauty with a jewel in her nose.

	“Gudrun and Satya,” said Dark with a benevolent smile. “Excited, my darlings?”

	Flashing smiles and chorused enthusiasm made Carver blink and Dark smiled at his surprise as he closed the door.

	“You expected, perhaps, chains and branding irons?” he said. “These girls – and boys – are bound by stouter stuff. Their own will. If you tried to free them, they would fight you to the death. And with great ferocity and skill, as you shall shortly see.”

	There was a baffling air of suppressed glee about him as he led the way down to the next level and opened a door to show three young men in their own dormitory. Two of them were performing a series of rhythmic exercises, while the third lay on his bed, reading.

	“Don’t stop in the middle of a set,” Dark told the exercising pair, and they continued to exercise, each movement flowing naturally into the next. Fists were clenched on the hip; bare feet flew high in a curiously stilted series of movements.

	“Kung Fu?” asked Carver, surprised.

	“Aikido. Similar,” said Dark.

	“But more defensive?”

	“You do know your stuff, good for you. But we do teach them – certain selected ones – a more aggressive form of martial art. It is quite remarkable. Wait and see.”

	In the exercise room, mats were laid out in preparation for a martial arts exercise. Dark smiled at them, and waved a hand.

	“Yasmin, my dear. Come with me to the dispensary. I have something there that will relieve your stiffness for a little while.”

	While he was gone, the guards sat Carver in a steel framed chair and fastened his handcuffs to the side-members. At least, he thought, he now had circulation back in his hands and fingers. They were throbbing and prickling as the returning blood crept down the arteries, but they were functioning.

	He flexed the muscles in his forearms once, twice and could find no give in his fetters. It was no more than he had expected. But the implication that he was about to be a mere onlooker to something puzzled him. He saw that in the brightly lit gymnasium, seats were provided for spectators, but that there were only enough for four onlookers including himself.

	Luther was also coming to the same conclusion. Carver watched him fighting through the fog of what looked like a minor concussion to interpret what was happening around him.

	Kiti and Amy had been shown to two of the remaining chairs, and the fourth, larger than the rest and designed like a director’s chair on a film set, was obviously intended for Sigmund Dark.

	While one man remained on guard, his sub machine gun hanging from his shoulder, the other two put their weapons down and busied themselves unrolling and spreading a plasticised sheet over the practice mats on the floor. They fastened it down with great care, as though the whole area was about to be subjected to a great strain.

	None of the guards at any time looked directly at Luther, who remained isolated in front of the doorway. The implications of the situation were becoming more and more disturbing to the man.

	“Are we all ready then? Good. Let us begin,” said Sigmund Dark coming from the dispensary at the end of the room with an expression like a missionary who has just cleared up a smallpox epidemic, convinced the locals he has the power to cause eclipses, and made a hundred converts in the process.

	He took his place in the director’s chair and rubbed his hands.

	“Some of my girls have hidden talents their owner would never guess at,” he purred, to nobody in particular. “I am particularly keen that from time to time they get a chance to test those talents. It is also useful to demonstrate to those girls just how effective their talents can be. Girls!”

	With a whisper of bare feet, two girls appeared from the doorway. They were Gudrun and Satya and each wore gymnastics practice clothes of leotard and glossy tights, with leg-warmers. They looked, with their hair pulled back in headbands, like a particularly sexy pair of professional gymnasts, frighteningly fit and glowing with health.

	The contrast when Yasmin came from the dispensary was poignant.

	They were two girls in their finest flush of health and physical perfection. She was grotesque by comparison.

	Instead of wholesome practice clothes, Yasmin was wearing nothing but a pair of bikini briefs. Her ruined face was already horrifying, but Carver could now see her back and legs were hideously marked, the bruises fading from their original angry purple to a black-and-yellow nightmare.

	From beside Carver, Gudrun gave one sharp bark of surprise and revulsion, and Satya made a noise like a startled cat. Then both of them turned their eyes on Carver with such fury that his hair stood on end.

	“Hey, don’t look at me. I never met the lady,” he protested.

	Sigmund Dark growled with laughter.

	“No, no, children. You have the wrong man. On this occasion you have the wrong man,” he chuckled.

	“You sure have. Beating up ladies ain’t in my line,” said Carver insincerely. He had a very clear picture in his mind of a certain Paris bedroom and the terror in the lovely eyes of the now-dead decoy girl. Glancing sideways at Sigmund Dark’s amused tawny gaze, he wondered if the picture was in his mind, too.

	But Luther was already providing a diversion.

	“What the hell is this all about?” he snapped, suddenly.

	He seemed to be shaking off the combined effects of last night’s excesses and this morning’s beating remarkably quickly and Carver wondered what had been in the little glass from which Luther had been drinking upstairs.

	That it was some kind of pick-me-up was clear. But the only stimulants which would have this much effect this quickly were dangerous to play with. He hoped very sincerely that Luther had been given one of those. It would leave him hors de combat later.

	“Ducher,” said Dark suddenly, and jerked his head.

	One of the guards stepped forward and took Luther by the arm, preparatory to leading him into the centre of the mats. With a speed which surprised everybody watching, Luther whipped his arm out of the way, and smashed his elbow into the man’s stomach.

	The German was a muscular, powerful man, but the blow caught him completely by surprise, and he folded forward with a cough of agony.

	There was an exclamation of surprise from Amy, but the sound of the bolts on both Uzi machine pistols being cocked sounded suddenly deafening in the rock chamber. Carver’s stomach cringed in anticipation of a lethal burst of machine gun fire which would have turned the chamber into a deathtrap of rebounding slugs and Sigmund Dark shouted: “Don’t fire!”

	Luther took advantage of the moment of immobility to step away from the doubled-over form of Ducher and launch a savage kick at the side of the man’s head. The step put him into the centre of the mat space.

	Yasmin hit him in the face.

	Even Carver gave a little hiccough of surprise at the action. At one moment the half-naked girl was standing, relaxed, at the corner of the mat. The next, she was standing next to Luther.

	The blow sounded like a butcher cutting meat with a blunt cleaver, and the effect of it on Luther’s face was very similar.

	Blood spurted from his broken nose instantly in a fine spray, and the nose itself parted in a line across the bridge.

	He gave a bellow of pain and rage, and swung his foot viciously across to break her leg at the knee.

	Except that the knee was not there any more. The impetus of the kick swung Luther round off balance, and as he turned Gudrun took a little run and cart wheeled into him.

	One foot took the turning man in the mouth, and Carver distinctly heard the crunch of breaking teeth. The other lanced into his stomach.

	As he folded forward, there was a high, thin “yip” of sound and Satya bounced across the mat in a high speed flicflac, hands and feet pointed, and hit him in the back.

	Both kidneys must have ruptured at once with the immense speed and power of the attack, and Luther’s roar of agony turned into a continuous howl of protest as Yasmin hit him again with both pointed fists just below the junction of his rib cage.

	Carver had once seen a man receive a measured beating with pick-axe handles in Belfast, and had felt sick for hours afterwards at the measured, almost technical ferocity of the attack. It had gone on for ten suffering-filled minutes and left the victim a barely recognisable hulk in the street.

	But even that awful onslaught faded in horror when compared to this calculated, scientific rupturing of a man’s vital organs by cheering, colourful windmilling girls.

	Only Yasmin’s face showed any kind of animosity towards their victim. On her lopsided face, a savagery of inhuman intensity stamped out even the last vestiges of beauty.

	The other two behaved exactly as though they were giving a gymnastic demonstration at the Olympics.

	They cheered one another’s tricks, rounded off their own evolutions in graceful, exhibition positions, danced and squealed delightedly when a particular complex movement resulted in a spectacularly heavy hit.

	Yet Luther was not allowed to die or even mercifully to lose consciousness.

	His cries had long since blended into one continuous shriek of unbearable suffering punctuated only by the slobbering breaths he was forced to draw. His fingers broken, his nose a blob of raw meat, one eyeball bouncing on a broken cheekbone, he no longer looked even remotely human.

	“For God’s sake, kill him,” Carver said, disgusted beyond bearing at the spectacle.

	Sigmund Dark turned a stony face to him.

	“This man beat and defaced one of my own girls, he is not to be allowed to die ... yet.”

	He turned back to the mats and nodded at Yasmin. She turned to face Luther, poised like a naked Olga Korbutt on the bar, and flew into a buzz saw of arms and legs.

	At the last moment, Luther must have realised what was to happen, for he turned away and the full weight of the flying girl hit him in the small of the back.

	Carver heard his spine snap like a wet log, and the man folded in half falling to the floor. For the first time since the macabre exhibition started, he was silent.

	Dark gave an order, and Ducher unfastened Carver’s handcuffs.

	The other two men reached down to pick Luther up by the armpits, and Carver realised with horror that the wretched man was still not dead. A low moan came from the smashed face.

	His feet trailing along the floor, they dragged him to the far end of the room, past the dispensary, and through the dark studded door of the old torture chamber.

	With Ducher’s sawn-off shotgun grinding into his kidneys, Carver followed.

	 


 

	CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

	 

	On the other side of the door was a nightmare from another century. The old torture chamber had been reconstructed with a loving attention to detail. Except that here the ropes and straps, the spikes and screws, were new and dust free. There was an iron maiden against the far wall, and the ugly paraphernalia of pain hanging, lying and standing around.

	The most remarkable device was an iron chair, standing on a small pedestal by a niche at the side of the room. A set of iron straps built into the thing could be adjusted to hold the victim totally immobilised at neck, waist, arm and knee. Attached to the high back of the chair was a scold’s bridle, an ugly cage of iron bars designed to hold the head rigid and the mouth silent.

	A series of mock oil lamps hung from the ceiling, but the real illumination came eerily from hidden lights around the walls.

	The result was macabre and effective. Carver’s skin crept and somewhere at the back of his ancestry, a wolf awakened and snarled.

	“Not original, of course,” said Dark, waving an expansive hand around the shadowed chamber. “Merely a whimsy of mine. Sometimes we have visiting parties to the Château, and you would be surprised how many ask to see the torture chamber. A touch Grand Guignol, I’ll grant you, but it caters to a surprisingly common taste.” 

	He chuckled as he patted a piece of equipment of a shape to give a woman hysterics.

	“Would you believe most of it is quite legally made in England? We get half of it from Birmingham. The fetters and items of restraint as they delicately call them. The larger items, of course, are custom built.”

	“Nice to know the old crafts are not dying out,” said Carver.

	Dark grinned. “Indeed they are not, as you shall shortly discover. Josef Lefeu is a master of his art. Nothing to do with this lot, of course. The art has progressed. But I digress. Come along!”

	He gestured like a man leading a wagon train and the guards dragged Luther forward to the far corner of the room, where Dark stopped by an alcove in the wall. Chains rattled and pulleys squealed.

	Ducher jabbed with his shotgun, and Carver followed, gagging slightly as a hideous, charnel-house stench suddenly billowed round him.

	The whole floor of the alcove was one huge trapdoor, he saw. The door itself was made of old timber baulks backed with a modern steel pan, and the hole it filled was surrounded with a thick rubber seal. The door was supported against the wall by an arrangement of chain and pulleys. Sigmund Dark was holding the end of the chain.

	“The oubliette of the Rocher Bram,” said Sigmund Dark. “It is ... the other way out of the castle, if you like. Except that nobody who has been thrown down there ever came up again.”

	He nodded, and the two guards lifted Luther’s drooping figure, and pitched it head forward through the trap. There was a despairing, wailing cry from the hole, an indescribable sound of impact, and silence.

	“Dead at last, I trust,” said Dark lightly. He let go of the chain, and the old pulleys sparked and squealed as the heavy door fell closed. “The drop itself is not long – it was only twenty feet when we investigated it after taking over the building. Plus sixteen feet of bones. It widens towards the bottom, of course.”

	“Bones?” said Carver.

	“Originally a Neolithic midden pit, they tell me. Then when the castle was built around the original caves, it became what it is now: the oubliette. My predecessors as castellan were busy, busy men. During the time of the Inquisition, which was headquartered at Carcassonne, a good deal of questioning was done at this castle. In this very place. It was a peculiarity of the castellan of the day that he interrogated only very rich Cathar heretics. There were plenty of them. The Cathars were numerous round here. His own riches increased immeasurably during the period, I read with interest. Few of his victims were ever seen again. But I think we know where they are don’t we? They went the way of the unlovable Luther.

	“There are times,” he said, as he shouldered his way out of the alcove and led the way into the light of the exercise room, “when I really do despair of getting halfway competent staff. Would you believe that I offered that young man a partnership in my business – and he threw it all away for the sake of a night getting brutishly drunk and beating up Yasmin?”

	He shook his head, and gestured towards the stairway.

	Across the big room, Carver could see the two young girls, their brightly coloured leotards and tights now spattered and splashed with dark stains, carefully folding the tarpaulin which had protected the mats.

	“They have to take that upstairs to clean it. There are no drains down here. Everything always finishes up in the oubliette and as you will understand, we try and keep that as dry as possible. The smell, you know.

	“I can understand a man becoming enslaved by alcohol,” continued Sigmund Dark as they climbed the stairs past the slaves’ cells and emerged into the heat of the day. It is a narcotic, similar in its effect to other narcotics. I blame the various governments of the world for allowing the wholesale production and sale of the stuff. It causes untold misery to families, and one look at the road death statistics – have you seen that more than 1,000 deaths were attributable to alcohol in Britain last year alone? – tells the story of what it does to society.”

	He paused with a pleased look on his face as two cars pulled through the gatehouse and stopped in the courtyard. From one of them came Lefeu and Gehn, and from the other Brinkman, the man sent to find them.

	“Ah! Josef! I have a job for you,” Dark said in French. There followed quick flow of accented French, and the Jersey man’s eyes glinted as he turned to look at Carver. Then he followed his countrymen into the gatehouse tower.

	“Now we will take a little lunch, I think, and maybe you and I can come to some arrangement over the exchange of information,” said Dark. Beaming, he led the way up the steps to the keep and into the great hall.

	The place was another revelation. In this great chamber, Dark had designed a memorial to the once great lords who had lived here.

	The Hall was oblong and took up one whole floor of the building. Its vaulted ceiling climbed to the fighting deck on top of the castle itself.

	Within it had been created a living museum. Flags and banners hung down from the massive rafters, and racks and displays of arms adorned the walls.

	The floor had been laid out for a medieval banquet, with massive oak tables arranged in a U shape around the square of vast flags in the middle of the floor where once the fire had burned.

	“Tomorrow, our guests will eat here,” said Dark. “And when they have eaten and made their selection, and gone their way, you and I will have our own little ceremony. Unless, of course, we can come to some more civilised arrangement beforehand.”

