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Author's Note





All the characters portrayed are creatures of the author's imagination and bear no relationship to any living person. The same applies to all residences whether located in Cornwall or California. Again, they are invented out of the author's imagination.

















FOR SUZANNE













Prologue









Paula Grey tensed as she saw the floating body crest a huge wave, carried close inshore across the Pacific Ocean like a surfer lying on its back in the lonely moonlight.





She had started on a night-time walk from the luxurious Californian Spanish Bay Hotel, down the boardwalks between the deserted golf links which swept away on either side. Depressed, because she had discovered nothing suspicious about Vincent Bernard Moloch, billionaire owner of the world's largest conglomerate, AMBECO - the mission Tweed had sent her on from London - she had decided to walk to clear her mind.





It was cold in July at this time of night and the storm building up from the ocean chilled her, despite her heavy blue jeans and woollen sweater and windbreaker. Another giant wave lifted the sinister body near the shore. She calculated it would hit the coast at Octopus Cove.





Glancing round, she unzipped the windbreaker and grasped the .32 Browning tucked inside the top of her jeans. As she hurried down to the raging sea the roar of the boiling water became deafening. It hurled itself against craggy rocks, throwing up great bursts of surf.





The body was very close to the rocks she scrambled down, her clothes soaked with the ferocious surf. Her fear of the ocean's turmoil vanished as she watched the corpse thrown inside a deep gulch into shallow water.









Reaching down she grasped an ice-cold hand and saw it was the body of a woman.





Before the next wave could smash it against the rocks she hauled the dead woman upwards and out of the relentless ocean. In the moonlight she had a clear view of the woman's face, dark hair plastered against the skull, the body clad in a white dress clinging to her above the stomach. Round the left wrist she had used to haul her out Paula saw an ugly red abrasion. She looked at the right wrist and round it was a torn rope. Blood had earlier seeped from a large wound on the head and congealed. That was when Paula heard engines coming towards her at speed from the sea.





Looking up, she saw three large rubber dinghies powered by outboard motors racing towards Octopus Cove. Each craft contained a number of men, heads hooded and holding what appeared to be assault rifles. The lead dinghy had one of the largest men she had ever seen. Standing up, despite the savage swell, he held on to the side with one hand and removed his hood with the other. He was staring straight at her, a man with thick dark hair and a Roman nose. Paula crouched down, shifted the heavy corpse closer to the side of a rock and then ran, still crouching.





She started up the boardwalk, a series of parallel wooden planks, then turned off it onto the golf course. Some sixth sense warned her to find a hiding place. Her sodden trainers squelched as she ran across the trim grass of the rolling links. Where to hide, for God's sake? Stay cool.





She was well clear of the boardwalk when she literally ran into a hideaway - a large bunker of sand. Flopping down inside it, she wrenched out the Browning automatic she had shoved back down inside her jeans while hauling out the body of the woman. Cautiously she wriggled her way up to the rim of the bunker, looked over the top down to Octopus Cove.





Clouds were beginning to, drift over the moon but Paula now saw about half a mile offshore the silhouette of a huge luxury yacht. Stationary, swaying with the swell of the rising storm, she estimated it must be almost three hundred feet long. Above the main control cabin was a cluster of radar equipment and a Comsat dish, so it had communications via a satellite. No lights. Not even a starboard light. Very weird.





Hooded figures from the dinghies were scrambling ashore at Octopus Cove in wetsuits. Several bent down to where the corpse lay, lifted it, began carrying it through the turmoil of the wild ocean towards a dinghy. The giant with black hair stared round the golf links, made a sweeping gesture with his left hand. Six men, gripping their automatic rifles, advanced over the links, spread out. They were coming for her.





Lying deep inside the bunker in her soaking clothes, she heard the clumping feet of men prowling close to her. She kept her eyes on the rim where they would appear, the Browning clasped in both hands. Now and then their voices, some English, some American, came to her clearly.





'She has to be somewhere around here.' 'Buddy boy, she sure is. No time for her to reach the hotel. We'd have seen her...'





Later another couple came much closer to the bunker. 'Joel will spit in our faces if we don't get her.' 'No names, Loud Mouth. Keep searching...' By the illuminated hands of her wristwatch Paula knew she had lain in the bunker for an hour when she heard a distant sound of engines starting up. Gun in her right hand, she crawled to the rim, peered over. The three dinghies were leaving Octopus Cove, heading back to their mother ship, the long silhouette rocking from side to side. Then the moon was blotted out by dark clouds and she lost sight of them.





She scanned the links to make sure she was alone, knowing it could be a trap. They might have left one man behind to watch out for her. Only when she felt sure no one was about did Paula wearily plod back up the boardwalk to Spanish Bay Hotel, which overlooked the links and the Pacific beyond. Thanking heaven she had slipped out unseen from her magnificent ground floor suite, she slid back the tall glass windows, stepped inside, closed, locked them. She forced herself to draw the curtains, felt her way to the door to the splendidly equipped bathroom, closed that door and switched on the lights.





Placing the Browning on the edge of the Jacuzzi, Paula stripped off, stepped into the shower stall, and, still shivering, turned on the shower to hot. The glass was steamed up when she eventually left the shower, ignored the sodden clothes on the floor, towelled herself, went through another door past gleaming washbasins and into the large room with its double bed. Putting on pyjamas, she perched on the edge of the bed and drank hot coffee from a thermos she always had refilled by Roy's, the restaurant in the hotel.





Feeling able to cope, she dialled Tweed's number in London at Park Crescent, headquarters of the SIS. She had checked the time. 3 a.m. California was eight hours behind Britain, so it would be 11 a.m. London time.





'Monica, Paula here. Urgent I speak to him.'





'Hang on, he's here ...'





'Good to hear from you, Paula,' the familiar voice opened tersely. 'Anything to report?'





'No. The company is in excellent shape. I have ... nothing ... to tell you.'





'Better catch the next plane home, then. Looking forward to seeing you.'





'Cheerio for now ...'





Paula put down the phone and felt a burst of relief. There had been two coded messages in the way she had phrased her call. Use of the word excellent had told Tweed something was wrong. Plus her deliberate pause before nothing.





She tumbled into bed, feeling so far from home. Monterey, the pleasant town near Spanish Bay, together with Carmel, close by, were among the most peaceful parts of the States she had visited. At least on the surface. And until her recent ordeal.





Her head buried in the pillow she had an image of the mysterious yacht she had seen out at sea. Maybe in the morning she could wheedle out of the Harbormaster at Monterey the name of the vessel. Exhausted, she fell into a deep sleep.









It was a brilliant sunny afternoon, temperature a perfect 70‹, when Paula left the yellow cab which dropped her near Monterey harbour. A large anchorage protected by enclosing jetties, it was full of shipping. Fishing craft were moored close to Coast Guard vessels at the southern end of the big harbour. Several expensive power cruisers bobbed gently by their pontoons.





"There's plenty of money round here.' Paula said to herself.





The cab driver had pointed out to her the Harbormaster's office. As she walked towards the building Paula blessed the fact that last night's storm had stayed out at sea. Had it come inland she would have had a much worse experience. Now the sky was a blue dome. In the distance beyond Monterey brown hills, scorched by the sun, rose to meet the blue.





She was near the building when she saw a stocky man leaving with an unbalanced walk. She paused by a restaurant with awnings where a man in whites was brushing the area outside.





'Excuse me, but is that person who has just left that building the Harbormaster?'





'Like your English accent.' The man smiled pleasantly. 'He is standing in for the Harbormaster, who returned from his vacation a few minutes ago.' He lowered his voice. 'That guy is Chuck Floorstone. Between the two of us he spends too much time lifting a glass. Done that myself. Been there. Now Coke is my drink.'