	He led the way through the hall and out of the door on the opposite side. They descended a spiral stair and emerged in Sigmund Dark’s own apartment. There, a table had been laid and chairs arranged for a lunch.

	In the middle of the table was a vast platter of cold meats – pink lamb cutlets, red beef, slices of ham and mixed salamis, all jostling for space between portions of chicken and duck – and two dishes of green salad.

	Between the plates stood huge goblets and there were iced bottles of Perrier water and jugs of fruit juice.

	“Sit. Eat,” said Dark, positioning himself at the head of the table and waving Carver to a chair. Amy, unbidden, settled at the other side of the table. Her eyes lit up at the sight of the food.

	Carver sat where he was hidden and took one of the chunks of fresh bread from a basket.

	“We do not have a permanent chef here,” said Dark, filling his own goblet with orange juice from a tinkling jug.When I am away the staff look after their own food. Schwenke was a cook in the Legion, and his food is surprisingly good. When I am in residence, and when we have to entertain, I borrow a chef and his staff from a French friend of mine who lives just up the coast...”

	“LeCorbiere,” nodded Carver. “Does he still keep a private plane at Beziers?”

	There was a frozen silence around the table, broken by the sharp clink of metal against porcelain as Dark put down his knife.

	“I think you had better tell me how you discovered that name,” he said in a voice pitched just a little above a purr.

	“Sure. French police told me,” said Carver, making a long arm to help himself to a pile of beef and ham. “You mind passing the salad, Amy? Gee, thanks.”

	He helped himself to the salad, poured Perrier into his glass and swilled it down, refilled the glass. At no time did he give the slightest hint he had noticed the tension which made the air ugly.

	“I would be obliged for a more exact explanation,” said Dark, unmoving.

	“How much more exact? The French police gave me a briefing before I came down here, and part of it was the list of names of your known associates. The only one who lives along the coast is LeCorbiere, who used at one time to keep a private plane at the air strip at Bez...”

	“Beziers, yes,” said Dark sharply. “What else did tell you?”

	“Oh, a whole passel of stuff,” said Carver. “How you get the girls and boys, how you train them, how you sell them and who buys them...”

	“What?” Dark’s composure slipped again, this time visibly.

	“Your client list, baby. The sickoes that come in to drink sherbet and buy little boys and girls off you customers, you know?” Carver’s accent was getting thicker as he changed languages into English and gauged the of his enemy’s rage.

	“That’s enough!” Sigmund Dark was on his feet. “When did you have this meeting with the police? When?”

	Carver looked for the first time directly at Amy.

	“Sorry, kid. You blew it,” he said quietly.

	Shocked eyes stared back at him.

	“You weren’t supposed to let me talk to anybody at all. Just bring me down here and stand me up against as many walls as you could on the way to let the boys have a shot.”

	Her jaw actually sagged as she stared at him.

	“You knew?”

	“Oh, come on, kid,” he said easily. “A guy has a go at the Sacré-Coeur, where you took us to set me up. There’s a blonde with a karate black belt waiting for me in the flat of a prostitute, which you set up. When I clearly identified myself in there, you tried to shoot me yourself, and when it looked like the blonde was going to talk, you shot her to shut her up. Then we’re having a little romantic adventure all of our own in the little lake you used to learn to scuba dive as a little girl. And a roving assassin with a rifle just happens by in time to blow my goddamn’ brains out when I’m bare-assed naked on the beach and well away from the artillery. Quel cute coincidence, kiddo! Even then, you get yourself such a lousy shot that I practically have to climb on the end of his rifle before I’m in any kind of danger – and then you’re shouting directions to the lamebrain, for chrissake!”

	She coloured angrily. “I shouted to warn you of him!”

	“Look out,” you shouted, “he’s right in front of you! Tell me what you’d have shouted if you’d been warning him of me! And when we do get here, within spitting distance of the castle, you’re trailing me in full sight round all the tourist bars in the district just in case there’s some local pick-pocket who hasn’t noticed we’ve arrived, yet. You’d have thought the only people who hadn’t seen us in the whole goddamn district had guide dogs and white sticks! But even then, I have to get you to drive me up to the castle before Father friggin’ Christmas here and his hired ape-men can find me. I was beginning to think I would have to hire a bloody band and carry a flag before they’d notice!”

	He drank down another flagon of Perrier water, spat and coughed in disgust.

	“Mind you, I’m hardly surprised. Any organisation run by a guy whose strongest drink is orange juice has to be kinda second rate. This stuff even tastes like monkey’s pee.”

	“How long have you known?” she whispered.

	“Since I first met you, kid. That first day. And you know why? Because Graeme Lovegod, who is one man who appreciates a good looking woman, told me I would be meeting Paris’ equivalent of Alison Sugrue. Alison Sugrue may be one helluva clever lady – but she looks like my old grandma. And my old grandma used to smoke a pipe and brew whisky that would make the dead rise up and sing in churches. Graeme Lovegod is a man who could not bear to give me your name without describing your ass. Did I tell you that you have one remarkable ass, lady? Yeah, but Lovegod didn’t tell me. So when I met you I knew you were not Amy Varzon. Who are you, by the way?”

	Sigmund Dark stirred at the head of the table.

	“It is a relief to find there is something you do not know about her,” he said drily, and Amy’s eyes died a little at the sound of his voice.

	“I had hoped better of you, Amy,” he said. “This was your big chance, and it would seem you did, as Carver eloquently says, blow it.”

	He turned to Carver again. “Her name really is Amy, though not, of course, Amy Varzon, as you guessed. I had not realised that Lovegod and the original Amy had met, though I suppose I should have allowed for it.”

	Carver watched him from eyes, which would have told Dark much had he cared to read them. But he was too concerned with his own thoughts to bother.

	“What I do not understand is why you allowed yourself to be lured here and trapped.”

	Carver grinned back at him.

	“I came here to find you and to find my little girl, and for that I had to get into the castle,” he said. “And here you are and here am I – inside the castle. Now, where’s Irene?”

	But Sigmund Dark had finished playing at host. He stood up from his place and shouted, once. Ducher and Brinkman were instantly inside the room, guns leveled. From the spiral stair from the Great Hall came Gehn and Lefeu. They were carrying ropes and grinning.

	“No,” said Dark. “Not now. After the sale tomorrow. We can give them a demonstration they will never forget. Take him down to the cells and lock him up. But do not” – his eyes were on Lefeu – “do not touch him now.”

	As he turned away his eyes swept across Amy.

	“She on the other hand needs a lesson. Teach her one tonight. But on your life, do not mark her permanently. She can go in the next sale. In the meantime I want all of you to set up the sale rooms.”

	Amy stared at his departing back.

	“But you promised!” she shouted. “You promised me freedom!”

	“Rewards are for the successful,” he said.

	*

	The gun was in Carver’s back again and he started up the stairs and across the courtyard to the door beside the tower. Ducher marched close behind him. Gehn off to one side and Lefeu brought up the rear. He was pushing Amy in front of him, his face alight with lust and cruelty. When they stopped by the head of the staircase, his hands were on her, quick as lizards, and he whispered something into her ear which made her turn her head away.

	Carver watched the byplay carefully, filing away the details in his head. As they locked him into the barred cell that fronted onto the exercise room, Lefeu pushed Amy into the next cell and pulled the door closed.

	“Later, I will come for you,” he said. “It will be a long night, but I promise you will not be bored.”

	Then he came to Carver’s cell and stared at him. Carver had the impression that lice were crawling on his skin, but it was not the first time he had experienced the feeling, and he knew how much of the domination of captor over victim is a psychological superiority.

	He met the man’s eyes and smiled a long, knowing smile.

	“Josef Lefeu,” he said. “I know you.”

	That brought a reaction. A look of surprise. Carver went to the back of the cell where a metal frame bed hung against the wall from chains. There was a thin mattress on it and a pair of blankets, folded. In the corner was a shelf with a bowl, a jug of water and a chemical toilet. The whole cell was made up as a cage in a corner, with two walls formed by solid rock and the remaining two – the front of the cage and the wall which divided it from Amy’s cell – made from steel bars.

	“Where you know me from?” asked Lefeu.

	“Beirut,” said Carver.

	“Beirut? I never been to Beirut,” said the former Legionnaire scornfully.

	“Yeah? Must have been some other cockroach, then,’ said Carver, his back still turned. There was a hissing intake of breath from the outside of the cage, and a smothered snigger which he took to be from either Gehn or Ducher.

	When he turned, the three of them were staring at him curiously.

	“Man,” said Bucher. “Are you mad that you court suffering so eagerly?”

	“Tomorrow,” said Carver, “we shall see. Will anything I say today make it less?”

	“No,” said Gehn. “It is true.”

	Lefeu was fiddling with the keys.

	“Can this monkey work equipment?” asked Carver with interest. “Is he allowed keys and such complex mechanisms?”

	The two other guards grabbed their colleague as he flung himself at the cell, howling with rage.

	“He said the man was not to be touched. Not tonight,” said Ducher. “Contain your soul in patience, you ape. Tomorrow is time enough. Tonight, there is the woman.”

	They led him away, arguing, but Carver had seen what happened to employees who failed to please Sigmund Dark. Josef Lefeu’s arguments were not very convincing.

	He pulled down the cot and spread the blankets on it. Then he laid himself on his back and watched Amy.

	The girl was surprisingly calm. First, she made her own bed and straightened her clothes. Then she sat on the bed cross-legged and put her wrists on her knees. Her head went back and her eyes fluttered closed.

	“Amy!” said Carver, urgently. The last thing he wanted was a girl in a self-hypnotic trance. “Amy, come here!”

	After a second, she opened her eyes and looked at him.

	“What?”

	“Come here!”

	He stood against the bars and looked directly up. Above each cot in the ceiling was a small inequality in the ceiling. Overhead at the bars there was none. The microphones were intended to pick up the talk between two prisoners lying on their cots against the wall, a natural posture for normal prisoners.

	On the other hand, any prisoners held in here might easily have a working knowledge of the place. There must be some other surveillance device, somewhere.

	He stared round the exercise room. The second stage must be secret, and considering the advanced state of the art, probably involved hidden television cameras. There were a number of pieces of equipment which might easily hide such a device.

	“Come here!” he said again.

	She came to him, slowly.

	“When will they come for you?”

	“Around ten. Until then they will be working and eating.”

	“What will they do then?”

	She gave him a long, scornful look.

	“No, I mean will they take you away or stay here?”

	She shrugged. “Who knows? Does it matter?”

	“If they take you away, will they bring you back in the morning?”

	“Probably not,” she shrugged. “But if he decides to make me watch them question you, they will bring me back. Why do you ask? You want to gloat, Carver?”

	“Where are the microphones?”

	“Over the beds. They can pick us up anywhere in the cell from there. They are hearing us now.”

	Carver stood by the bars looking down at his hands. After a moment, she followed his gaze and stared. Down by his belt, shielded by their bodies his hands were busily forming shapes and letters.

	“Are you afraid?” While his voice was making desultory conversation, his hands were talking eloquently.

	Keep talking! they said. Can you understand sign language for the deaf and dumb? 

	“Afraid? For a little while they will play with me. It has happened before, and it hurts, but it will pass. I am a slave. What can I do?”

	I understand, said her hands. What do you want me to do?

	“Well, you must admit you brought it on yourself,” said Carver’s voice.

	Not let them take you out of the cage. Get them into it. Get one close to bars. Keep others busy!

	She raised her head and stared at him. Behind the dark eyes, hope began to glow.

	Yes.

	“Ah, you make me sick. Sniveling cow!”

	Rest now. Remember later!

	He flung away from the bars, and threw himself on the cot.

	“If I were you, baby, I’d get ready to be very, very friendly to those three guys. I’d be making them real welcome down here.”

	“Why? You want to watch? That the way you get your kicks, Carver?”

	She climbed on her own cot, showing an awful lot of thigh, and lay back angrily, staring at the ceiling.

	Carver checked his watch. The time was after six. They had four hours to wait.

	 


 

	CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

	 

	In his office looking over Bram, Sigmund Dark sat back in his chair and gave a sigh of deep, deep sadness. Kiti removed the telephone he had been using for the past two hours and poured him a tumbler of Vichy water with ice cubes. Then she dropped to her knees beside his chair.

	“Kiti, my love,” he said, absently stroking her hair. She remained on her knees, head bent submissively. He could not see her face.

	“It has been a long time – and a good time, has it not?” he said. Under his hand, the head quivered a little as though she were repressing sobs.

	He smiled and reproved her gently. “Not a time for tears, little Kiti. Regrets, yes, but there was always a possibility that they would catch up with us. I have always had my plans for this time. Tomorrow, we have the last sale. It is too late to cancel it, now. Anyway, I see no reason to lose the money. A lot has been laid out. After tonight, the last people on earth who can identify us will be here, in the Château Bram.”

	He sighed again, a theatrical gesture from a theatrical man.

	“Tomorrow, we sell and pack and leave, my Kiti. I have another place waiting. I think you will like it, for it is hotter than here and closer to your home.”

	Again the head under his hand quivered, and he smiled fondly down at her. Faithful, loving Kiti, he thought. Could a man have done better than to manufacture for himself the perfect confidante? Eager to please, desperate to delight. Never a cross or a complaining word from her in the years he had owned her.

	He thought back over the past two hours. Dark had organised his supply lines on the principle of cells and cutouts. Each link in the chain that led to him and the Château Bram could be separated from the next by the removal of just one man or woman, and his telephone calls over the past two hours had activated his system for the removal of that one man or woman.

	In the next twelve hours, like exploding bolts, the cut-outs would activate. Instead of a chain linking Sigmund Dark and the Château Bram with London, Naples and Seville, there would remain only half a dozen cells, not one of which knew anything about the other five.

	There would also be a few unavoidable deaths, of course, among people who had served him well, and that was regrettable. His staff had been hard to recruit and arduous in the training.

	But he had always known that sooner or later a more than usually dogged and inquisitive policeman could turn up, too honest to bribe, too clever to kill. If Carver was telling the truth, it looked as though that man had now turned up.

	The advent of Carver had shaken Dark deeply. He had been sure that his cutout system would keep any potential tracker away from him, and his fail-safe in Amy would bring anyone too persistent within range of his organisation, which could stop him long before he reached the Château Bram. The idea that some wily tracker might use the system against him had never occurred to Dark.