'Very sensible. Thank you.'





She hurried after the stocky figure whose T-shirt was hanging out over baggy trousers. She caught up with him at the moment he was entering a bar. Paula pushed in front of him, then apologized.





'I really am sorry.'





'No need, pretty lady. You on your own? I am. Buy you a drink.'





"Thank you. That would be nice.'





Chuck Floorstone guided her to a quiet table in a corner by a window overlooking the exit from the harbour. At that hour they were almost the only customers. Paula had asked for a glass of Chardonnay. Floorstone had shuffled to the far end of the bar so she couldn't hear what he was asking for. She had made herself very presentable for this hoped-for talk. She wore a form-fitting white silk blouse, high at the collar, and a blue skirt which hung just below her knees.





Floorstone was eyeing her as he shuffled back, spilling her wine over the rim of her glass. He saw a slim woman in her thirties, her dark well-brushed hair almost touching her shoulders. She had a good figure and shapely legs and the bone structure of her strong face expressed character. Her intelligent grey-blue eyes studied him as he approached, placed the wine in front of her, slumped into the next seat.





'We could hit the town, pretty lady.'





'Somebody told me you had an important job.' she replied.





'I'm the Harbormaster here.'





His weather-beaten face, lined with the tell-tale red veins of the hardened drinker, grinned with self importance, exposing bad teeth. Paula smiled, glanced out of the window, stopped herself stiffening. A huge luxury yacht was heading out of the harbour, a vessel with a complex of radar apparatus above the main control cabin with a Comsat dish.





'What's that vessel?' she asked.





"That little rowboat belongs to Vincent Bernard Moloch. Owns half the world. The Big Boy.'





'Really? What's it called?'





'Venetia V ...' Floorstone was slurring his words and he realized it. 'V ... e ... n ... e ... t... i... a ... Five.' he repeated carefully. 'Word is it's headed for Baja California in Mexico.' Taking another large gulp of his own drink, he leaned towards her. 'Moloch plays it close to the chest. My guess is it's headed for the Panama Canal, then through it into the Atlantic.'





'It's been here for a while?' she asked casually.





'Naah. Came in early morning, refuelled, now it's off again. You never know with Moloch. You're not drinking.'





'I'm a slow drinker.' Paula was suspicious about the ingredients of her glass, which tasted too potent. Ts this Moloch character on board the Venetia V?'





'Naah. His bully boy, Joel Brand, is the boss on this trip.'





Paula kept her face expressionless at the mention of the name. 'Bully boy?'





'Yeah. A Brit. An ugly customer. Does all Moloch's dirty work. Now about us going on the town?'





'This Joel Brand is just the skipper of the yacht?'





'Naah. He's Moloch's right arm. Was in the Navy. The Brit Navy. Now about...'





'What are you drinking?'





'Bourbon and soda. Need a freshener. Get you one. Back in a minute.' He waved a warning finger. 'Don't walk out on me.'





Paula watched him staggering back to the bar, slipped on her shoulder bag, quietly left the bar. She had already packed, paid her bill at Spanish Bay, hired a car to take her the two hour drive to San Francisco International and had reserved a first class seat.





As she rode back in a cab to the hotel she wished Bob Newman was with her. She could have found out more from Floorstone, but she had found out enough. Now for the endless eleven hour night flight back to Heathrow. Not a trip she relished, even though Tweed was generous in allowing her to travel first class.





On the drive north to San Francisco she was haunted by the image of the dead woman's face, the woman she had dragged out of the sea. Who was she?









Several weeks later she was in Cornwall with Bob Newman, sent there by Tweed with clear instructions.





Tweed had briefed them in his first-floor office at Park Crescent with its windows looking towards Regent's Park. A man of medium height and build, middle-aged, clean-shaven and wearing horn-rimmed glasses, he was someone you could pass in the street without noticing. This appearance had served him well as Deputy Director of the SIS.





Paula had sat at her desk in a corner of the large room, and close to the door Monica was ensconced behind her own desk, equipped with a press-button phone linked to the phone on Tweed's otherwise clear desk. She also had the latest fax machine and other sophisticated equipment.





Monica, a woman of uncertain age, with her grey hair tied in a bun, had been Tweed's assistant for years and was totally loyal and discreet. The fourth occupant of the room was Bob Newman, world-famous foreign correspondent who had long ago been vetted for security and intelligence work.





Newman was a well-built man in his forties, also clean-shaven, fair-haired, with a half-smile and a sense of humour which had appealed to many women. He sat with his arms folded, turned his head as someone tapped on the door and entered. Marler had arrived late as usual.





'Mornin', everyone. See the clan has gathered,' he drawled in his upper-crust voice. 'Something big brewing?'





He took up his normal position, leaning against a wall as he lit a king-size cigarette. Slimly built, in his late thirties, he was a snappy dresser - and the best marksman with a rifle in Western Europe. Tweed nodded to him and began speaking, leaning forward, his voice quiet but expressing great force of character.





'Paula returned from California several weeks ago after a three-week stay in the Monterey-Carmel area. She went to dig up any data she could on Vincent Bernard Moloch. She'll tell you in a minute about that trip so you, Marler, are up to date. Moloch has a large mansion out in the Cornish wilderness way behind Falmouth. I want you, Paula, to go down there with Bob and Marler to investigate Moloch. I've booked separate rooms for all of you at a very nice country hotel, Nansidwell, near a village called Mawnan Smith. I know the proprietor, a very likeable chap...'





'He doesn't know who you really are, I presume?' chimed in Paula.





'Of course not. I used our usual cover story - General & Cumbria Assurance. We investigate suspected insurance swindles on a large scale.'





'Isn't three people a large team even for that?' Marler enquired.





'I've told you that you'll occupy separate rooms. You'll eat at separate tables. You don't know each other. I got several friends at Special Branch to call the hotel to book in you and Bob. They phoned about the reservations on different days. I booked in Paula.' He switched his gaze to her. "The doctor has said you're suffering from a state of complete exhaustion. Convalescent leave.'





'Try to look exhausted.' Marler chaffed her. 'Make a real effort.'





'If I may continue.' Tweed said sharply. 'Moloch's mansion is called Mullion Towers. It's near a nowhere place called Stithians.'





'What I'd like to know.' Marler suggested, 'is why is this chap Moloch the target?'





'He may not be.' Tweed said cryptically. 'But his outfit AMBECO is so enormous - plus the fact he's in touch with certain Arabs - that it's worrying not only London but also Washington. He worries me - the amount of power he has set about accumulating.'





'And what is AMBECO?' Marler persisted. 'Heard of it but no idea what it does.'





'A,' began Tweed, 'is for Armaments. M is for Machine tools. B is for Banking. E is for Electronics. C is for Chemicals, could be biological. O is for Oil.'





Tricky combination.' Newman intervened. 'Armaments - and chemicals. Sounds like advanced weapon systems. Don't like the sound of Mr Moloch.'





'Actually.' Tweed went on, 'Moloch's main interest at present is in electronics. He wants to dominate the world systems in communications.'





'He'll get stiff competition from Bill Gates of Microsoft in Seattle.' Newman observed.





'Maybe. Now, Paula, tell everyone about your experiences in California.'





They listened intently as she gave a precise report. She concluded with an encounter she'd had while staying at Spanish Bay.





'A very attractive English redhead called Vanessa Richmond kept trying to make friends with me. I was suspicious and evaded her. Another woman, an American, told me she was nicknamed by the locals "Vanity" Richmond. I think it was a jealous remark.' She turned to Tweed. Tell me,' she said insistently, 'isn't there something more menacing about this Moloch? What you have told us doesn't seem to me to justify the major effort we're making to track him.'