	He would be sorry to leave the Château Bram and his penthouse in London. But there were other Châteaux and other apartments. He was fond of Rome, for instance, and there were lovely villas at Orbetello. A small gentilhommière he had long admired in Normandy popped into his mind and he smiled gladly at the memory. It lacked the medieval magnificence of Bram, but there were grounds and outbuildings and it stood, he remembered, in the warm loop of a river amid the trees.

	Too big to be a manor farm, too small to be a Château, it would suit his purpose admirably.

	There remained the people in Bram to be neutralised.

	The merchandise, of course, would be gone with their new masters tomorrow night. If tomorrow night were allowed to come. He considered instead the advisability of disposing of the lot tonight and being gone by tomorrow morning.

	Arriving would-be purchasers would be angry to find their visits had been in vain, it was true. He certainly needed the good will of his clientele to re-establish himself in the market.

	He was loath to lose the money that the slaves represented, too. There were a dozen of them, and at 70,000 dollars each on average, they represented nearly a million. No man, however rich, he told himself, could afford to lose a cool million in cash.

	On the other hand, the slave market was hardly crowded with dealers, and his reputation for dealing in only the very best of merchandise was well established.

	It would be stupid to lose all for the sake of a million dollars. The risk was high. If Carver had been in continuous contact with the police they might even now be on their way to the Château.

	Was it likely that Carver had been in continuous contact with the police of two nations? Well, not unlikely, he thought.

	But the man’s reputation was as a tracker and finder, not as man of action. He would depend on the police to take action rather than himself.

	It seemed likely, then, that Carver would have arranged a fail-safe device of some kind, in case of precisely the current position.

	If such a device had been constructed, though, it must take into account Carver’s being out of contact for a period while he penetrated the castle’s defences. A reasonable period of time would be, surely, about twenty-four hours. 

	Dared he risk another twenty-four hours on the chance that Carver’s fail-safe might not go off?

	A million in anybody’s language was a lot of money, he reasoned. And he would have to write off the Bram unit altogether. A total loss.

	He would risk it. But when the last satisfied customer left tomorrow, so would Sigmund Dark.

	He would keep Kiti, he decided. He recalled the awful gap left in his life when a much loved cat had died in his childhood, and shrank from experiencing it again.

	Yasmin must go with the castle, and so must Amy. He was fairly certain that she had formed some kind of attachment for Carver, and in any ease, she was now unreliable. He would never be able to turn his back and leave her to work by herself.

	So Yasmin and Amy must go. Lefeu, of course, he had already decided to replace. Ducher, Brinkman, Ghosni, Schwenke, Ledermann and Jenkins, the Englishman, were mere muscle, replaceable whenever he needed.

	And then there was Gehn. Gehn the adjutant. Gehn, the Gofer, he grinned. Gehn could put his plans in train.

	He sent for Gehn.

	*

	The CRS guard outside the Elysée Palace in the Rue du Faubourg Saint-Honoré could see from his post straight up the Rue de Miromesnil, so he could see death coming, though he did not recognise it.

	Above the mutter of the slow moving traffic in one of the most famous shopping streets on earth, the angry bee buzz of the little motor scooter made an irritating intrusion on his cosy thoughts.

	He had just planned his evening with the pretty travel courier and was moving on to the excuse he would offer his wife, when he noticed the scooter rider was waving at him. He stepped forward to drive the nuisance away, and the blast from the shotgun hit him full in the face.

	The scooter went off against the flow of traffic in the Avenue Marigny, and emerged into the Avenue Gabriel and thence to the Champs-Elysées, where another CRS man saw it cut across the traffic and head for the Rond Point. Two traffic cops whistled at it and radioed its route to another patrol further towards the Arc de Triomphe, but it was never seen again.

	*

	In the little cottage on the edge of the pines near Mortagne au Perche, where the Percheron horse was invented, Madame Saint-André was preparing lunch.

	She looked up from the table when the doorway darkened, and smiled a welcome.

	“M. Le Cure. A cup of coffee? A fine? Michel is not home, yet, but I expect him any moment. He is never late for his food, that one. And today I have moules...”

	Her voice tailed off as she saw the expression on the priest’s face.

	“You must prepare yourself for a shock, madame. I fear Michel will not be coming back. Not today. Not ever again.”

	A tiny part of her mind told her that the message had not rung quite true. The words were irreproachable, but the manner was too clinical, almost callous. But she was too swamped by her anguish to notice it at the time, and by the time she did notice, it was too late.

	“But moules are his favorite,” she said stupidly, because they had been together many years and had loved one another dearly. “How...?” she said, sitting down because she could suddenly no longer trust her legs.

	“He was crossing a firebreak and dropped his shotgun. It went off and shot him in the chest. He must have been killed instantly,” the cure told her. His eyes were fixed on hers and he had a curiously intent expression on his face.

	“But he never carries his gun loaded,” she protested. “They laugh at him in the village because he is so careful. They call him an old woman...”

	“Any man can make a mistake,” said the cure. “Is there anyone else we must tell? Anything he should have done?”

	“Yes,” she said distractedly, willing her mind to work. “There are the people down at the gîte. They must be told they have to cater for themselves for a few days until I can get round to them. There is Michel’s round to do.”

	“You know all about the people at the gîte, then?” The cure’s eyes were as blank as a well.

	“With the little girls? Oh, yes, we take it in turns to look after them.”

	For a long moment the cure sat and stared at her. Then he put his hand in his pocket and produced a small brass box.

	“Would you like me to give you communion, daughter?”

	Numbly, dumbly, she knelt while he spoke the familiar words. Meekly, obediently, she put out her tongue for the wafer.

	Gently, compassionately, he placed upon it a cyanide capsule, and firmly, expertly, held her mouth closed while she swallowed it.

	He held her until the limbs stopped twitching.

	Then he took the loaded basket down the track towards the gîte.

	*

	In Brive, a minor official in the Mairie fell from a window. In Perpignan an airline pilot was killed in a traffic accident. The driver failed to stop.

	It took less than twelve hours to trigger all of Sigmund Dark’s exploding bolts.

	But he had triggered them too late. The chain he was breaking had already led his enemy to his lair.

	The enemy sat downstairs in his dungeons, and waited for Josef Lefeu.

	In the fullness of time, Lefeu came to him, along with Ducher. Foolishly, they came alone.

	Amy lay back on the cot in the cell, one arm across her eyes and the other lying lax beside her. Her breasts were clearly outlined under the thin shirt, and she had raised one knee, allowing her skirt to slip back up her thigh almost to the hip.

	She looked like a girl resigned to her fate.

	Lefeu was delighted. But he was also a careful man, and in any case, his employer had trained him and his fellows carefully in the handling and correction of slaves. It was merely a case of following the rules and being careful.

	He drew hard on his cigarette, opened the cell door and stepped into the cage, being careful to keep to one side, and just out of arm’s reach. The combat training the girls received was very deadly – but usually easy enough to avoid, providing one was warned beforehand.

	As he was.

	The girl scrambled off the bed, and stood with her back to the rock wall. She was clearly terrified, almost paralysed with fear. Lefeu circled to get her between him and the door, and to remove himself from the line of fire of Ducher, who was carrying the shotgun.

	“Out, girl!” he grunted.

	The girl remained where she was, her face now a mask of abject terror. Her legs began to give way and she had to lean against the wall for support.

	“No!” she begged. “Please, no!”

	Ducher sniggered. He was standing relaxed just outside the Cage, the shotgun hanging from his hand, its barrels pointing at the floor.

	“Bring her out. Or must I come and help you? She will not like it if I do!”

	Lefeu was watching her carefully. Now, she was crouched against the wall, hands crossed protectively over her breasts.

	“Strip!” he ordered.

	She was too far gone in fear even to speak. Truly, when they made a slave, they broke the spirit too much, he thought irritably. He would have preferred a struggling, wriggling girl.

	There would be no life to this one at all.

	“Strip! You hear what I tell you! Must I strip you myself?”

	He dropped the cigarette and stepped on it, took two paces forward and dragged her to her feet, easily evading her attempt to scratch his face. As he pulled her upright, the shirt tore, and her breast fell against his wrist, warm and firm. She was wearing no bra.

	Ducher stepped forward to get a better look, and suddenly the girl, braced against the wall, exploded like a watch spring.

	Her hand, splayed, hit Lefeu square on the nose with all her weight behind it.

	Bone broke, blood spurted, and Lefeu was fired back against the bars which divided her cell from the next.

	Ducher laughed scornfully.

	“I will teach you manners, girl,” he promised, stepping forward into the cell himself.

	As he did so, she reached through the bars and pushed the door to her cell closed again. It was a swinging door, and in its lock was the bunch of keys which operated all the locks in the dungeon block. When it closed, the keys hung conveniently to hand for a man standing against the dividing bars.

	Carver was there, waiting for it. As Lefeu flew backwards towards him, he reached through the bars and flicked a strip of plaited blanket into the end of which had been fastened several coins from the loose change in his pocket.

	When the blanket struck the nape of Lefeu’s neck, the weight of the coins carried it round his throat, and Carver’s left hand was there to catch it. He pulled backwards, hard, and knotted the blanket. Then he reached through the bars.

	As Ducher entered the cell, he saw out of the corner of his eye the flicker of the knotted blanket, realised there had been a trap and started to raise the shotgun. But the swinging door caught him in the back and threw him forward. The gun went off, the charge going into the floor and spattering the wall.

	Lefeu bucked against the blanket strip as pellets smashed into his legs and Amy kicked hard against Ducher’s bent knee.

	As the man fell backwards onto the floor, Carver dropped, knees bent, onto his chest. There was a silence.

	“Where’s the control room for the surveillance system?”

	Carver asked Amy.

	She pointed up the stairs.

	“The top of the stairway.”

	“Take the gun. Get to where you can see the door,” said Carver. “Anyone comes out, kill him. Here’s some more shells.”

	Ducher had only four shells for the shotgun in his pocket, but the way Amy reloaded the gun reassured Carver. He looked down at the German and was amazed to find the man had fainted.

	Carver removed his considerable weight from the unconscious man’s chest and stood up.

	Ducher’s leg was bent at an odd angle, and Carver realised it had been dislocated at the knee by Amy’s kick. He made a mental note to keep a very sharp eye on her. If he had known about her training on the journey, he would have treated her with considerably more respect.

	Or more likely, he realised, he would have dropped out of the journey altogether.

	At the top of the stairs, Gehn paused on his way past the control room door and glanced at the view screens that showed him the cells of the slaves. There was nobody on guard in the room and he remembered that Lefeu should have been on watch and Ducher had been given permission to discipline the girl, Amy.

	He wondered how things were going and stepped forward to get a closer look at the screen.

	There were only two screens in the system. They showed, in turn, pictures from the eight cells below, and the operator could select the cameras in the exercise room and torture chamber by turning a switch. The exercise room camera could be traversed by remote control. That in the torture chamber was fixed, but showed the greater part of the room, leaving only a blind area by the door. By traversing the exercise room camera, most of that could be seen.

	He watched while the screens ran though their cycle with the slaves, all of whom were talking excitedly. He wondered what had stimulated them so much and was about to switch on the microphones and find out when the cycle finished.

	Instead, it occurred to him that something they had heard from the exercise room might have disturbed them – they were two floors down from him and within earshot of things which could not be heard from the control room – and he cursed Lefeu for starting his entertainment within earshot of the merchandise, instead of safely back in his own quarters.

	Gehn was a busy man this evening. He had been charged by Sigmund Dark with the job of getting rid of the staff, keeping an eye on Lefeu, and making sure neither Amy nor Yasmin survived the night.

	The betrayal of his legionnaires was a painful strain to Gehn. As straw boss of the mercenary unit which made up Sigmund Dark’s garrison, he felt responsible for his men. On the other hand, a job was a job and he had been given it to do.

	It was not a difficult matter. The men would not be needed after tonight, so a pinch of certain powders in the evening’s meal – lamb stew and couscous, a strongly flavoured delicacy they all enjoyed – had taken care of that. They would simply not awaken in the morning.

	There was another matter which troubled him deeply. Gehn was a simple man, trained in obedience as well as military matters and skills, but he was nobody’s fool.

	When his employer began to take him as deeply into his confidence as had Sigmund Dark, Gehn’s untrusting nature turned a very leery eye upon the phenomenon. With the rest of the unit gone, what reason would Sigmund Dark have for keeping Gehn alive?

	Gehn had never heard of the adage that you may pay Jack Ketch his shilling, but you do not invite him to dinner. But had he heard it, he would have understood it perfectly.

	Gehn had already had his shilling. He had performed his executions.

	And afterwards? He would be one of the few people on earth who could identify Sigmund Dark and connect him with the trade in human beings over which such a fuss was made. Gehn personally did not understand the fuss, but he did realise that people found the trade distasteful.

	Somehow, he could not see Sigmund Dark inviting him to dinner. If he did, Gehn would certainly not be foolish enough to eat it.

	Gehn’s plans, therefore, diverged from those of his employer very sharply. 

	He had been reluctantly prepared to mix his deadly powder with his men’s evening meal. It was bubbling on the stove when he called in the kitchen, and adding in the poison had taken only a second.

	If their testimony could connect Sigmund Dark with the Château Bram, it could also connect Gehn with it. What was dangerous for the master was no less dangerous for the man.

	Also, Gehn could clearly hear the bubbling of water pouring into Sigmund Dark’s ship below the decks. It was time, he told himself, for the rats to pack their bags and make for shore.

	Gehn realised that he had been staring, unseeing, at the screens for several minutes and that they were halfway through their slaves’ cells cycle for the third time. The slaves appeared to have calmed down now, and were lying back on their beds or talking or playing their board games quietly again.

	He reached forward and turned the switch to bring in the exercise room – then stared, unbelieving, at the picture which appeared.

	Both cells were open and empty. The room was deserted.

	He flicked the switch to see the torture chamber, and swore viciously.

	In the picture, Lefeu was locked into the iron chair in the corner near the oubliette. His legs were roughly bandaged, and he appeared to have been locked into the head restraint.

	Ducher was sitting on a stool against the wall, his neck locked into an iron collar, his hands pinioned above his head by manacles. There was a strip of sticking plaster across his mouth. His leg was sticking out at a crazy angle, and he was clearly in some pain.

	There was no sign of either of the prisoners.

	Gehn swore, and made for the doorway. Then threw himself backwards as he remembered that Ducher had been carrying the sawn off shotgun last time he had seen him.

	The blast of the shotgun cut across the doorway at the exact second that he flung himself backwards. It missed him, but he felt its iron breath across his chest, and lay for a moment where he had fallen.

	Then he pulled his own Ruger revolver from his hip pocket, and crawled cautiously to the door again. With infinite care, he eased his head round the doorframe until he could look down the stairwell. 

	He was looking straight into the double barrels of the sawn off shotgun.

	Behind it, Amy was methodically emptying the chambers and filling them again. As she snapped the weapon closed and looked up, Gehn withdrew his head.

	The shotgun was a hideous weapon, and before long it would occur to Amy that all she had to do was poke it round the doorpost and pull the triggers. In the confined space of the electronics room, there would be nowhere to hide from the blast.

	To prevent that, Gehn hooked the door closed. Then he picked up the intercom telephone and dialed Sigmund Dark’s room.

	The ringing tone went on for a while before Kiti’s voice answered.

	Gehn passed on the news that he was trapped in the surveillance room, and asked for reinforcements. There was a long silence.

	Then: “Master says he will come himself,” said Kiti. The phone was replaced and Gehn sat back, nervously.

	It was unusual for Sigmund Dark to become involved in physical activity. Normally he would have sent a couple of the guards to do the dirty work.

	Then Gehn remembered the lamb stew and couscous.

	*

	In the big chamber with the wonderful view, Kiti sat and composed herself on one of the settees. Her perfect face was perfectly tranquil, and when Sigmund Dark emerged from the bedroom, toweling his hair, she smiled a, perfect smile at him.

	“Who called?” he asked.

	“Gehn,” said Kiti.

	“What did he want? Has he carried out my orders?”

	“He wanted to know whether to lock up the cells for the night before going to bed.”

	“To bed already? Perhaps he wants to join in with Lefeu and Ducher,” said Dark. He chuckled.

	“It will be convenient, anyway. They must all go before morning.”

	He opened the big wooden cupboard behind the desk, and from it took an Uzi sub machinegun and a box of circular grenades. While Kiti watched expressionlessly from the settee, he methodically armed four of the grenades and loaded the Uzi. He left them on the desk while he returned to the bedroom and dressed in dark tracksuit trousers, a sweatshirt and tight laced trainers.

	“Later, I shall have to make the rounds and be certain that Gehn has done his duty,” he told Kiti. “In the meantime there is a chance to clear out the files. Open them and arm the self destruct devices.”

	She nodded, and watched expressionlessly as he armed himself and left. Then she rose and padded into the bedroom.

	Yasmin was lying on a couch near the bed, fast asleep. Kiti dressed herself in jeans and a dark sweatshirt and examined the sleeping girl, carefully. Her colour was bad and she was breathing stertorously.

	Kiti bent suddenly and sniffed at the girl’s lips. Then she straightened and stared down at her, and a tiny pair of parallel lines appeared between her perfect eyebrows.

	The girl’s breath smelled strongly of bitter almonds, and while she watched, Yasmin’s breathing suddenly stilled.

	From Kiti’s eyes, two tears welled slowly and ran down her cheeks. She laid gentle fingers at the side of the other girl’s neck, but the gesture was unnecessary. She knew already there would be no pulse there.

	Still weeping, she pulled the sheet up to cover Yasmin’s ruined face, and then walked through to the other room and opened the cupboard which contained the weapons.

	From it, she took the enormous pistol belonging to Carver, and a smaller, lighter weapon which she first loaded with an economy of movement which would have surprised Sigmund Dark, then slipped inside her waistband at the back.

	Then she turned out the lights, slipped silently out of the door and made for the doorway to the dungeons.

	*

	Across the courtyard, Sigmund Dark emerged from the low doorway of the gate tower where the duty guards lay face down in the remains of their evening meal, and padded quietly across to the doorway of the staircase which led up to the guards’ quarters higher in the tower. He moved quietly and carefully because it was entirely possible that one of the legionnaires had missed his meal, and he did not want yet to have to use the Uzi.

	There was already an unnatural stillness about the castle which told him that the process of depopulation had begun.

	Kiti he would keep. The rest would have to go. The elimination of Yasmin had been easy enough. She was already deep in an exhausted sleep when he dropped the hydrocyanic acid between her parted lips.

	In a way, he told himself, he had excellent historical precedent. He felt a strange sense of communion with the men, long dead, who had braved the horrors of the Middle Passage. They had started their voyages of adventure by dodging first a terrible death on the Slave Coast and then the summary justice of one of His Majesty’s patrolling frigates to bring the black ivory to the Americas.

	They, too, must have faced heroic decisions like this. On their shoulders alone fell the responsibility for ridding themselves of the incriminating cargoes.

	In their cases, he thought, the decision was easier. A line of blacks along the bulwarks, a length of anchor chain run between their ankles and their leg-irons, and a quick heave over the side.

	He stepped into the bunkroom in the gatehouse and looked around. The normally pristine place smelled, and he wrinkled his nose in disgust.

	Jenkins and Ghosni had died sitting at the table, and the results of their final paroxysms were spread across the table and part of the floor. Dark looked around the room carefully, his face wooden, eyes wary. There should be a third. 

	From the door at the far side of the room came the sound of uncontrollable retching, and he stepped fastidiously across the floor and peered through. Built into the tiny turret there was a shower room and latrine. Bent over the toilet bowl, Brinkman was desperately trying to rid himself of the little food he had eaten.

	Sigmund Dark stepped into the room, put the butt of the Uzi against the back of the American’s head and pushed it further into the pan and leaned on it while frenzied struggling told him the man’s face was underwater.

	Expressionless as always, he held it there until the writhing limbs straightened and relaxed in death. He ran the steel outline gun butt under the tap to clean it, and wiped it on a blanket from one of the bunks.

	He surveyed the darkened court yard with extreme care before he stepped out and made his way silently across to the door of the dungeons.

	 


 

	CHAPTER NINETEEN

	 

	Carver had run into an unexpected problem. None of the slaves in the cells wanted to be liberated, and two of them had made determined attempts to maim him for trying.

	He stood outside the hastily slammed door in the lower corridor and heard a vicious kick land on the inside of it. The grunt of pain and the sound of a man hopping around on one foot while nursing the other went some way towards soothing his indignant rage – but not all the way.

	He went back to the staircase to consult Amy, and met her backing down the corridor with her shotgun held in front of her. When he stopped her, she spun round and rammed the gun into his stomach.

	“Hey! Cool it!” he said, startled.

	“It’s him!” she hissed through clenched teeth.

	“Who?”

	“The Master! Coming down the stairs!”

	Carver took the shotgun off her and went to the stairwell. The landing was empty.

	Gingerly, he put his head out into the central well of the spiral and looked up. The stairs were empty, too.

	He eased his way out onto the steps. From above, he could hear a foot scrape, and then another. Someone was moving around and in this place; it could only be an enemy.

	Moving like a raiding Kiowa, he ghosted up the steps, the shotgun held in his right hand against the wall. As he reached the level of the girls’ cells, he flattened himself against the wall, and peeped round the doorframe at floor height.

	Immediately in front of his eyes was a slender female ankle and bare foot. He followed up the line of a pair of tight stretched jeans and sweatshirt and looked into the barrel of his own Desert Eagle pointing down at him.

	He was expected to freeze, and so did quite the opposite.

	Still in silence, he grabbed at the ankle and jerked, hard.

	Kiti hit the ground with a solid thump and dropped the automatic, which clattered but mercifully did not go off. Carver winced at the idea of that supercharged slug whining around the stairwell.

	For a moment she kicked viciously at him, then stopped and surprisingly put her finger to her lips.

	“Gehn?” said Sigmund Dark’s voice from above.

	Carver gave a kick and landed on top of Kiti, hand reaching for her mouth. But the girl was making no attempt to shout. Instead, she was making frenzied signals to him to be quiet.

	They lay there silent while Dark called again, then the sound of an opening door interrupted them.

	“Gehn?” said Dark again. Then there was an exclamation and the sound of muttering. Kiti swore in a hissing breath right into Carver’s ear, and heaved at him impatiently.

	Warily, he slid away from her and they lay together in the corridor, listening to the noises from above. There was the sound of a door being closed and the muttering stopped.

	“Is there a camera in this corridor?” he hissed into her ear.

	She shook her head.

	“Only in the cells.”

	“What is happening?”

	“By now he knows you are free. But he does not know where you are,” she said.

	“Gehn is in the control room. He has a gun,” Carver told her. She nodded, impatiently.

	“I know. I brought you your own gun. The Master has gone mad. He wants to kill everybody and escape with me. I think now he has come here to kill the slaves as well, though he told me he had decided to let the sale go ahead.”

	“No, he won’t want to kill everyone,” Carver told her. “It is too late, the police know who he is and where he is, and he is aware of that. There is no point in killing all the slaves, and he will never let the profit escape him. He will stage the last sale and then disappear.”

	What she really meant was “If he is going to kill everybody else, he will probably kill me, too.” Carver understood her message.

	He stood up.

	“What made you change sides?”

	“I hate him. I have always hated him. And he killed Yasmin.”

	“Yasmin? The scarred girl?”

	Tears filled her eyes.

	“I loved her. He killed her because she was marked. He kills every one who is not perfect.”

	“Yeah,” said Carver. “I know. Why didn’t you do something about him before?”

	“And be alone with Josef? And Gehn? He is nearly as bad.”

	He nodded, thinking: “Also, he was not going to kill me before.” But there was not time to investigate further. He either trusted her or killed her.

	He could do with a recruit.

	“We must find Irene. The slaves won’t leave, I’ve been asking them and I nearly got my head kicked in for trying. But Irene wasn’t in the cells. Do you know where she is hidden?”

	She stared at him for a long moment.

	“She isn’t dead already, is she?”

	She shook her head. 

	“Not dead, no. But sold. She went to Beziers, days ago. LeCorbiere wanted her.”

	“That was what you pointed out to him on the file when I asked about her, wasn’t it?”

	A nod.

	He sat down with his back against the wall for a long time, and then he reached out and picked up the big automatic from the floor.

	Methodically, he checked the loads, and then slipped it into his belt and picked up the shotgun.

	“And we wasted time to get here on Saturday,” he said. “Will LeCorbiere come to the sale?”

	“Yes, always,” she said.

	“Will he bring her with him?”

	“Probably. She is a secretary as well as everything else. He will be training her to run his life and business.”

	“Then we will make sure the sale takes place,” he said.

	Kiti watched him from wary eyes.

	“What will you do?”

	He got to his feet and stared down at her.

	The look in his flat, green eyes made her stomach turn over.

	“I’m going to get Dark and Gehn down into the exercise room. Find some way of getting those people out of the cells and down the hill to the main road,” he said. “After tomorrow, there ain’t gonna be no Château Bram no more.”

	And then he was gone.

	Kiti flattened herself into the doorway of the nearest cell and began to compose her speech.

	*

	In the control room, Gehn and Dark together worked methodically through the screens, noting the presence of Lefeu and Ducher in the torture chamber, the empty exercise room, the excited state of the slaves in their cells.

	“They are in the slaves’ corridors,” said Dark. “That is why they are restless. We must get them out and down to the exercise room. Then we can lock them onto the lower level and leave them there until after the sale tomorrow. It is only a matter of hours now.”

	Gehn shook his head dubiously.

	“We would need grenades to get them out of the tunnels. I am not sure the cell doors would stand the explosions in that space,” he said.

	Dark grinned. “Percussion grenades are very nasty in an enclosed space and they wouldn’t do the doors any damage. I have half a dozen here.”

	He put down the bag he had been carrying. Gehn opened it and brought out the grenades, checking the priming on each. When he put them down, he was looking thoughtful.

	“You armed these yourself?”

	Dark gave him a slantendicular look.

	“They are properly armed and can be relied upon,” he said in excellent German.

	“I know,” said Gehn, expressionlessly. But behind his faded blue eyes was a newly wary expression. He had no idea his employer was a man versed in the use of the tools of modern warfare. The image of Dark as a warrior was new to him and uncomfortable.

	Dark himself was busy. He opened a panel to the side of the television screens and turned a key in a look. A red bulb began to glow.

	“See the switches here?”

	Gehn leaned forward and looked.

	“The right hand one drops a steel gate outside the exercise room. The left hand does the same thing this side of the slaves’ corridors,” said Dark. “They can be raised only with a hand crank, or the use of a fail-safe switch this side of the gates. Once they are down, whatever is the other side of them stays where it is.”

	Gehn nodded. He had been unaware of the gates until now.

	He wondered if there were similar ones outside the guardroom and the mens’ quarters, and made a mental note not to be trapped inside either with his employer on the outside.

	“Go down to the next level with the grenades and drop them into the corridors. Keep back from the edge of the landing, so they can’t shoot at you. Then lie down so the percussion won’t affect you.” 

	Gehn shook his head.

	“The way to do this is to swing them in, sir. I couldn’t stand on the landing down there without being in their line of fire.Will you cover me while I get upstairs?”

	Dark fired a burst from his Uzi into the stairwell, and Gehn was out and up the stairs to the courtyard before the bullets had stopped singing in the shaft. There was no reaction from below.

	Five minutes later there was a scratch at the door, and Dark opened it. Gehn fell through just as a blast from the stairs sleeted the doorway with shot.

	Gehn grunted painfully and dropped onto the bench a hank of thin rope.

	“I think he hit me, sir. Can you see?” He turned his back and Dark saw a pattern of holes and spreading dark patch on the back of the tan shirt.

	“There are some holes. Take off your shirt.”

	Gehn pulled the shirt off his shoulders, and Dark saw the gouges across his back from the buckshot. Two of the marks were shallow, like the scratches of some vicious claw. But two were punctures. Gehn was carrying the shot inside him.

	“Creases,” he said. “They’ve cut your back. Stand still and I’ll fix them for now.”

	He opened the control room’s first aid cupboard, dabbed iodine and covered the cuts with plaster. There was a pack of morphine ampoules in the box as well, and he injected one into Gehn’s shoulder.

	“You’ll be stiff and very sore soon. But keep off the morphine as much as possible. It will make you drowsy. Keep going for another few hours and you can have yourself seen to in the best clinic around. You’ll be a rich man by then.”

	Or I’ll be dead, thought Gehn, and made a private resolution that if death came he would not meet it alone.

	He cut four lengths of cord, and knotted them round the necks of the grenades, under the priming handle. Then he coiled each length tidily and laid them separately on the bench. He could not afford a tangle.

	Taking Sigmund Dark’s submachine gun, he eased the door open and fired a short burst.

	It was answered with a blast from the shotgun, which he had expected, and in the second after it, he pulled the pin from the first grenade, held onto the end of the cord, and lobbed it over the edge of the landing.

	The bomb flew out in an arc, until the cord checked its parabola when it cut back sharply – directly in line with the tunnel mouth below the landing.