'You have enough information for the moment.' Tweed replied abruptly. He smiled to soften the impact. 'Now off you all go and enjoy yourself in Cornwall.' He stood up, his tone serious. 'But regard this as a dangerous mission...'









They travelled fast to Cornwall. Each had had a case packed for instant departure from Park Crescent. Newman left first in his beloved Mercedes 280E. He was passing Stonehenge when he saw Marler coming up behind him in his Saab. Later Paula appeared in her Ford Fiesta.





She was in an impish mood. When they reached a deserted dual carriageway she rammed her foot down, overtook Marler, then Newman. Grinning to himself, Newman slowed down and she disappeared from sight.





Still on the dual carriageway, Paula frowned as she spotted a blue Volvo roaring up behind her. The driver, alone at the wheel, was a brunette wearing large sunglasses. Paula felt sure she had seen her shortly after leaving Park Crescent. And a very similar-looking girl had been aboard her flight back from San Francisco.





'Interested in me, honey?' she said to herself, reverting to American phraseology.





She kept moving, maintaining her speed. Sunglasses dropped back but stayed within sight as Paula by-passed Exeter, crossed Bodmin Moor. By the time she had reached Nansidwell Country Hotel Sunglasses had disappeared.





The proprietor himself greeted her warmly but respectfully. She was shown to her room on the first floor which overlooked the parklike gardens, descending in lawn plateaux, the grass perfectly mown, and with a semi-distant view of the sea looking like an azure lake under brilliant sunshine. A tanker and a large freighter were waiting for permission to berth outside Falmouth harbour.





After a long soaking bath she dressed for dinner, went down the impressively wide staircase, saw Bob Newman was standing near the entrance inside one of two comfortable lounges. He smiled as though greeting an attractive stranger.





'Good evening. This is a lovely hotel. Have you been here long? Oh, I'm Bob Newman.'





'Paula Grey. No, I just arrived today. I gather dinner is 7.30 p.m. onwards.'





'It's only 6.30. I was just going for a look round outside. If you'd care to join me in my first exploration? Or maybe you'd sooner be on your own?'





'No, let's explore together. You're a birdwatcher? Those binoculars looped round your neck.'





"They're only for viewing distant points.'





Their conversation had been for the benefit of a couple sitting on a couch with drinks who were obviously taking in every word. As they wandered out of the main entrance, heading for the terrace at the rear of the hotel, Marler's Saab appeared at the end of the rhododendron-lined drive, swung at speed in a sharp circle to occupy a vacant space close to Paula's car. He never gave as much as a glance in their direction.





Paula froze. Parked next to Newman's Mercedes was a blue Volvo. During the journey she had never been able to see the registration number of the car driven by Sunglasses. "There are a lot of Volvos in the world. Stop getting so jittery.' she told herself. She and Newman wandered on round a corner onto a pebble path in front of the topmost grassy terrace. Here they had the same sweeping panoramic view Paula had from her bedroom window.





'What do you do for a living - if it isn't too personal a question?' she asked.





'Oh, I'm a foreign correspondent.'





They were now talking for the benefit for another couple with drinks before dinner who sat perched on a banquette seat by an open window.





'Really?' Paula continued. 'I vaguely seem to have heard the name,' she teased him.





I'm surprised. I've written the odd piece for one or two newspapers.'





She glanced out to sea and froze again, this time with a real sense of shock. The tanker had vanished. In its place was anchored a very large luxury yacht, a complex of radar above the main control bridge - and a Comsat dish. She had now seen a similar vessel starboard-on -once off Octopus Cove and again leaving the harbour at Monterey.





She walked further along the path, then across the grass, and stood by a small wall decorated with various plants. Newman strolled after her.





'Bob,' she whispered, 'that looks exactly like the yacht I saw standing offshore when that woman's body floated in to Octopus Cove.'





"That seems pretty unlikely.' Newman raised his binoculars, focused them on the vessel. 'It would be an extraordinary coincidence if you were right. Don't believe in them - coincidences.'





'So it's a different ship.'





'There are a few people in the world who could afford a toy like that. Must be almost three hundred feet long. Mind you, Tweed has many ways of finding out things. And you could have been right when you suggested he was holding back information.'





'So what is the name of the damned thing?'





'Tweed did know what he was doing. The name of that floating gold vault is Venetia V.'









As ordered, they occupied separate tables in the spacious and comfortable dining room which overlooked the gardens. Marler, typically, had manoeuvred it so he sat by himself at a corner table at the rear of the room with his back to the wall.





The meal was excellent, served by three girls who, Paula gathered by talking to them, were all local. As she ate, never glancing at Newman, conscious of Marler's presence a couple of tables behind her, she thought about what a beautiful building Nansidwell was.





Built of grey stone, covered here and there with creeper, it had deep windows with mullioned panes. A house with great presence. The proprietor had told her it had once been a private residence. Paula looked out of the window as dusk fell, making the rolling hills sloping down towards it from the south look like velvet. Gazing out to sea, she saw the brilliant glow of lights aboard the Venetia V and felt a chill despite its appearance of a luxury cruise liner.





She was eating her dessert when she had another shock. The door to the dining room opened and a woman walked in and sat at a table by herself close to Newman. A brunette, she wore tinted glasses, a blue designer dress, low-cut below the neck, which hugged her very good figure. Seen in profile she seemed very familiar to Paula and her mind flashed back to the woman at Spanish Bay who had attempted to get to know her.





God! Paula thought, I'm sure that's Vanity Richmond. But she was a glamorous redhead in California.









Leaving the dining room, Newman signalled to Marler, who - characteristically - was engaged in deep conversation in one of the lounges with an attractive woman. Marler had a gift for amusing conversation and his companion was almost choking with laughter.





Waiting outside in the dark, Newman suddenly found Paula alongside him.





'What's going on?' she asked. 'I saw you signal Marler.'





'I'm taking him with me down a secret path to a cove by the sea the proprietor told me about. I want a closer look at that ship.'





'I'll come with you.'





'No, you won't. The three of us together would give the game away if we were seen.'





'It isn't that. You think it might be dangerous.'





'All right. Tweed put me in command of this team. So I am ordering you to stay in your bedroom.'





'Bossy so-and-so!'





She was going back inside when she returned quickly after checking no one had seen her.





'I'm sorry, Bob. I shouldn't have said that. I know you're in charge. I'll stay in my bedroom. Be careful.'





'Aren't I always?'





'No, you're not.'





She gave his arm an affectionate squeeze and went inside. A few minutes later Marler strolled out, smoking a king-size.





'Get rid of that.' Newman told him.





Marler bent down to stub out the cigarette while Newman told him about his plan. Taking out an empty packet, Marler slid the dead cigarette inside to leave no traces. Newman went on talking in a low voice.





'I'm carrying a .38 Smith & Wesson in my hip holster. What about you?'





'My faithful Walther automatic is hugging me. Look, there's a back way out just past my ground-floor room. I'll meet you at the other end of the house. That way no one sees us together if you stroll along the terrace c'









The narrow pathway down to the sea, sunk below high hedges on either side, descended steeply. With their eyes tuned to the darkness Newman and Marler avoided tripping over a spider-like pattern of tree roots. The trees enclosed them on both sides and created an a'I'mosphere of imminent danger.





The path twisted and turned, always shielded by hedges growing on banks high up. It was silent as they walked rapidly down and down until they reached the small cove. No one was about. The only sound was the swish of the incoming tide, then a foghorn began to boom eerily as a mist rolled in.





'Just what we needed.' Newman commented.





'Someone is swimming in towards us.' said Marler. 'I think it's a woman. Quite a way out and I think they're tiring. I'd better strip off and go out.'





'Wait a minute.'





Newman was focusing his binoculars. He gazed through them for several minutes, then lowered them from his eyes.