	Gehn, counting under his breath, let go of the rope when the weight of the grenade hit the end of the line, stepped back into the control room, and slammed the door. The sharp crack of the explosion came instantly.

	As it did so, he was out again with the second grenade primed and already swinging. There was smoke in the stairwell, and the smell of explosives.

	The second grenade followed the first, and when Gehn came out onto the landing for the third swing, he could hear stumbling steps on the stairs below him just before the grenade went off.

	He risked a glance over the edge, but there was too much smoke to see anything clearly.

	He stepped back into the control room and glanced at the television screens. Dark was watching the slaves’ screens intently.

	“They didn’t like the grenades,” he said. “But they don’t appear physically harmed, either.”

	Gehn grimaced.

	“Try the exercise room, sir,” he said.

	Dark flicked the switch, but the screen went blank and stayed blank.

	“Lock the door, sir. They’re in there,” said Gehn, and Sigmund Dark hit the button.

	From below came a loud clang, and a woman screamed. Dark raised an eyebrow.

	“It would appear you are right,” he said.

	“Congratulations.”

	Gehn gave him a savage smile, and went to the landing.

	The smoke was hanging in the stairwell, but the lights behind their armoured glass shields were still visible, and he could see the rock steps dimly.

	Moving with infinite caution, he inched his way down to the opening of the girls’ corridor. It was empty, though the grenades had left marks on the walls and doors. The corridor light was shattered.

	He made his way to the next corridor, and checked that.

	It was undamaged, but empty.

	That left only the stairwell and the lower chambers themselves.

	He stood out on the stair and called up to his employer, and Dark joined him.

	“They are below, sir,” said Gehn.

	Dark nodded.

	“Go down and check that they are all behind the gate. Be careful not to expose yourself. The gate is only bars,” he said.

	Gehn shrugged, and then winced. He was becoming aware that the paralysis of shock was wearing off and he could feel the wounds in his back even through the morphine.

	But this was what he had been paid for. He descended the rest of the stairs, and surveyed the entrance to the exercise room.

	The door had been closed, and in front of it was a massive gate of iron bars as thick as his thumb. It filled the doorway to the exercise room, a foot from the door itself. He could see the grooves in which it ran. Nothing short of explosives or a power winch could shift it.

	He remounted the stairs and reported to his employer.

	Dark smiled slowly.

	“In that case,” he said, “we can continue with our business. Come.”

	He led the way up the stairs to where the dawn was already pinking the sky to the east in the birth of a new, and glorious day.

	 


 

	CHAPTER TWENTY

	 

	Carver waited until he could hear nothing, then inched open the door to the exercise room. It moved a few inches and then stuck. He threw his weight against it, but it remained immovable. In the small gap between door and a jamb he cold see a sliver of the stairwell, and two horizontal strips of metal.

	“He has dropped the gate,” said Kiti calmly. “We are locked in here. He and Gehn have gone to calm the boys and girls. Then they will carry on with the sale.”

	“Gate?” said Carver. “What gate?”

	“You can’t see it when it’s up, the bottom strip fits into a recess in the door frame,” said Kiti. “It’s part of his secret security system. It drops in front of the door and you can’t get out. There’s another at the top of the stairs in case the boys and girls ever broke out. The switch is in the control room. But there is a release by the door as well.”

	Carver swore bitterly. “So we’re trapped. Why didn’t you tell me about the gate?”

	“Where else could we have gone? It was a miracle we happened to be in the boys’ corridor instead of the girls’ when he dropped the bombs,” she said practically.

	It was true, and Carver acknowledged the fact. He glanced up at the ruined television camera – blinding Dark’s eye in the ceiling had been his first act on arriving – and then started a methodical check of the room.

	He examined the dispensary and checked the medical supplies, which were excellent. Behind the room was another door with a red hand symbol on it.

	“Storage for explosives and ammunition, and the petrol tank is behind it,” Kiti said.

	“Petrol?”

	“We are beneath the garage, here. The tank was put in there when the castle was being rebuilt. They have a pump to raise fuel to the garage when they need to fill the cars.”

	“So there’s a shaft between there and the garage?”

	He took a torch from a rack on the wall and approached the doors. They were locked and made of steel.

	Unemotionally, Kiti told him, “Only the Master and the duty officer has keys to those.”

	“Duty officer?”

	“Tonight, it is Gehn. Ducher is his deputy.”

	And Ducher had brought the keys for the cells, in order to let Amy out for her “disciplining”. He had used the same bunch of keys to try and let the slaves out. He dug in his pocket and dredged them out.

	“Will the key be on here?”

	She took the bunch and examined it carefully. Then shook her head.

	“I cannot see them. There is one Chubb key and a Yale. These are all Ingersoll.”

	Amy said “Sometimes people keep spare keys around in drawers.”

	Kiti and Carver exchanged exasperated looks over Amy’s eager head as she pulled open the top drawer in the instrument cabinet and began to rummage optimistically inside.

	Carver started to tell her she was wasting her time, then shrugged and let her rummage. Let her find out for herself, he thought.

	The keys were in the bottom drawer with a prescription pad and some used ball point pens. Carver tried them in the lock and the massive door swung open into the room. A smell of petrol and gun oil came from the room beyond.

	Inside, he found the petrol tank behind a wall of building blocks and asbestos.

	At the far side of the room was a rack of automatic rifles, and a smaller one with several pump action shotguns. There were grey metal cabinets which held boxed ammunition for both, and a third cabinet which held handguns.

	On the floor against the far wall was a case of grenades, and a further case containing industrial explosive. Some had been used, possibly in the construction of the road up to the Château Bram. There was no sign of any detonators.

	“They’ll be in another cabinet, in the castle,” said Carver. In any case he dared not risk using explosives in proximity to this arsenal. He was surprised that Sigmund Dark kept his explosives close to the petrol tank, but he supposed that this was the most secure part of the castle.

	He climbed onto the ammunition cupboard and put his hand into the gap between the top of the tank and the ceiling. More asbestos sheeting. The wall itself rose to within a foot or so of the ceiling. One of the girls might wriggle into the gap, but Carver certainly could not.

	He dropped to the floor and explained the situation to Kiti and Amy. Two owl-serious faces received the news without comment.

	“One of you is going to have to climb into the gap and see if you can find the shaft where the pipes to the petrol pump in the garage go up,” he said.

	Kiti volunteered and he boosted her onto the cupboard and passed up the torch. There was only a faint smell of petrol, but it did mean that the tank was not quite hermetically sealed. A spark might easily ignite a pocket of vapour and blow the lot. He hoped very fervently that Kiti would not drop the torch.

	For a long time, they could hear Kiti scrabbling around on the top of the tank. Then her face, smeared with dirt, reappeared in the gap above the building blocks. She shook her head wanly.

	“There must be a hole,” insisted Carver, exasperated.

	“There is a hole,” agreed Kiti, as he helped her through the gap and onto the top of the cabinet. “But it is full of pipe. And anyway, it is only so.” She held her hands less than a foot apart. 

	Carver groaned. “It was to be expected, I suppose,” he said. “Anyway, if it had been any larger, he would have some kind of security trap on it.”

	The girls nodded, and after he had taken a box of ammunition for the sawn off shotgun, and equipped them with handguns from the cabinet, they returned to the light of the exercise room.

	“What time is it?” asked Amy, sitting on some rolled practice mats.

	Carver looked at his wrist watch and told her it was after nine.

	“The sale will be at eleven hours, and they will be leaving by thirteen,” she said. “And after that he will come down and kill us.”

	Carver turned back to Kiti.

	“Tell me about the top of the tank,” he said, more in the hope of keeping her busy than of learning anything useful.

	“It is a low space,” she said, eyes remote as she explored his. “The tank itself is covered with asbestos sheeting, and very dusty. The pipes go up in the far corner, through a small hole. They fill the hole except for the cables.”

	“Cables?”

	“Yes. There are cables coming down.”

	Carver supposed they ran to some kind of petrol gauge.

	“Are there a lot of cables?” he asked curiously.

	“Yes. One lot goes into the tank. Another comes out to a box on top of the tank.”

	Carver’s bowels froze.

	“How big a box?” he said in a strained voice.

	“About so.” She made gestures with her hands. “It is next to a package, covered in tape. Like ... like a bundle of wood. You know?”

	Carver knew, all right. No wonder Sigmund Dark stored his explosive next to the petrol tank, and his small arms with them. That package sounded like sticks of gelignite. There was an opened case of gelignite in the store room, and some sticks were missing.

	Somewhere in the castle, presumably in Dark’s living quarters, was a switch which would blow the petrol tank and the explosives with it. There must be a delayed action fuse in Kiti’s “box”.

	Sweating, he wondered if the fuse was even now running. No wonder Dark had been content to trap them down here. All he had to do was run his sale, see off his customers and their slaves, turn the switch and make his own dignified exit. Some time later the castle would cease to exist.

	The blast itself, confined down here in the rock chamber, would be tremendous. What was not actually destroyed in the blast would fall down the mountain face, its foundations blown away.

	It made sense to put the charge down here, too, where it would be certain to demolish not only the deep chambers of the castle but also the slaves’ quarters.

	“Does Dark have a special switchboard in his quarters?” he asked Kiti.

	“Yes. There is one next to his bed and another in the work room, by the desk,” she said. “They control all the gates and the alarms.”

	“And the bombs,” said Carver, savagely. He considered getting Kiti to cut the wires to the charge, but dismissed the idea instantly. He had no way of knowing if the very act of disconnecting one or more of the wires might not set off the charge.

	To disarm it would require the services of a bomb disposal expert, and he was not one. In any case, he could not fit into the crawl space on top of the tank, even if he had been.

	“There has to be some way of getting that door open,” he said, and went to examine it once more.

	The door itself opened outwards, and was jammed almost at once by the gate outside. He could get his hand through the gap, and touch the gate, which he thoughtlessly did, then cringed at the idea that it might have been electrified.

	Once again, he thought, he was locked into the room with two beautiful women – and all he could think about was getting the hell out of there as soon as possible.

	 He returned to Kiti and started to question her once again, this time turning his attention to other parts of the cellar, including the torture chamber. To his amazement, she almost instantly burst into tears.

	He stopped, held and comforted her, but as soon as he started to ask questions again, she cried again.

	“What the hell is it?” he asked, bewildered. There was no reply save reiterated sobbing, and any attempt to restart only led to almost hysterical protests.

	“You try,” he said to Amy in disgust, but she shook her head, staring at Kiti.

	“Can’t you see she can’t help it?” she said bitterly. “She can’t talk to you. He won’t let her.”

	Carver stared at her.

	“Who won’t?”

	 “The Master.”

	“But he’s up in the castle, far away from here.” 

	“Physically, he may be, but his conditioning is not.”

	Carver had a nasty feeling the whole situation was slipping away from him.

	“What conditioning?” he said dangerously. “And make it quick. I got a nasty feeling our time here is very limited.”

	“I told you it takes more than shackles to make a slave,” Amy said awkwardly. “I have been away from the castle for several weeks, but it is almost impossible for me even to talk about it. During the period of training there is another phase. When it was in its infancy in Korea in the 1940s and 1950s, it was called brain-washing.”

	A great light began to dawn in Carver’s mind.

	“You mean you’ve all been hypnotised?”

	She shook her head fiercely. There were tears in her eyes, too, and he had a nightmare feeling that any moment now, he would be in danger of drowning in salt water.

	“Don’t you dare go cry on me too,” he shouted. “Give, girl! Give!” 

	“It is conditioning!” she shouted at him. “Look at her! She knows something, but she is too deeply conditioned to tell us! Look!”

	He stared at Kiti. Certainly her distress was uncontrollable. She was staring at him out of streaming eyes, her hands twisting and turning together, bent forward as though she was under some terrible threat.

	He grabbed her by the shoulders and stared into her eyes. Her wet face was twisted into a caricature of a mask of tragedy, mouth pulled open and turned downwards at the corners, nose running, eyes red.

	She was unrecognisable from the beautiful girl he had been looking at before.

	“Kiti!” he shouted. “Kiti, listen to me!”

	She shook her head desperately and tried to pull away, but Carver held her with hands like steel jaws.

	“We are going to die!” he said to her. “There is a bomb on top of the petrol tank and it is wired up to that special switchboard in The Master’s quarters. The fuse may be running even now! We have to get out of here!”

	Kiti was trying hard. Deep down in her eyes he could see the need to communicate struggling to assert itself. For a moment her mouth opened, and then her eyes slid upwards until only the whites showed. Her body relaxed, and she fell forward into his arms like a hank of yarn.

	“Jesus!” He lowered her on top of the exercise mats and turned to Amy. “What was she trying to tell us?”

	Amy shrugged elaborately.

	“How do I know?”

	“You’ve been brainwashed too. What was it he didn’t want you to tell?”

	Once again the shrug.

	“Anything about this place.”

	“But you did tell me all about this place. How did you overcome the conditioning?”

	She looked baffled.

	“I don’t know. I can’t imagine. Perhaps it was not as firm as Kiti’s.”

	“Or perhaps it can be undone, released, like a hand brake. Or perhaps he didn’t tell me...”

	Carver stared at her. “That’s it!” He grabbed Kiti and shook her.

	The girl showed no sign of returning consciousness. At the back of his mind, Carver discovered the term: “Waxy immobility” and recalled that victims of intolerable mental pressures sometimes retreated into themselves so far that it was impossible by external stimulus to reach them.

	If Kiti had become catatonic, then she was useless to them. In any case, he had no idea when the charge on the petrol tank would go off. If Dark decided to dump his cargo and cut his losses, they had no time at all to sit around and wait.

	“Amy,” he said savagely. “Listen to me. There is a charge on top of the petrol tank. Beside it is a load of gelignite. Stored down here with us there is more gelignite, and Sweet Jesus knows how much petrol, and ammunition. If friend Sigmund sets the fuse and goes, we fry. Kiti went bolo as soon as I said there was no other way out of here. Therefore, there is another way out of here and she knows where it is. You seem to have had at least some of the blocks removed from your mind, and whatever you think, it’s all of Detroit to a pile of a bearshit that somewhere in your mind there’s the same information as there is in Kiti’s. Now, think, kid!”

	She stared at him round-eyed. Carver seemed to change his character as often as his ancestors changed their paint. Now, staring at her was the same naked savagery she had seen in his face in the Paris flat, the same awful sadism which had made her stomach turn over.

	Carver reached into his pocket and pulled out a surgical scalpel he had found in the dispensary. He slid the blade out of the protective plastic coating and let the metal catch the light.

	“You don’t need to talk, kid. Just let your mind react,” he said softly. “I’ll talk; you listen and just let it come. Okay?”