'She's got her second wind, is swimming strongly. And she is heading for this cove. What was that?'





'That.' said Marler, 'was undoubtedly the crack of a rifle shot. But she's still coming. Even a top rifleman won't hit her from that distance. They must be firing from that Venetia V ship you told me about on the way down the path.'





The swimmer came on with powerful strokes. No more shots. The mist had blotted out the ship. Newman and Marler were waiting for her when she reached the end of a concrete ramp. As she tried to crawl ashore they lifted her gently and carried her, choking, to the path, where they laid her down.





The woman, hair flat against her well-shaped head, was clad in a swimming costume. She reached up with one hand to pull Newman closer to her, her grip on his arm surprisingly strong. He bent close to listen to what she was trying to say.





'Quack... Quack ... Prof. Benyon ... Quack...'





Then her head slumped back and she was still. They tried every known means to bring her back to life. Eventually, exhausted, Newman stood up, shook his head.





'No good, Marler. She's dead. No pulse. Nothing. She took in too much water during the swim, would be my guess.'





'We'd better report it...'





'And have the police on our backs for God knows how long? Tweed wouldn't like that. This is going to seem obscene but it has to be done.'





He took out the camera he always carried, stood close to the poor woman and took three flash pictures. With a sigh he left the cove, led the way back up the path towards the hotel.





'I'm going to make an anonymous phone call to the police in Truro when we get back,' he told Marler. 'Driving through that nice village of Mawnan Smith I noticed a public phone box.'





'Why Truro? Falmouth is closer.'





'Because then the police won't associate the call as coming from anywhere near here. At the same time I'll call Tweed, get him to send a courier straight down to pick up the film in my camera. The boffins in the Engine Room basement at Park Crescent can develop and print the pics I took. At the same time I'll ask Monica to report it to Truro.'





'Sounds sensible. We don't want anyone else seeing what you photographed. We tell Paula?'





'Not yet.'









When he eventually returned to Nansidwell after making his phone call Newman had a word with the proprietor.





'I've got a courier coming down from London with some urgent documents. He could arrive early in the morning. Mind if I sleep in my clothes on a couch near the front door?'





'You'll end up with a crick in your neck,' the proprietor joked. 'Of course I don't mind. I'll show you how the special lock on the front door works.'





The sturdy, tough Harry Butler arrived at 3 a.m. He had approached discreetly, cutting out the engine of his motorcycle when he saw the entrance to Nansidwell. He freewheeled down the drive and Newman, who was restless, had the door open when Butler arrived.





Stepping outside, Newman saw the precautions Butler had taken: he wore a dispatch rider's outfit and the invented name of a courier service was -attached to his machine. He took the camera Newman handed him, holding his helmet in the other hand. He kept his voice down.





Tweed is sending me back with prints as soon as the Engine Room lads have done their stuff. I should be here again while you're eating breakfast.'





"Three hundred miles there, another three back - that's a tough ride, Harry.'





'I've done more. The photographic team has been alerted to wait for me. We're speed merchants, Bob. I'd better get cracking...'





Newman crept back to his room after locking up. He had a leisurely bath, and slipping his revolver under his pillow, fell fast asleep. He woke at 7 a.m. - Newman could get by on four hours' sleep. He stayed in his room to avoid any risk of being conspicuous and entered the dining room at 9 a.m. Paula was at her own table, finishing off a full English breakfast. He marvelled at how slim she remained - she always ate large meals when she could. He thought how attractive she looked, wearing a pale blue T-shirt, white linen trousers and white pumps.





As he sat down the brunette was about to leave her table, still wearing tinted glasses. He estimated her height at five foot six against his own five feet nine and again she wore an outfit which showed off her figure to full advantage. She sat down again when she saw him, poured herself more coffee. He was careful not to catch her eye.





Newman had just ordered his own full English breakfast when one of the serving girls came over and bent down to whisper.





"There's a courier outside who has asked for you. He insisted he must see you personally. Don't worry about your breakfast. I'll wait until you get back...'





Butler, still in courier kit, was waiting for him in the large courtyard a distance from the hotel. This time he kept his helmet on. Smart, Newman thought as he went over to him - Butler had realized at this hour guests would be about. Handing him a large cardboard-backed envelope with nothing on the outside to indicate its source, Butler raised his helmet, began talking in a low voice.





'Tweed's instructions are for you to stay down here. All of you. I have to back you up. I've left my case at the Meudon Hotel just down the road. Tweed may arrive here himself - on the pretext of keeping Paula company. He said it's important we check Mullion Towers, Moloch's place out in the wilds.'





Newman said nothing as, with his back to the hotel, he carefully unsealed the envelope and withdrew three large glossy prints. The face of the dead swimmer had come out even better than he had hoped for. He slid them back as Butler went on talking.





'You'll see I've removed the courier sticker from the machine. If you need me, call the Meudon. I'm registered as Butler. Don't do anything I wouldn't do.'





"That gives me unlimited scope for any risky enterprise.' Newman joshed him. 'And thank you, Harry. You look amazingly fresh after your long trips.'





'Who needs sleep?'





Butler pulled down his helmet, turned to his machine, and when Newman swung round the attractive brunette was coming out. He acknowledged her briefly, went back inside.





Paula was sitting by herself, legs neatly crossed as she appeared to be absorbed in a magazine. Newman paused by her side, pointed to something in the magazine.





'We need to meet. All three of us. But not obviously. Inside this place.'





'My room.' she said promptly. 'It's large. I'll leave the door unlocked ...'





Marler stood in the other lounge, staring out of the window at Venetia V, still floating outside the entrance to Falmouth harbour. His acute hearing had caught the lowered voices. He swung round and there was no one else in the lounge as Newman approached him, the envelope tucked under his arm.





'Meeting in Paula's room. The door will be unlocked. You slip in after a few minutes.'





'Understood. Paula has just left the other lounge...'





Ten minutes later Newman and Marler had joined Paula in her spacious room on the first floor. She had already prepared for their conversation - the small radio she always took with her on hips was playing classical music and she had turned on both bathtaps and left the bathroom door open. More than enough to scramble what they said if someone was trying to eavesdrop.





'Harry Butler is staying at Meudon Hotel just down the road.' Newman began. 'Under his own name. Tweed himself may come here suddenly. If he does, he'll know you, Paula, but none of the rest of us.'





'What's happening?' Paula interjected. 'Tweed sounds to be assembling a powerful force in this area.'





'Do let me finish.' Newman requested. "The main target for us is Moloch's mansion, Mullion Towers. I've checked it on the map. It's right in the wilderness so far as I can tell.'





'So he's very concerned about Moloch.' Paula mused.





'If you'll just let me proceed.' Newman told her with mock severity.





'I'm a mute,' Paula replied and put her hand across her mouth. 'Do go on - and on and on.'





Newman then told her of his experience with Marler the previous night, when they had brought the woman swimmer out of the water. Paula was startled, appalled.





"This is a repeat performance of what I experienced back at Octopus Cove. It's amazing.'





'It's significant.' Newman agreed. 'Considering Venetia V was present on both occasions. I'm convinced now the reason Tweed sent us down here was he knew that ship was heading for Falmouth, was due to reach here very soon.'





He then picked up the envelope he had dropped on Paula's bed. Taking out the three prints he held them in his hand.





"These are pics of the woman who came out of the sea at the bottom of the path Marler and I walked down. They're good shots. She was dead when I took them.'





'You left her there?' asked Paula.





'No alternative. Tweed doesn't want us tangled up with the police. I called Truro police station anonymously so she wouldn't lie there all night.'





He spread the prints out on the bed. Paula and Marler stood up, went to the end of the bed. As she stared down at them Paula almost let out a small scream. Controlling herself, she gazed at the photos as though hypnotized. Newman sensed her shock.





'What's wrong?'





"This is the same woman I hauled out at Octopus Cove - but she was dead. Dead! So how can she have come ashore here? Six thousand miles away from California. I know it's the same woman. Oh, God, what is going on?'
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Inside his office at Mullion Towers a small neat man in his late forties sat behind his desk. His expression was hypnotic, his eyes pale and penetrating, and he radiated an air of power. The world would have expected this man to occupy a large palatial room furnished with expensive carpets and antiques. Instead, the room had no carpet on the wooden floor, his desk and swivel chair were inexpensive furniture, the pictures on the walls were prints of Monet paintings and in one corner stood two massive metal filing cabinets. A carver chair stood on the other side of his desk and in another corner was a massive safe with two combination locks. Its base was sunk into concrete and it was equipped with a series of sophisticated alarms. Anyone even touching the safe would have set off a flashing light in the Guard House situated on the ground floor below the office.





Vincent Bernard Moloch was studying a map of California with strange irregular lines running from the south up through the state, past Silicon Valley, the home of the electronics industry in America, and on to San Francisco. As someone started to open the door he folded the map quickly, clasped his hands on the desk.





'You wanted to see me?' Joel Brand asked truculently as he entered the room.





'We need to talk,' Moloch said in a quiet mild tone. 'Do please take a seat.'





He observed his visitor through gold-rimmed spectacles, missing nothing. Brand's shaggy dark hair was ruffled, he wore an open-necked T-shirt, its half-sleeves exposing thick hairy arms, blue denims and boots with metal studs in the toecaps. He sat back in the carver and waited.





'How did that woman come to be aboard the Venetia?' Moloch asked quietly.





'Must have stowed away while the ship was in Monterey harbour. She appeared with a bag of clothes when we were leaving the Panama Canal, heading out into the Caribbean bound for here.'





'So what happened next?'





'Nothing much while we were at sea. What did you expect was going to happen?'





Brand's manner was resentful, as though he disliked being interrogated. Moloch's tone remained mild, his intelligent face showing no reaction as he spoke again.





'Joel, when I ask a question I do not expect to have another question as a reply. Give me details.'





'She was given a cabin. I wasn't sure how to handle her. Then she appears in the dining room, a real sexy chick and dressed up to the nines. She was very pleasant, joked with me and the others a lot. I couldn't make out what was going on.'





'You searched her suitcase?'





'Yes, if you must know ...'





'I must know. Please continue.'





'Found she'd hung up most of her stuff in the wardrobe. In the case I found her handbag with her passport. I took that. Oh, there was also a swimsuit.'





'Didn't that make you wonder?'





'Why should it? Most days she'd take a dip in the swimming pool.'





'She was clever. I'm not sure it was so clever to remove her passport. She'd know you'd searched.'





"That gave her identity.' Brand took out a pack of cigarettes, lit one. 'I suppose I can smoke in the holy of holies?'





'You know I don't smoke. Would you be so good as to kill that?'





Brand savagely stubbed out the cigarette in an ashtray Moloch had produced from his drawer. He made a great performance of it, screwing the cigarette round and round. Moloch leant back in his chair, arms folded.





'Joel, what happened when the Venetia had anchored outside Falmouth harbour?'





'I've told you...'





'Please tell me again. It's important.'





'It was evening. I was strolling round the deck to make sure everything was shipshape and Bristol fashion. Then I saw her - wearing her swimsuit and poised to dive over the side. I ran forward to stop her but got there too late except I thumped her.'





"Thumped her, Joel?'





'Yes, bloody well thumped her on the back with this.' He clenched his huge fist. 'But she was already diving off the deck.'





'You injured her?'





'Didn't look like it. She was swimming like a fish towards the shore. I had to run to my cabin to get my rifle. When I got back on deck she was miles away and a mist blurred her. I fired one shot. Don't think I hit. Then the mist closed in round the ship.'





'You didn't send out powerboats or dinghies after her?'





'How the hell could I?' Brand blustered. 'That mist was like a fog. We wouldn't have known where to start looking.'





'You fired a shot?'





'I just told you.'





'I think that was unwise. It could have been heard if a small yacht was about. So she must have reached the shore and is now somewhere in Britain. This is very serious. We have one of the most formidable men in the world on our track. Tweed c'









There was a stunned silence while Brand absorbed what Moloch had said. Eventually the big man reacted.





'You've told me about this Tweed. How the hell does he come into the picture? You must be wrong.'





'I'm never wrong.' Moloch smiled without humour. 'I've made it my business to learn about that secretive outfit. People he knows in the States talked to me too much. While you were sailing to Monterey, Tweed's right arm, a woman called Paula Grey, was staying at Spanish Bay. I'm quite certain she wasn't there on holiday. She had been sent by Tweed to nose around about what I was up to.'





'How can you be sure?' Brand demanded obstinately.





'Because I check anything which has a whiff of suspicion. While you were crossing the Atlantic I had some of my people from my headquarters near Big Sur trawl around the harbour at Monterey. A first-class woman detective enquired all over the harbour. Eventually she came up with gold.'





'Gold? What gold?'





'She played up to a drunken man called Floorstone who had been standing in as harbour master. He told her about meeting an attractive dark-haired English girl. She was very interested in the Venetia when you left Monterey harbour - wanted to know if I was aboard. The detective got a description of her and it fits with descriptions I have of Paula Grey. Also I have another source of information about Grey's stay at Spanish Bay. There's no doubt that Tweed is on our track.'





'So maybe we should liquidate this Paula Grey. And Tweed.'





Moloch froze. He leaned forward, his expression grim, his ice-blue eyes glittering.





'Are you out of your skull? First, these people are world professionals ...'





'That guy - whoever he is - you call The Accountant could do the job...'





Moloch said nothing. He stared at Brand, went on staring at Brand, his body motionless. The big man stared back at the ice-cold eyes and he was frightened. He cleared his throat.





'OK. Maybe I was out of order.'





'You were out of your mind.' Moloch's voice was as cold as his eyes, he sat like a grim waxwork. After a long pause he spoke again, slowly, with great deliberation and precision.





'You are out of your mind. Tweed is SIS. Paula Grey is SIS. We evade them. If I ever catch you within a mile of either of them I'll terminate your employment. Permanently.' he added.





'Understood,' Brand said tersely. 'May I go now?'





'I think that would be a good idea. But you stay on the premises for the moment. Call Penhale aboard the Venetia. Tell him he's in command of the ship for the moment.'





'Penhale is useless ...'





'Penhale is one of the best skippers afloat. I would much appreciate your carrying out my request.'





'If you say so. Oh, here are some balance sheets your pet accountant, Geach, prepared for you. Don't trust that guy one little bit.'





'You don't have to trust him. I do,' replied Moloch reaching for the sheaf of papers Brand had placed on his desk. 'One more thing - if my stepmother, Mrs Benyon, calls from California I'm not here.'









At Park Crescent Tweed looked up as Howard, the Director, walked into his office with a lordly air. He saw Monica pull a wry face. Howard was immaculately dressed in his latest Chester Barrie suit from Harrods. He also wore a new pink shirt and a Chanel tie. Ignoring Monica, he sat down in a leather armchair near Tweed's desk. Crossing his long legs - Howard was six feet tall -he carefully adjusted the crease in his trousers.





'How goes the battle?' he enquired.





'Which battle?' Tweed flashed back.





'Well, actually, I was thinking of this investigation into the eminent VB. That's what his close associates call Vincent Bernard Moloch.'





'We know. Monica discovered that during her researches on him.'





'Good for Monica,' Howard replied without a glance in her direction. "The Prime Minister is panting for news.'





'Let him pant until I'm good and ready - which I am not at this moment. Monica is in the middle of building up a profile on VB.'