	Eyes riveted to the blade, she nodded slowly.

	“We’ll go on a tour. Is it here, in this room? In the cells? At the doorway? Is there a secret release for the door in here? Is there a release out there? In the passageway? Can we reach it?” 

	His voice went on, low and mesmeric, as he took them on a verbal tour of their prison. The exercise room, the dispensary, ammunition storage, torture chamber.

	Kiti’s eyes went blank.

	“Bingo,” said Carver. “It’s in the torture chamber.”

	He walked across the exercise room, and pushed open the massive door. From the chamber beyond, there was a startled movement and two pairs of eyes peered desperately at him.

	He checked on the men’s fetters first, noting that the setting might be antique but the fittings were not, and peered round the room.

	It was small, shadowed and unpleasant, and the smell of the two men’s sweating bodies was rank in the still air. But there was none of the charnel house stench from the oubliette that he might have expected. The trap door was, he knew, sunk in a heavy rubber insulation ring, but even so there should have been some hint of the place.

	Unless, of course, the oubliette had its own outside ventilation.

	“How’s Kiti?” he asked Amy, who was still outside the doorway peering uneasily through.

	“She’s conscious, but...”

	“But what?”

	“She doesn’t want to come in there.”

	He stepped back into the exercise room and peered at the girl. She looked dreadful, and her eyes were fastened with dread on the doorway to the torture chamber.

	“Not ... not in there,” she pleaded huskily. “Please not in there.”

	He picked up one of the torches and looked around for some means of fastening it to his head. He had an uneasy feeling he was going to have to climb and in that case he wanted to have his hands free.

	There was elastic bandage in the dispensary, and he devised a head harness with that. It was hot and sweaty and made him look like the Invisible Man, but it held the torch securely on top of his head.

	Where he looked, there the light would be.

	Taking the second torch in his, hand, he stepped though again into the torture chamber, and opened the trap door to the oubliette. There was a low moan from the figure in the iron chair, and he glanced sideway to see Lefeu fighting his fetters.

	“Don’t worry, little shithouse, I’m not dropping you down here,” he said, and saw the relief in the bulging eyes.

	“Yet,” he added, just to keep Lefeu on edge.

	The smell from the pit was making him gag, but he peered down, swinging the torch from side to side. A long way below him he could see the upended corpse of Luther lying on an indescribable heap. Someone must throw quicklime down from time to time; otherwise the place would be intolerable. But none had been thrown over Luther. Carver turned the torch hastily away, and searched the sides of the pit.

	The place seemed a simple shaft, going straight down, but he remembered Dark saying that it widened at the bottom. He noticed, too, that the neck of the hole was obviously much larger than the trap itself.

	That evoked no reaction from him until he recalled that the alcove in which the trap lay was only a foot or so wider than the trap itself. Below the trap, the shaft was evidently much wider. He wondered what was concealed beneath the overhang, and tried to shine the torch there, but found out he could not do it without lying down and hanging his head over the edge of the pit itself.

	Even then, the torch beam simply showed him blackness. He stood up, and went back into the exercise room, where Amy was tending to Kiti. The girl looked better now, but her eyes were so dark rimmed she looked like a panda.

	“You see any rope round here?” he asked them. Both heads shook.

	He searched the arsenal and the dispensary, but could find nothing stronger than bandage and surgical tape. He was considering making use of a combination of these – though the thought of the consequences of a makeshift rope breaking while he was dangling within the shaft made his stomach heave – when he heard a chain rattle in the torture chamber.

	“Got it!”

	He went back into the torture chamber and examined the manacles and leg irons which hung from the wall. After a few minutes, he took one of the long metal branding irons, and hooked the end of it through the staple which held to the wall a pair of manacles with a particularly long connecting chain.

	At first, the staple refused to move. But Carver was not used to laying out his strength without something being forced to give.

	He took a heavy metal mallet from a pile of tools on a block, and attacked the staple, beating it from one side to the other until it began to move, then threw his weight on the bar again. This time the staple moved, just a little.

	Carver renewed his assault with the mallet, until the chamber rang with the din, and then tried a third time. This time the staple gave unexpectedly, and he fell backwards, landing on the mallet and bruising his back.

	He swore murderously, and moved his attack to a second set of manacles, and then a third.

	He fastened the wrist rings together to give himself a piece of chain over six feet long, than took it to the trap and found a purchase for one end round one hinge of the trap.

	And then he remembered the television camera.

	“Goddamn!” He peered up at the blank glass eye staring at him from the corner of the cell. There seemed to be no way of telling whether the camera was working or not.

	Maybe with the impending sale, the people above would be too busy to watch their prisoners. After all, they thought Carver and the girls were safely locked away behind the steel gate.

	He smashed the camera lens anyway, and went back into the exercise room.

	“Amy, come and watch the trap. I have to climb down into the oubliette...”

	He broke off as Kiti suddenly convulsed and fell off the chair onto the floor.

	“Jesus! I was right!” He could hardy have more emphatic proof that the escape route was actually in the oubliette than the girl’s instant collapse at the very mention of the word.

	Amy was looking harassed, but no more. Obviously the same degree of conditioning had not been used on her. Or maybe she did not know quite the same amount of detail about the route as Kiti.

	He was still faced with the problem of how to find the entrance to the tunnel or whatever form of escape had been provided. And he did not want to be down the trap without anybody above it to help him get out.

	Amy listened to his explanation, moved Kiti into a more comfortable position on her side, and made sure she had not swallowed her tongue. Then she followed him into the torture chamber. He noticed that after one brief examination, she ignored the imprisoned guards altogether.

	Carver explained what he wanted her to do, and let himself over the edge of the trap, feeling with his feet for the end of the chain. Once he had jammed the manacle there between his feet, he let himself down until his head was below the level of the trap and peered around.

	At once, he saw it. There was a square opening at the very top of the shaft, under the lip of the trap. It was about four feet away from him, and closed with a large metal door rather like an oven door, with a simple latch.

	Carver looked up. From the underside it was obvious that the trap and the stones sealing the top of the shaft had been put in during the reclamation of the castle. The mortar was relatively recent. The shaft itself was a good deal larger than it appeared from above, and had been capped off with a platform of stone, in the centre of which the trapdoor formed the entrance.

	Fastened against the underside of the masonry plug there was a curious device like a hinged cage, with a lever set into its side. Carver reached out and pulled the lever, then grabbed for the cage as it swung towards him.

	It stopped when it hit his body, and he realised that, when in place, it formed a platform four feet lower than the trap.

	Muscles cracking with the strain, he hauled himself past the cage and back up into the torture chamber.

	With the chain and his body out of the way, the cage swung to fill the trap, and locked into place with a spring catch. Gingerly, he lowered himself into it and found himself looking straight at the hidden door. The barred side of the cage formed a bridge between the platform and the door, once in place.

	Carver examined the latch on the door closely, but could see no sign of wiring or any evidence that the door was booby-trapped in any way. After all, he reasoned, why bother? The only people in a position to see it were the wretched victims who had been tossed down the hole, and if they were not dead when thrown in, they would very soon be.

	Trying hard not to inhale more than he needed, he climbed back through the trap yet again, and explained to Amy that they must go down the hole and into the passage beyond.

	“You’d better get Kiti, and try and keep her calm,” he was saying, when there was a sound of movement outside.

	Amy was halfway across the chamber when the door slammed suddenly shut. Carver threw his weight against it, but Kiti must have locked it on the outside.

	Through the thick door, he could just hear the sound of hysterical sobbing, but pounding and shouting produced no other response. 

	“I guess she just couldn’t face actually coming in here,” he said to Amy, and turned in time to surprise a look of jeering amusement on the face of Ducher.

	“Don’t laugh too much, dummy, or I’ll drop you over the edge to join the boys below,” he said and watched the jeer vanish instantly.

	“We can’t go without her,” Amy protested.

	“Okay, get her in here,” he said brutally, and when she began to protest angrily: “So you tell me what we do, then.”

	He dropped into the cage, reached out and opened the door into the passage, and flinched back when a sudden half-seen movement in the dark caught the torchlight. A fat rat scuttered off down the passage in front of them. Amy shuddered.

	“I cannot bear rats,” she said in a brittle voice.

	“You don’t seem to mind working for them,” said Carver harshly. He was not keen on rats himself, and the thought of what this particular rat and its friends must live on caused a surge of nausea.

	Eager to get out of the stench, he leaned forward and crawled into the passageway on his hands and knees. A little further forward, he found, the tunnel floor sloped down away from him, though the roof continued on the same level. Twenty yards further on there was a flight of steps, and the tunnel dropped away into the gloom.

	There was a muttered exclamation behind him and Amy cannoned into him.

	“Get on,” she said crossly. “I hate this place.”

	Carver moved to one side and let her past him, then returned to the shaft mouth, checked that the door could be opened from this side and then closed it. Opening the door made a loud scraping noise which would warn them if in her hysteria Kiti decided to change sides again and released the two guards in the torture chamber.

	He doubted if she would even be able to overcome her hysteria enough to open the chamber door, but on the other hand she had shown no hysteria at all before when she had been in the exercise room, and he was at a loss as to why her reaction had been so extreme now.

	It could be to do with the situation in which she found herself, of course. Or maybe the act of breaking away from Sigmund Dark’s domination had ruined her self control.

	Or maybe it was all a trick.

	Ahead, in the darkness, something moved.

	 


 

	CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

	 

	Gehn laid down his Uzi between a tray of canapés and a pyramid of crystal goblets and moved ponderously to his left to start constructing a similar pyramid with goblets taken from a plastic crate.

	He moved ponderously because he was taking enormous care not to turn his back on his employer, or to get too far away from his weapon. He had, it was true, got his Ruger properly holstered on his hip now, but if it came to a shoot out, he would rather have fire power at least equal to Dark. In any case, the wounds in his back hurt, and he was experiencing a surprising shortness of breath.

	The big man was at the far end of the big room, adjusting the hang of a set of coloured drapes which hung between a rail high on the wall and the floor. There were similar drapes in colours of orange, crimson and white all round the Hall, masking the stones and giving the impression that he was in an enormous tent.

	The effect was deliberate, and intended, Dark said, to make the Arab customers feel at home. It also made the place look less grim.

	On previous sale days it had also concealed the guards from the guests, though not the guests from the guards. Standing between the drapes and the walls, it was quite easy to see through them into the brighter lighting of the room. Vision in the opposite direction was not nearly so good.

	On today’s sale it would have the opposite effect of preventing the guests from noticing that there were no guards. They were so used to being securely guarded that if they discovered there was no security here, it would signal instantly that something was amiss. Then, as Dark had pointed out, they might feel disinclined to stay – and, worse, to pay.

	“You will have your work cut out today, Gehn,” Dark had told him. “You must be the gate guard and later the door guard and in between you must bring the boys and girls up here.”

	Gehn considered the prospect cautiously. It certainly made sense for him to be the visible symbol of security. By changing his uniform and kepi at least once, he could give the impression of being more than one man.

	The slaves themselves would do most of the entertaining, once the guests arrived. That, after all, would be their function for the rest of their lives. But first the guests must be vetted at the gate.

	As soon as the buyers had collected, the slaves would be brought to them, and they would make their selection.

	Once they had paid – in cash or by bankers’ order – they would leave with their merchandise. Experience said that the whole affair would be over by midday, and the guests gone by 12.30 pm.

	He moved the Uzi and then himself further down the table and constructed another pyramid.

	Behind the table was a series of crates in which red wine bottles stood with their corks already started. The first crate had its corks off, and the wine was breathing and being allowed to reach room temperature.

	Further along the wall stood several cold boxes in which champagne, fruit juices for the Moslem guests and bottles of mineral water were being kept cool.

	There were platters of canapés and sweets everywhere, their contents protected for the moment by sheets of transparent plastic. Ordinarily these would be held in the kitchens and brought up only as and when they were needed, but with the staff stiffening in their quarters, that system was now impossible.

	There were two hundred glasses out now, and Gehn picked up his Uzi and walked over to the far wall, where there were chairs and tables arranged in half moons facing the room.

	This was where the customers would view the merchandise.

	One by one, the boys and girls would be called over to talk, to be “interviewed” as Sigmund Dark put it. When they were approved, they would stay.

	The whole process would take about an hour and a half. Then the men would signal their retinues, the chauffeurs would bring the cars and master and slave would climb in.

	Gehn made sure the glasses and water bottles were laid out where they should be, and gave each table a quick wipe over with a duster.

	Sigmund Dark was still at the opposite end of the room, fiddling with the drapes. Without letting his employer totally out of his sight, Gehn swept a look around the room, noting as he did so that he could still see the high, small windows on the outer wall of the keep through the drapes.

	The windows were unprotected, but looked out over a sheer drop of a thousand feet. Neither Gehn nor Dark expected trouble from the honey-buzzards which were the only creatures capable of approaching them from that side.

	“All prepared?” Dark, carrying his own Uzi at his side, walked slowly down the room, his eyes busy. He paused once to adjust the shape of a fan of cutlery and appreciate the play of the roof lights through the crystal pyramids.

	“Then I think we are ready to receive our guests,” he said. “Come with me.”

	Gehn followed him through the passage and stairway at the end of the hall, moving like some great soft footed bear, cradling the Uzi in his arms, safety catch off and muzzle pointing at his employer.

	They emerged into the office room and Dark, still moving softly and quickly, led the way through and into the bedroom.

	“Kiti?” he called. There was no reply, just as there had been none for the past three hours. Even Dark was now having to accept that Kiti was gone.

	He had refused point blank even to entertain the idea when they had first emerged from the dungeons. Convinced of his domination, he had searched through his own suite, and then through the upper part of the slaves’ tower.

	When he finally realised she was gone, he had been at first stony faced and then gone into a white hot rage.

	Finally he had resorted to checking through the view screens, and discovered that the camera in the torture chamber was as dead as that in the exercise room.

	“Now, why do that?” he mused for a moment, then snapped out an oath.

	“The bitch has told them about the oubliette!”

	Gehn stared at him.

	“But they know about the oubliette, sir.” Even to his own ears his voice sounded strained and breathless, and Dark gave him a long, calculating stare.

	“There is a passage from the oubliette which comes out on the cliff face overlooking Bram, it used to be the main drain of the castle,” he said. “Evidently, Kiti has broken her conditioning and told them about it. There can be no other reason for them smashing the camera in the torture chamber.”

	Gehn considered the information.

	“What is there on the cliff face? Can they get back the castle from there?”