Taking the devil of a long time ...'





'No, it isn't. Monica was up till three this morning, calling contacts in the States.'





'We need a little action on this one ...'





'We're getting plenty of that.' Tweed held up a hand. 'No, don't ask for details. You need a complete report.'





Howard ran a finger over his pink, plump, cleanshaven face. Checking the shave, Tweed noted. Was he starting to go out with girl friends again? He doubted it - Howard's wife, Cynthia, had forced him to close down his London flat, to come home to his house in Ascot every night.





'Suppose I must be content with the little you've given me.' remarked Howard. 'But no one is indispensable.'





'I hope you include yourself in that observation.' Tweed said tartly.





'Just a joke, old chap.' Howard concluded, standing up to leave. 'Carry on the good work, Monica.' he went on as he opened the door. 'Late hours are good for you.'





Monica raised both eyebrows and said nothing until he was gone. Then she stood up and exploded.





'Some joke. You could get his job tomorrow. I know you get on well with the PM, that he admires you. May I open another window? Can't stand his aftershave.'





'Of course. I don't want his job. And he's useful with a glass in his hand, attending Russian, et cetera diplomatic receptions. Now tell me.'





'VB is the Mystery Man. I've had a frightful job building up his profile. He doesn't like publicity. Here we go. First, his right-hand man is a brute called Joel Brand - here is a photo of him. Supposed to have been in the Navy. The Admiralty report they have never heard of him. Next, Brand isn't his real name. He is an Armenian - real name Varouj Kerkorian. Likes to play the rough type. But he has brains - so many Armenians have. He attended the Harvard School of Business and got an MBA. Master of Business Administration, however little that stands for these days. Returned to Britain and became a smuggler of contraband across the North Sea ...'





'Hold it there. Was he ever convicted?'





'No, too slippery. But Customs and Excise are convinced he ran a big ring. He goes from girl friend to girl friend once he's got what he's after. Rather like changing his clothes. He once nearly killed a man in the Hamburg Reeperbahn.'





'Sounds more and more unsavoury. A womanizer and a thug.'





'A good description of Mr Brand. Again he got off scot-free. The German police couldn't even charge him with attempted murder - witnesses were intimidated and refused to testify. Supposed to be thirty-eight years old, but being Armenian that's impossible to check.'





'Why would someone like Moloch employ such a man? I gather outwardly VB is sophisticated and refined.'





'From what I can gather from people who have known him Mr Brand is a kind of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde. I've described the Hyde. On other occasions he can be charming and good company - especially with women. But with men, too, if he wants to. He's attended receptions here and in the States on Moloch's behalf. VB keeps in the background. I'm still getting more data coming in on Brand.'





'What about the all-powerful Moloch? What's his nationality?'





'All-powerful is the key to Moloch. He knows some of the richest men in the world - as you know they form a kind of club. Moloch is the richest. His original nationality is a mystery. I think he arrived in this country as a youth supposedly from what was Czechoslovakia, now the Czech Republic. He came here as a student, qualified as an accountant, then pushed off to America. There he built up an electronics company in California. Other outfits combined, eliminated him as a competitor, wiped him out.'





'He must love America.' Tweed commented.





"The word is he hates it after what happened to him. But he keeps his real feelings to himself. He then set about building up AMBECO into the biggest conglomerate in the world. Borrowed money from a bank, immediately paid back the loan when he was successful to keep his independence. He works like a Trojan, needs very little sleep.'





'Personality?'





'I'm told he can be a real charmer - far more so than Brand. I can't find a photograph of him anywhere but I'm persisting. He objects to having his picture taken. He has plants all over the States, here in the North, in Germany and France and Holland. He has one in Saudi Arabia.'





'The Arab connection.'





'Exactly. He's fluent in Arabic, German, French, Italian, Spanish, and English, of course. My informant on that score told me he was self-taught. He has a first-rate brain...'





'Married?'





'Never. At least so far I haven't traced a wife. VB has a succession of girl friends - all of them so-called upper-class types. There have been seven of them so far. They have all disappeared.'





'Disappeared? What on earth do you mean?'





'What I said. They vanish without trace. They are supposed to have gone off travelling with money VB supplied them with but they've never been seen since. I spoke to Cord Dillon, your American opposite number at the CIA in Langley. The wealthy father of one of the girls, Julia Sanchez, called Cord from Philadelphia. Cord, as a favour, checked out her movements. The records show a return ticket to London, and a girl who looked like Julia did board the flight, then she vanished. A flight from San Francisco.'





'Were these girl friends VB's confidantes, I wonder?'





'I gather they may have been. Cord is equally worried about the amount of power Moloch has accumulated. He has certain key senators in his pocket. Money roars.'





'It certainly does.' Tweed looked thoughtful. 'Any chance of obtaining a photo of this Julia Sanchez?'





'Yes. The father in Philadelphia supplied Cord with several. At my request Cord has sent one to you by Federal Express. Should arrive tomorrow.'





'Does this Armenian Varouj Kerkorian - or Joel Brand as he now calls himself - jealously guard his position as Moloch's deputy?'





Monica looked surprised at this unexpected question. She gazed at Tweed, smiled wrily.





'You do have a sixth sense. One of the things I left out was that Brand can't stand anyone else getting close to VB.'





'Where is VB's main base?'





'I asked Cord that question. VB has a huge house near Big Sur south of Carmel. It's called Black Ridge, overlooks the Pacific, is heavily guarded. Savage dogs, searchlights, an electric wire on top of a wall round the place. You name any form of advanced security and he's got it.'





'What about his fabulous ship, Venetia V?'





'Well, as I told you the other day, it sailed from Monterey some time ago. My contact at Lloyd's said it was supposed to be bound for Baja California in Mexico, then it changed its destination to Falmouth...'





'Yes, I remember.'





'Which I suppose is why you sent that large team down to Cornwall...'





'Yes. I omitted telling them about the ship to see how they reacted spontaneously. And, of course, Paula had phoned some of that information to me from San Francisco airport before she boarded her flight to return here. Now, about the contact at Lloyd's.'





'He said it was the most expensive and sophisticated private vessel in the world - especially as regards communications.'





'Must have cost a packet - but Moloch's resources appear to be unlimited. That's it so far?'





'Not quite. Living in a big house near Mission Ranch, just on the southern fringes of Carmel, is Moloch's grim-looking stepmother, Mrs Benyon.'





'Why grim-looking? How do you know?'





'Because I obtained a recent picture of her from a photo library.' Monica stood up, produced a large print from her desk drawer, laid it in front of Tweed. 'That's her.'





Tweed gazed at the picture. It showed Mrs Benyon sitting in a chair like a throne. She was grotesquely fat, had two plump jowls, hawklike eyes which stared straight at Tweed. She reminded him of a Buddha and he didn't like the look of her. Her mouth was pouched venomously and her thick grey hair hung to her wide shoulders. Even in a photo she exuded an air of command, a woman who expected everyone to obey her slightest whim. He handed the photograph back to Monica.





'How old is the dear lady?'





"That I haven't found out. But she has a son who works for Moloch. He's called Ethan Benyon, and is a seismologist.'





'What is VB doing with seismology?'





'No idea. It's another factor that worries Cord Dillon. He wouldn't say why so I didn't press him. I'm still digging, but what do you think of it all so far?'





'I don't like it. Especially that item about VB's seven girl friends vanishing without trace. Sounds sinister. I may have to go down to Cornwall very soon. With Harry Butler's partner, Pete Nield.'





"The eagles gather.'





She had just spoken when the phone rang. Tweed grabbed it before Monica could reach it. Newman's voice came clearly over the line.





'Bob reporting in.'





Tweed here.'