	“No,” said Dark. “It is an escape route only. At the end of the tunnel is a platform. You can see it from the roof, but it looks like merely a fault in the cliff. There is a knotted rope by which they can climb down to a ledge. The ledge runs across the cliff and into the cleft between the castle and the Rocher, under the drawbridge. From there, you can descend to the valley floor. It is perilous but possible. To climb up is impossible. To go round following the rocks and then come back up the road will take several hours.” 

	“Then let them carry on,” said Gehn, wearily. His was hurting badly, and he could feel warm blood running down the cuts, which were stretched continuously by his movements belt felt tight, too.

	Dark rose.

	“There is a way of letting one of the Dobermans down onto the ledge. We will put Nero into the hole, and he can hold them up,” he said. “Are you all right?”

	“I am bleeding,” said Gehn. “And I feel breathless.”

	Dark examined his wounds again, re-bandaged them more plaster and gave him another injection.

	“Try to move about carefully. It will cut down on the bleeding. Keep your face to the guests, just in case,” he said. “The injection will help.”

	Already it was helping. Gehn felt more alert and the pain troubled him less. But he still felt breathless.

	“Shock,” said Dark. “It will wear off.”

	Together they released the big black and tan dog from its kennel in the garage and took it to the roof of the keep, where there was a workmen’s winch and derrick used for maintenance of the floodlights on the outside wall. Dark leaned over the battlements and peered down.

	“Line up the derrick over that window sill,” he said and Gehn craned awkwardly over and swung the metal arm.

	When he looked back, Dark was already fastening a large basket to the end of the rope, and at a word of command, the Doberman jumped into it.

	“He’s done this before,” thought Gehn, but he helped Dark lift the basket containing the dog onto the parapet and swing it out over the drop. The animal whined and showed the whites of his eyes, but his iron training kept him sitting in the basket.

	Dark lowered the basket with the electric winch, until a mark on the rope appeared at the drum.

	“He should be about there,” he said. “Tell me if he’s by the platform. It is just to the right of the window sill, looking straight down.”

	Gehn reported that the basket was a little above the ledge, and swung the derrick to line it up exactly, while Dark jockeyed the controls of the winch.

	At the first try, the basket caught and tipped alarmingly and the dog howled desperately. At the third, it caught again and this time the dog leaped from it onto the platform and disappeared.

	“He’s gone off the platform,” Gehn reported, and Dark swore.

	“You mean he’s fallen?”

	“No, he’s on the ledge but I can’t see him.”

	“Then he’s in the tunnel. Let Carver get past that!” said Dark, in deeply satisfied tones. He turned away and was rewinding the rope when a car horn sounded far below.

	“They have started to arrive! Quick, down to the gatehouse and I will play the barman,” he said and together the two men clattered down the steps of the keep.

	Gehn made it to the gatehouse feeling strangely light headed. Standing in the shade of the gateway, he pulled himself upright and tried to ignore the nagging ache on his chest. A legionnaire, he prided himself, could tolerate any amount of pain without complaint.

	As the first big, shiny car swung through the gate, he saluted and directed it first to the steps of the keep, and then to a parking place on the far side of the courtyard, near the big, white gas tank. It would be cooler there and the driver of the first car to arrive deserved to benefit from the shade.

	A second horn sounded, and a third, and then he was busy directing and saluting for a long time. He tried to ignore the feeling of unreality which was stealing over him. More than once, he was forced to remind himself that these Arabs, once the natural enemies of the Legion, were now his friends.

	*

	The movement in the passage was accompanied by a low growl that set Carver’s hair on end.

	“A dog,” he whispered savagely. “Damn! I hate goddam dogs!”

	Amy froze behind him.

	“Not one of the Dobermans?” she hissed. “They are trained to kill on sight! They attack instantly!”

	“Gee, I’m glad you told me that! I thought it might be a lapdog that wandered in here to get out of the Sun,” he said.

	Then, he was too busy to say anything at all. The dog came from the dark like a snarling torpedo with teeth. For a second, he had the impression that the whole tunnel had turned into a gaping, slavering maw, and then he was on his back, trying desperately to keep the jaws away from his face.

	The restrictions of the tunnel hampered both him and the animal. He had been told that the way to incapacitate a dog was to pull its forelegs apart with all his strength. 

	The man who had proffered the advice – a former police dog handler – had not explained how to keep the dog’s teeth from his throat at the same time, however. Even if he could have spared a hand, there was not room within the tunnel to achieve the necessary spread.

	He was fumbling desperately at the dog’s jaws, trying to keep the mouth open, when he heard a tinkle on the rock floor, and knew instantly what it was.

	“The scalpel,” he panted at Amy. “Get the goddam scalpel and cut his throat! Quick, I’m losing him!”

	He felt her scrabbling on the floor and then her hand came over his head and into the light of the torch came over his head and into the light floor and then her hand of the torch. The first stab laid his wrist open and he shrieked: “The goddamn dog, for Chrissake! Cut the goddamn dog!”

	She slashed again, her breath sobbing in his ear and blending with the animal’s snarling and his own panting. Blood spurted from under the Doberman’s ear.

	Another slash and the dog howled and tried to back away, shaking its head. Carver hung onto its jaws desperately and it gnawed awkwardly at his fingers, screwing its head round to try and get them between its back teeth.

	If it managed that, Carver knew he would lose his fingers, and he wrapped his feet round the animal’s body, slowing it down and crushing his thighs around its barrel chest. He felt as though he was applying scissors to a telegraph pole, then Amy’s body fell across his own and he felt her hands under the Doberman’s neck and he was covered in hot, pumping blood.

	The dog gave a whimper, and then bucked convulsively twice, its claws scraping on the floor. And then, undramatically, it was dead. The strength went out of the massive jaws, and the body fell forward onto Carver’s chest.

	“Jesus Christ! Jesus H. Christ!” Carver forced Amy backwards off his head and dragged himself from under the dog, panting desperately. His hands were on fire with the marks made by the animal’s teeth, though when he examined them in the torchlight, there were surprisingly few punctures.

	Amy was crouching, crying, against the wall with her face in her hands. He pulled them away and she screamed, staring at him. Carver felt at his own chest and realised he was soaking with blood. In the reflected lights from the torch on his head – still, miraculously, intact and firmly fixed – and the dropped one in the tunnel, he must have looked disgusting.

	“It’s all right. It’s the dog’s blood, not mine,” he said. 

	She calmed a little then, but it was some minutes before he could persuade her to climb over the corpse and follow him on down the tunnel. The feel of the sopping shirt and the sweet smell of blood nauseated him and after a moment, he stripped off what remained of the shirt and threw it to one side.

	“Why didn’t you shoot it?” she asked as they continued down the tunnel.

	“Could have brought the roof down. Anyhow, I never got a chance to reach the gun,” he said. The thought made him check the weapon, which had survived both fall and fight without damage. His back, though, where he had rolled on the pistol, was bleeding and lacerated. In the heat of the fight he had not noticed it.

	There was a patch of lighter darkness ahead, and in a second he could see an irregular patch of sky. The heat of the day outside reached into the tunnel, and like sunflowers, they turned their faces towards it and quickened their steps.

	At the entrance, in a steel locker, was a knotted rope anchored to the wall, clearly intended for descent.

	Carver tried out the rope and leaned out far over the drop. From here he could see a ledge leading down to the left, quite easily, and he calculated the rope was the right length to reach it.

	But as he drew back, a rustle from the cliff attracted his attention. He looked up. A few feet above him swung a large basket, scraping at the cliff face.

	It was swinging gently in the light breeze. And the rope from which it was suspended led straight to the roof of the keep, passing within inches of one of the small, unglazed windows.

	“How are you at climbing?” he asked Amy.

	“Good,” she said. “Could make it down, but...” She eyed the rope and basket. “But not up.”

	“Go down, then. When you get to the bottom, wait for me at the foot of the road,” he said.

	He raised himself on the locker and reached up to catch the basket with his right hand. His hands burned on the rope as he caught it, but there was a feral gleam in his eye as he started to raise himself, foot by foot, towards the roof.

	*

	Gehn had checked all the customers into the courtyard, and led the slaves, now dressed for the occasion, across to the main hall.

	An outside observer would have found it bizarre. The merchandise was dressed for a cocktail party, the girls in bright, formal summer dresses and the boys in darker more restrained colours. As they trooped across the courtyard, their conversation excited and noisy, they looked like university students on their way to an end of term ball.

	Sigmund Dark welcomed them into the big room, and for a moment they all paused, abashed by the subdued lighting and the rank of faces that turned to look at them as they entered.

	“Come, now, boys and girls, and meet your future employers.” Dark was all expansive host as he drew the group out into the great hall.

	“Jenny, my dear – this is Mr Fahad. He has heard a lot about you and has been looking forward to meeting you. Maire, sit here with Mr O’Connor. His ancestors came from Ireland, too. Perhaps you may even have some relatives in common, far, far back. But he lives in Seattle now. Or at any rate, near there.

	“Brian, come and see Mr Aldiniti. He has been looking for a personal, private secretary to travel with him and look after his business in Turkey.

	“Herr Brinkmann, I told you that you would like our little Christa, here. Among other things, she is a trained nurse and will be able to care for you as well as your business interests.”

	He talked his way around the hall, leaving his merchandise to join in the little groups standing or sitting around the room. His face beamed, his voice rumbled, his eyes were never still, probing conversations, reading expressions, hearing and seeing the reactions to the pairings he had arranged.

	This was Sigmund Dark’s real talent, the interpretation of the moment of interface between the buyer and the bought, and he used it this particular day with an intensity sharpened by his tension.

	*

	In the doorway, Gehn stood at ease, his feet the regulation half a metre apart, his kepi straight on his head, the epaulettes of the Legion on his shoulders, and his sub machine gun slung across his chest. Unseen by the customers in the murmuring room, blood soaked down his thighs in thin red fingers, showing through the bleached fawn cloth of his trousers. Across the courtyard behind him, one of the chauffeurs paused in the construction of a cigarette and stared hard at him, first curious, then disturbed.

	After a couple of minutes as the immobile figure in the doorway swayed slightly, he crossed to the next car and spoke urgently with its driver.

	Gehn was unaware of the interest he was causing. Indeed, he was fighting to remain aware even of his surroundings. He suspected that the injection Dark had given him was responsible for his feeling of detachment and for the buzzing at the back of his head. He concentrated hard on breathing short, gasping breaths, which seemed to be all he could manage now.

	His belt felt very tight, and he wanted to loosen it but dared not do so while he was on duty.

	Automatically his eyes quartered the room, noting the shoulder holster on the body guard in the corner, and the over-quizzical gaze of a sheikh in full robes who was engaged in buying a young boy from Sigmund Dark.

	His vision seemed to blur from time to time, and he raised his head and stared at the upper edges of drapes, which rippled slightly in the draught from the door and windows.

	As he did so, one of the spots of light which represented the outside windows of the keep was eclipsed briefly and as quickly re-appeared.

	Gehn stared at it owlishly. What in the name of all that was Holy could have reached so far up the keep as to block the window, even for a moment? The wall fell sheer outside for a thousand feet.

	A bird? One of the great honey buzzards which patrolled the upper air, flickering past the aperture?

	He seemed to be thinking through thick treacle, each thought surfacing slowly with an almost audible plop. Gehn frowned, trying to catch an elusive mental picture that should mean something.

	As he groped for the idea, his eye fell on a particularly pretty girl who had arrived with one of the businessmen from further along the coast. Gehn recognised him as the man from Beziers, LeCorbiere, and after a moment, recognised her as a former inmate of the castle.

	While he watched, she suddenly stiffened, stared at the draperies behind her, and then turned and looked at him.

	At the same moment, Gehn found the mental picture he had been seeking. It was the line on the winch, still hanging down the side of the keep after they had dropped the dog to the ledge. A line which fell past the window to the keep. A window which had just been filled by something which for a moment blocked the light.

	He opened his mouth to bellow a warning and began to bring up the Uzi to shoot at the draperies behind which, he was now certain, Carver had managed to secrete himself.

	But what came out of his mouth was only the beginning of a cry which was instantly choked by a hot, rushing flood. Inside his chest, he felt something break and the blood which had been leaking into his stomach cavity since the two pellets of buckshot had penetrated his back flooded down the front of his shirt.

	Across the room, Sigmund Dark noticed the expression on the face of the bodyguard with the badly concealed shoulder holster, and saw the man reach for his gun.

	He spun round in time to see Gehn open his mouth, grab the Uzi and bring it up into line, and then spew blood like a fire hose.

	As Gehn fell forward, his finger tightened on the trigger, and the Uzi emptied its magazine into a group of buyers and slaves standing near the door.

	Outside, the chauffeurs heard the burst of shooting and jumped for their cars. Their orders, almost to a man, were to have the engine turning over and the door open in case of trouble, for these cars were like armour plated citadels.

	Inside the hall, there was a moment of appalled silence when the Uzi had finished firing, and then the first bodyguard opened fire.

	The shots went – pointlessly – into Gehn, who was coughing out his life on the floor and in any case incapable of doing any more harm.

	Two Arabs were sprawling in armchairs, bright blood flowering on their white robes. Across the heaving chest of one lay a fragile, pretty girl and a young boy. The boy had no face. The girl, no eyes.

	The other bodyguards in the room were crouching over their employers, weapons pointed towards the doorway or towards Sigmund Dark.

	Dark himself had his hands in the air and was calling desperately for calm. His words went unheeded as the first man ran for the door.

	It was LeCorbiere, the businessman from Beziers, and Dark’s own business partner. Being closest to their host, he was also the one who distrusted him most deeply.

	LeCorbiere was followed by a shouting crowd of men. But he was in good condition and fleet of foot as well as thought. He cleared the balustrade neatly, landed on the balls of his feet and crossed the yard in a dozen leaping steps. The chauffeur gunned the engine to meet him, and his personal bodyguard , running close behind to intercept any shots aimed at his employer, cannoned LeCorbiere into the car and fell on top of him as the door slammed shut and the car made for the gateway.

	It narrowly missed the second car, owned by a gulf oil millionaire, who was only slightly less speedy than LeCorbiere.

	Within minutes, the whole group of cars had been transformed into a racing cavalcade, pouring down the hill in swirling dust as the men who would buy children desperately fled for their lives.

	But the pretty girl Gehn had recognised did not go with them. She was lying, rolled into a tight ball behind one of the overstuffed armchairs in the keep. Kneeling by her side, Carver made a nightmare figure, streaked with blood and sweat and holding in one hand a so far unfired Desert Eagle.

	One of the men cut down by Gehn’s burst of fire was flopping on the floor, crying hoarsely. Another was on his knees, trying to knot his handkerchief round a forearm which was pumping blood across his trousers.

	Blood had splashed head high along the bright drapes, and puddled on the floor. Blood was soaking into the bright dress of the dead slave girl and the white robes of her would-be owner.

	Blood had fountained to splash into one of the pyramids of crystal glasses, ironically untouched by the sleet of lead which had smashed into the people alongside it.

	“Carver!” Sigmund Dark, unhurt among the carnage, his white safari suit dappled with red, was beside himself with rage.

	“Carver, you bastard! Come out here!”

	He was in the entrance which led to his own quarters at the opposite corner of the room, and Carver remembered that the massive stones overlapped the door. It was pointless shooting at him from here.

	He dropped onto his stomach, and put a hand on the face of the girl lying next to him on the floor. She opened eyes enormous with shook and stared at him with visible delight.

	“Is it really you, Carver?”

	“You better bet your life it is, kid,” he said with a tight grin. “Who does it look like?”

	“Geronimo,” she said with the ghost of a grin, and he returned it, fiercely.

	“Let’s say we have a lot in common,” he said. “You hurt?”

	She shook her head. “I don’t think so. I don’t feel anything. Carver?”

	He examined her as best he could. There was no blood.

	In fact, she was about the only thing in the room not dappled with it.

	“Yeah?” he said. 

	“I knew you’d come,” she said, and made it all worth while.

	At the opposite side of the room, Dark was shouting again. There was a short burst of automatic fire and the place was filled with the squeal of a ricochet. One of the wounded men gave a grunt and then fell silent.

	“He’s going to go round through the courtyard,” said Carver. “Wait here.”

	He rolled clear of the chair, and wriggled his way across the flags, keeping an overturned table between himself and the doorway which concealed Dark.

	To confirm his guess, there was no more fire from the doorway, though one of the injured bodyguards reached for a gun lying a few feet away.

	“Touch and you’re dead,” Carver told him flatly and the man flinched back instantly, believing him without question.

	As he wriggled past, Carver took the gun and stuck it in the back of his waistband. Temptation removed was temptation overcome.

	Outside in the yard, two cars still sat with their engines turning over. They were those owned by the two dead Arabs, Carver guessed. He bounced a shot off the windscreen of the nearest one and watched the glass star but fail to break. Considering the Desert Eagle would fire through a brick wall, it said much for the strength of the design.

	Even so, the shot unnerved the driver, who drove off, tyres squealing. His panic communicated itself to the driver of the other car, who did not wait for a demonstration, but followed instantly. 

	A silence fell in the courtyard.

	 


 

	CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

	 

	Carver lay in the angle of the gatehouse and watched the ground floor entrance to the keep carefully. It was very hot, here in the enclosed space, and the dust hung in the air like a brown stain.

	Now that he had stopped moving, he was beginning to feel his various cuts and bruises and each one was a separate little mouth feeding on his energy. He had to wind this business up quickly, or he would stiffen, he knew, and with a man like Dark to deal with he could not afford to slow down.

	Besides, he had several lives to think of beside his own.

	Finding Irene and being able to keep her with him when LeCorbiere had run for the door had been a blessing he had not looked for, but he was delighted to accept that God had dropped one blessing in his lap at any rate.

	Then there was Amy, who had started her climb down towards the escape route even as he had started his ascent to the keep. She had sworn she was an experienced mountain climber, and certainly she had shaped up to the climb like one. But she might just as easily have got stuck in some awkward place.

	Below, in the exercise room, there was Kiti. Whether she had now managed to control herself and devise some way out of the trap, he had no way of knowing. But he had to release her from the room before he left the castle. Particularly considering his plans for the place, once he had left.

	There was a flicker of movement across the yard and he focused on the lower corner of the door, gazing over the sights. But the face which was framed in aperture was Irene’s.

	“Carver! Carver, I’ve got your brat here! Do you want to watch me blow her brains across the yard, or are you going to come and get it yourself?”

	Carver let out a long, exasperated breath, and stood up slowly, the Desert Eagle dangling from his right hand by the trigger guard.

	“Send her out and I’ll step out,” he called.

	There was cackle from the dark: “Oh, no! You step out and then we’ll see!”

	“I’m not crazy,” Carver told him. “You could get us with one burst. The girl goes safe, or nothing.”

	There was a pause. Dark was considering the matter. Carver could almost read his thoughts. Get them both out in the open, he was thinking, and he would be able to cut them down at will.

	“Very well, Carver! You both walk to the centre of the courtyard together. And put that gun down where I can see it.”

	Irene emerged from the doorway, squinting in the bright sunlight, and walked slowly towards the centre of the court.

	Carver waited until Dark started shouting again and told him:

	“All right, all right, I’m coming!”

	He walked slowly out into the sun, holding the gun by its trigger guard above his head.

	“That’s far enough!” shouted Dark from the shadows. “Put down the gun and put your hands on your head!”

	 Carver bent his legs and squatted, making each movement as slow and deliberate as he could. He laid down the Desert Eagle on the cobbles and slowly stepped away from it. 

	The chuckle that came from Dark as he did so sounded less than sane.

	“So now at last I have you where I want you,” said the big man, stepping into the yard. “This is going to give me a great deal of pleasure, you interfering bastard!”

	He turned towards Irene.

	“First, the brat! Are you watching, Carver?”

	As he turned the Uzi towards her, Carver reached back and drew the pistol he had taken from the dying bodyguard.

	His first shot hit the Uzi and smashed it out of alignment. The machine pistol went off, sending bullets whining round the yard, but Dark lost his grip on it.

	Carver fired again, but Dark was already moving across the yard towards the dungeon entrance. The bullet missed, and as Carver fired a third time, the round stovepiped and the gun jammed.

	Carver gave a frightful shout and threw himself towards the Desert Eagle, but by the time he had grabbed and cocked it, Dark was disappearing into the dungeon complex.

	The Desert Eagle went off with a report like a howitzer and there was a strange tom-tom thump as it did so.

	Carver was halfway across the yard, running like the wind despite his injuries. But Dark was already out of sight in the stairwell.

	Irene was following Carver, but he screamed at her: “No! Get a car out of the garage and start it up! He’s got grenades down there!”

	He threw himself into the stairwell, with the big handgun extended in front of him, and saw Dark emerging from the control room, with a bag in his hands.

	Carver fired again and missed, but the big man tripped and fell down the stairway, losing his hold on the bag which fell after him. Carver winced as it bounced free and fell down the central shaft, but nothing happened save that Dark picked up the bag again as he recovered himself at the bottom of the stairs.

	The steel gate in front of the big lower door was already retracted into the doorway, and as Carver watched, Dark hurled himself on the door and dragged it open. Carver fired again as he disappeared, and there was a startled squeal from inside the exercise room, and then a hoarse shout.

	Carver ran down the stairs, and grabbed the door as Dark started to pull it closed. Beyond, he could see Kiti struggling with her former master, and while her weight was nothing to the bulky man, her martial arts training made her dangerous.

	She distracted him enough for Carver to haul the door partially open, and then Dark, desperate to rid himself of the clinging weight, pulled her off his arm as a man would tear a teasel from his sweater, and hurled her with all his strength against the wall.

	Kiti’s head snapped round at an impossible angle and she fell like a pile of rags against the foot of the wall. Blood came from her ear and nose, and Carver could see that her neck was broken.

	At the same time, Dark grabbed for the bag he had dropped and fumbled for a grenade.

	Carver stepped back, slammed the door and threw himself against it. The door heaved, but remained closed.

	He looked round furiously for some sign of the gate mechanism, and found it recessed in the wall beside the doorway, where the door would conceal it when open. There was a brass twist lever and a socket in which one could put a crank to raise the gate, he guessed.

	He twisted the lever and jumped aside as the gate dropped into place, then flinched as the door, rammed from the inside, clanged against the gate. There was a couple of inches’ clearance, he recalled, between gate and door, and it just might be enough to squeeze a grenade through.

	He made for the stairs at a flat run, clearing them two at a time and, inevitably, tripped as he reached the first landing.

	For just a second his face was by the floor, and he smelled a strong, familiar odour as he breathed in, recovered himself and ran on.

	He was nearly at the top of the steps when he smelled it again, this time overwhelmingly. For a moment, he was puzzled, and then the hairs on the nape of his neck prickled as he realised what it was.

	Gas! Butane gas, flowing like water down into the dungeons.

	He emerged from the top of the staircase, and burst into the yard, past the white bulk of the gas tank there.

	For the first time, he saw where his first bullet had gone. In the bottom of the tank near the dungeon doorway was a gaping hole, ripped by the big slug on a ricochet. From it, invisibly, the gas, heavier than air, must be flowing downhill into the dungeons behind him.

	He had heard of boat accidents where the craft had been ripped apart by the explosion of gas in the bilges from the tiny cylinders used in their cooking stoves. What this amount of gas might do when it went off, he could only imagine.

	By the gate Irene was waiting in one of the castle pickups. He tore across the courtyard, his back prickling with horror at what might happen if the vehicle backfired and ignited any stray wisp in the yard.

	“Turn off the bloody ignition!” he gasped, as Irene goggled at him. “Gas!”

	She turned the key in the lock, and then helped him push the little open car across the drawbridge and over the brow of the approach road. As it began to pick up speed on the downward slope, they both hopped aboard and he juggled with handbrake and wheel to keep it on the track.

	“How long have we got?”

	“As long as it takes for that madman to try blowing the gate open with one of his grenades,” he said, swinging into the last bend of the road and hauling up on the brake with all his force.

	Ahead of them across the bottom of the only route down from the castle was a barrier of police cars. Parked neatly in a line at the side of the road was the most expensive selection of limousines in France, in which the slave buyers were sitting, fuming. 

	Further back along the road, Carver could see the faces of the erstwhile slaves peering from the windows of a bus.

	Armed men in boiler suits and helmets surrounded them and one man with a brassard on his arm jerked his head meaningfully.

	“Sortez!” he said. “Vite!”

	From behind the barricade came a French police sergeant in uniform, with two civilians. One of them was dressed in a suit in which a restless bear appeared to have spent the night.

	Morning, Carver,” said Lovegod. “I got here as soon as I could.”

	“Hi,” said Carver, climbing from the car and patting his pockets in the manner of a man seeking a smoke. The uniformed sergeant produced a packet of yellow Gauloise, and Carter accepted one gratefully, surrendering his Desert Eagle as he did so. The CRS NCO accepted it, ejected the clip and cleared the barrel carefully, treating the big gun with exaggerated respect.

	“Where’s Dark?” asked Lovegod. The civilian stepped forward, hand outstretched, and Carver shook it.

	“Christian Rouanet,” explained Lovegod. “He’s my opposite number over here. It was through him that I hoped to put you in touch with Amy Varzon.”

	“Now dead,” said Carver.

	“Not dead,” said Rouanet. “But badly hurt. She will never again walk without a limp. She was hit by a car which did not stop.”

	“The day you arrived in Paris,” supplemented Lovegod. “By the time I found out it was too late to contact you again.”

	“And when I contacted you, it wasn’t polite to let on?” asked Carver.

	“You seemed to be doing all right and when you said you were with Amy, I wondered what game you were playing,” said Lovegod blandly.

	“Sometimes, I have wondered that myself” said Carver. “Have you come across any pretty girls climbing down the rock face here, by the way? I lost one.”

	Lovegod turned to Rouanet with raised eyebrows and the Frenchman shrugged.

	“I will ask the Brigadier,” he said, and called to the custodian of Carver’s Desert Eagle.

	The NCO sent a couple of his men off round the base of the rock to search, and Carver glanced at his watch.

	“What’s the trouble?” asked Lovegod.

	“I was expecting...” Carver began, and suddenly he saw an orange glow flicker in Lovegod’s eyes. He turned towards the castle and saw, like a fumarole, a jet of flame flaring from the cliff face.

	“Hit the ground!” he roared, pushing Irene and Lovegod towards the bus. “Get under the vehicles! That’s just the start of it! There’s...”

	There was a thud which shook the ground they stood on.

	The cliff face directly under the keep, which was some distance away to their right, bulged undramatically outwards and the keep itself began majestically to topple towards the valley.

	Under the foot of the Rocher de Bram were mercifully, only crops. For onto those crops the Château Bram began to deposit itself in small packages.

	French policemen and newly freed slaves outpaced one another in making for the parked vehicles. Carver saw Rouanet fall to the ground and roll at a frightening speed under a brand new Peugeot, onto which a rain of fist sized pieces of rock began to pelt.

	Through the crazy tympani of the shower he could hear Rouanet shouting abuse.

	“His new car?” he asked Lovegod. The policeman nodded and winced as a large rock hit the window of the bus above them. Irene cried out as a stone the size of a fist smashed into tiny pieces next to her head, showering her with splinters.

	Through the deadly hail, three figures came running down the road. There were two CRS men in dungarees and one dark headed, long legged figure apparently dressed entirely in rags.

	“You were asking me who I was with,” said Carver to Lovegod, who was lying, livid faced, next to him. “I was with her.”

	Lovegod shifted his position and watched as the trio hit the dirt and slid under the Renault Carver had lately parked.

	“Who’s she?” he asked. 

	“She’s Amy Something,” Carver told him, “and she changed sides last night at the very last moment.”

	“Why?” said Lovegod.

	“Because it seemed like a good idea at the time,” said Carver drily. “You pick up Arnold and that bastard Johnson?”

	“Of course,” said Lovegod. “As soon as I got your message. How did you know? She tell you?”

	“Oh, come on,” said Carver irritably. “It had to be someone at the McWhitty. Johnson was the obvious one. Then there had to be a policeman turning his back. Thought it was you at the kick-off, and then when it wasn’t you, it had to be Arnold.”

	“Thanks a bunch,” said Lovegod, sourly. “What changed your mind?”

	“The man who was turning his back wouldn’t have sent me off to find Sigmund Dark in France. But he might have sent me off to get killed in France.”

	“What changed your mind?”

	“About Arnold?”

	“No, about me.”

	“You never mentioned her bum,” said Carver.

	Lovegod stared at him, and then he turned his head. Under the Renault, Amy’s tattered but well filled skirt was easily visible.

	“I see what you mean,” he said.

	“Not yet you don’t,” said Carver. “But the next time she wriggles, you probably will.”

	Lovegod fixed his eye on the view and said absently: “By the way, what was that?”

	“What was what?”

	“The bang. The explosion.”

	“Gas leak,” said Carver, straight faced. “Just a plain and simple old gas leak. PLUS a man name of Dark who probably chose a very silly way to open a door. Like, with a hand grenade.”
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