'I'm making a brief call over a safe line. Local call box. We're on our way to take a close look at Mullion Towers.'





'Be careful. Monica found out from Jim Corcoran, Chief of Security at Heathrow, that Moloch arrived from the States a few days ago, then took off again after refuelling for Newquay airport. That's close to Stithians. So the great man is probably in residence. Could be very dangerous - proceed with great caution...'
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Emerging from the phone box, Newman jumped behind the wheel of his Mercedes with Paula by his side. As he left the small village of Mawnan Smith, with its thatched cottages, the Red Lion pub and a square with the local shops, another car took off behind him. Marler followed in his Saab, his Armalite rifle concealed on the floor. Ahead of Newman, Butler led the way on his Harley-Davidson motorbike. Everyone knew where they were going, the route they were taking to Mullion Towers.





'I always feel like royalty when we ride like this.' Paula commented. 'A motorcycle outrider ahead and Marler guarding our rear.'





'You're more worthwhile than some royalty I could mention.' Newman replied and grinned roguishly at her.





"Thank you, kind sir.' she replied mockingly.





'Any time, Princess.'





'Seriously, Bob, do you think this is going to be a quiet trip?'





'I doubt it. From what you told us about your experience in Monterey - and that woman, Vanity Richmond, who tried to make friends with you - I suspect Moloch knows more about us than is comfortable. I've told Butler and Marler we're on maximum alert.'





'I looked again at that map you showed us and it seemed pretty remote country where Moloch has his mansion. I'll bet there's not much traffic out there, that any there is will be noticed. And we're a ruddy convoy.'





'So let's see how the king of the castle reacts to having visitors. Moloch himself is probably there.'





'What makes you say that?'





'While I was collecting my case at Park Crescent Monica warned me the great man flew from San Francisco in his Lear jet to Heathrow, refuelled, then flew on to Newquay airport. From there it's just a short car drive to this place Stithians.'





'So this could be exciting. I've got my Browning inside my shoulder bag.'





'Good. My advice is prepare for fireworks c'









Driving through open countryside they went straight over a crossroads down a lane signposted Stithians. They had entered a typical Cornish lane, the banked hedges of ferns and gorse closing in on both sides. Topping the crest of a hill they had a panoramic view - great sweeps of rolling land with few trees, stretching away into the far distance towards high ridges silhouetted against an azure sky. The sun beat down and the inside of the car became an oven, even with all the windows open.





'It's getting a bit hot and airless.' Paula remarked.





'A bit!' exclaimed Newman. 'It's torrid, tropical. My shirt is already sticking to my back.'





The lane twisted and turned while Paula forced herself to concentrate on the open map in her lap. They turned along a more major road for a short distance, then swung off along an even narrower lane again signposted Stithians. Paula braced herself as Newman squeezed the car between the enclosing banks. After a while they turned again into another similar lane sign posted Stithians Dam.





'A dam out here?' Paula queried. "That's strange.'





'There's a reservoir below where I expect Mullion Towers is. Hence, probably a dam...'





They passed through Stithians, no more than a hamlet of granite-walled cottages with grey slate roofs. There was not a soul about: even a few whitewashed houses failed to lighten the gloom of the place. They passed a children's playground with swings and Paula stared. 'What future can children expect here when they grow up?' she wondered aloud.





'No future at all down here ...'





He stopped speaking as he slowed, turned a corner and below them a large deep dam barred off a large stretch of still water, the reservoir. Turning off the engine, Newman got out, put on his jacket reluctantly, but he had to conceal the hip holster holding the Smith & Wesson. Taking hold of a pair of binoculars from the back seat, he looped them round his neck, walked down towards the dam.





Paula walked alongside him, tense because of the dam and the heavy sultry silence. They had passed no traffic during the whole trip and the area round the dam was equally deserted. Newman stopped, raised his binoculars, focused them.





"That has to be Mullion Towers - on top of the ridge.'





'Are you sure?' Paula queried. 'It looks a horrible place.'





'Pretty sure - it has towers at each corner with gargoyles. The windows are mullion-paned. What else is there round here that could be it?'





Glancing back, Paula saw Marler had pulled up a distance behind the Merc. He was standing on the far side of the Saab, crouching down. She guessed he was checking the action of the Armalite rifle. Butler had hidden his machine close to a wall. Paula looked towards the remote mansion and was appalled.





The long savage ridge the house was perched on stretched a mile down towards them, hideously arid, not a tree or shrub on its barren slope. Newman scanned the house inch by inch. Built of granite the hulk was three storeys high and higher than any of the towers rose a mast with a complex of radio aerials and a Comsat dish. Just like the set-up aboard the Venetia. That convinced him they had found their objective.





"That's Mullion Towers,' he said.





"The whole area is a wilderness.' Paula commented without enthusiasm. 'Might be a flaming desert.'





Newman had started walking down the steep slope to the dam and Paula walked by his side. There was something eerie about the silent dam which unsettled her.





'It's a wilderness,' Newman agreed. -Not another sign of human habitation. Just the place a secretive billionaire would favour.'





Thigh-high rails, painted a hideous blue, almost purple, lined each side of the walkway spanning the top of the dam. Low gates at either end of the walkway appeared to be locked. They reached a tall railed gate with a notice warning them to proceed no further. The dam loomed above them.





Looking up, Newman measured the distance from the walk to the bottom of the dam where the wall sloped outwards. Anyone falling over from near the centre would never survive the drop.





Now the unnerving silence was broken by the low surge of water passing under the dam. The silence was further broken by another more penetrating sound - the engine of a helicopter. They looked up and saw a helicopter circling above them a few hundred feet up.





'Had we better hide if we can?' Paula suggested.





'Nowhere to hide. Just walk back with me quietly to the car like a couple of tourists.'





'It might be a helicopter from that big RAF training airfield at Culdrose.' Paula surmised as they continued walking back to the car. 'Our hotel proprietor told us.'





'Could be.'





'But you don't think so,' she insisted.





'Well, when I was down at that cove with Marler I had a chance to scan the Venetia. Aft of the main control cabin was a helipad. Perched on it was a similar machine to that one circling above us.'





"Then they might know we're coming.'





'They will know we're coming. The chopper will radio a warning to the communications complex Moloch has on top of his mansion.'





'Should we go on? I'm game, but if they're expecting us...'





'Let's see what equipment Marler has brought with him. And Harry always carries his tool kit. There's a high wall round the place with wire on top, probably electrified.'





'Welcome all,' Marler greeted them cheerfully as he shoved something back into the rear of the car.





"That's a telescopic ladder, isn't it?' Newman asked.





'Just that. From what I heard of Moloch he'll have this little cottage with a wall round it.'





'He has.'





'And, Harry,' Newman went on as Butler approached them, 'it has a wall with a wire, probably electrified.'





'Child's play,' Butler assured him.





"Then we go on up to that architectural masterpiece?' Paula suggested.





Tweed wanted us to check out the place. What Tweed wants, Tweed gets.'









Joel Brand put down the earphones after receiving the coded message from the pilot of the chopper. He hurried down to Moloch's office. Moloch was again studying the map of California with strange wriggly lines. He looked up as Brand burst in with his usual unceremonious manner. Moloch passed the map to him after tearing it into four pieces.





Tut that through the shredder. It must be destroyed.'





Brand stuffed the pieces impatiently in the pocket of his denims, sat down in the carver, bolt upright. Moloch clasped his finely shaped hands and leant back.





'Why don't you calm down, Brand, before you tell me what's on your mind?'





'Because it's a friggin' emergency. Intruders are coming this way in force...'





'What intruders? Please be more specific.'





'I had a radio message from the chopper from the Venetia, which watches over this place. Prior to that, in the radio room upstairs I'd been watching them myself through field glasses. Down by the dam. There was a heavily built guy who looked tough - not that I can't handle that type,' he added aggressively. 'He was with a nice-looking chick, dark haired - hair tied back with a ribbon. Had on a T-shirt and white trousers. Then...'





'Just a moment,' Moloch reached into a drawer, took out a photograph taken secretly in California. He pushed the print across the desk. 'That wouldn't be this girl?'





'Spitting image. A good looker. In this pic she doesn't have her hair tied back, but it's her. No doubt about it . . .'





"This is bad news.' Moloch replaced the photo inside his drawer. This is Tweed's lot. Tweed.' he repeated. 'He has moved fast.'





Tweed isn't Superman...'





'Keep quiet. You don't know what you're talking about. Just the two of them?'





'No! At least four. One is a slim guy wearing a linen suit. Looks like a toff. Then there's a bruiser on a motorbike. They've left the dam and they're heading up the road towards us. I've alerted the boys. They're carrying shotguns. Before you blow your top, farmers are often carrying shotguns - to clear their fields of vermin.'





'Let me think - these people have to be handled carefully, especially as Paula Grey, Tweed's right arm, is with them. She ...'





'The chick's Tweed's girl friend?' Brand sneered.





'No, she is not.' Moloch slapped the palm of his hand on the desk and it sounded like a pistol shot. 'You listen to me. Tweed is a very ethical man. Not that you would ever understand a man like that, but I respect him as a man, as a very formidable opponent. The dogs are to be brought in and chained up in their kennels. That's an order. Try to deal with the situation with finesse...'





'Finesse?'





'Finesse. You probably think that's a French pastry. It means tread carefully. Now get the hell out of my sight...'









Brand, who despite his rough exterior was a good strategist, left Moloch's office, ran up the stairs to the communications room. He had left the radio op. stationed behind his very modern set.





'We're under siege. Send a coded message to the chopper to fly straight back to the Venetia. He's giving the game away that we know intruders are on their way here. Do it yesterday...'





He ran back down the staircase to the back door to check his guards patrolling the grounds. He was passing the litter bin when he remembered the instruction Moloch had given him.





'Frig the shredder,' he muttered to himself.





Pulling out the four pieces of paper, he screwed them up, lifted the plastic lid, dropped the pieces on top of a load of rubbish. Then he ran round the house, met his most reliable thug, Gene Lessinger.





'Call in all the dogs quickly. Shove them in the kennels. All except one. You keep Brute on a leash and take him round the place constantly. Dangerous intruders coming...'





Gene, a lean, bony-faced man with a hideous scar down his right cheek, grinned. His favourite weapon was a knife and he had one tucked inside a sheath suspended from his leather belt.





'When they see Brute they'll run for it.'





"That would be my guess. Get moving...'





Brute was the largest and fiercest of the Dobermanns which prowled the grounds. Brand felt pleased with himself as he continued running round the estate to contact his other guards.





'VB used the word "dogs".' he said to himself. 'He didn't say anything about one dog. And I'm in charge of security in this mob. So come on, Grey and Co. We have an interesting reception party waiting for you.'









Ahead of the small convoy Butler rode his machine along the narrow lane leading uphill towards the strange mansion. He rode slowly now and stopped abruptly as he topped the crest of a hill. Switching off the motor, he freewheeled the bike back a few feet, then held up a hand to stop the Merc, and the Saab.





Newman stopped his car, jumped out and ran to meet Butler with Paula at his heels.





'We're very close.' he warned them. 'Just over that top you can see the house perched on the ridge.'





'Good.' said Newman as Marler joined them. 'Let's take a peek.'





Earlier Newman had outlined a plan with the others. It was based on what he had observed when he had carefully scanned the mansion through his binoculars from near the dam. Marler had added his own suggestions. They walked to the top until they could see. Paula shuddered inwardly at the view.





The ridge which Mullion Towers was perched on looked even bleaker close up. Nothing grew on the long sharp slope descending from the ridge towards the reservoir and the dam far below them now. The slope seemed to consist of dust which, in the scorching sunlight, had a strange, almost yellowish colour.





'Could be the Sahara.' she commented. 'I never realized Cornwall inland could be so uninviting. So different from near the sea with its nice beaches and coves and intriguing creeks.'





Following Newman's example, they were lying alongside each other in the road, their heads peering over the top. Newman again scanned the Gothic-like horror called Mullion Towers, then he handed the binoculars to Marler.





'What do you think of the creeper up the side of the place?'





'Just what I need, I think. I'll only know when I see it close up, but it looks as though it's grown there for years. The stems are thick and gnarled. The plan is going to work, I'm sure - just so long as I reach that creeper unobserved.'





'What is that long knotted rope attached to your telescopic ladder for?' Paula asked.





'All will be clear when we get there. Guards with shotguns are patrolling - but they seem to be concentrating on the front of the house. One has a somewhat unfriendly-looking Dobermann. I'll worry about the little canine.'





'Let's get on with it.' Newman said, sliding backwards before he stood up. 'Interesting the way that chopper has disappeared. I think they recalled it to lull us into a false mood of self-confidence. Assume the worst possible case - that they know we're coming...'









At Park Crescent Tweed sat behind his desk, very still as he gazed towards the windows. Monica knew he was worrying about what was happening in Cornwall. He checked his watch again as the phone rang. Monica answered it. She frowned, repeated her question several times.





'Who is this speaking?'





Then she pressed the secrecy button and called across to Tweed.





'Someone with a strangely hoarse voice insists on speaking to you. They're using the name Waltz.'





'I'll take the call. Tweed here.'





'You should know that while Paula was in Monterey a Vanity Richmond secretly took several pictures of her. I followed her and she sent a package by Federal Express to somewhere in Cornwall. That is all for now.'





"Thank you.' Tweed put down the phone and looked grim. He was still staring out of the window when he told Monica what the caller had said.





'Who is Waltz?' she asked.





'An informant who was present in Monterey at the same time as Paula. It is, of course, a code name.'





'It's not good news.'





'At this juncture it most certainly isn't. I wish I'd had that call yesterday. It means that if our team is spotted approaching Mullion Towers someone may recognize Paula - and know who they are.'





'Oh, my Lord, doesn't that mean the whole enterprise could end in a frightful disaster?'





'Newman can handle any situation, but it doesn't help our finding out what Moloch is up to - I have no doubt he is up to something pretty major. If only we could find out the identity of that girl who was washed ashore at Octopus Cove - and the identity of the same woman who jumped ship off Cornwall.'





'Cord's picture of Julia Sanchez, the girl from Philadelphia who disappeared, and who was Moloch's friend, should arrive at any moment. It might help.'





'It might - and it might not.'





Tweed checked his watch again. 'I reckon from the time Bob called me, from the distance to Stithians on the map, he and his team should just be about ready to assault Mullion Towers - may already be doing so.'
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Marler led the way back to his Saab, asking the others to come with him. He opened the back door of his car and inside Paula saw a large canvas bag on top of the telescopic ladder.





'I know you're all equipped with weapons,' he said crisply, 'but you may well need extra defences. That bag contains them. Father Christmas is about to give you his toys.'





Diving inside, he opened the large bag, produced a small device like a grenade, handed one to Paula.





"That's the new type of smoke bomb. Press the button on the top and hurl the thing. It will not only fog the enemy, it gives off an acrid smell which will put them out of action for thirty minutes. They then recover quickly. Here are two for you, Paula, two for you, Bob.'





'You've come well prepared,' Paula commented as she examined the device quickly and put it inside her shoulder bag.





'Wait, there's more ...'





'We're starting a small war,' Paula joked.





'It may well be that.' Marler replied.





He handed her a grenade with a pin. This she recognized as he spoke.





'Stun grenade. You've practised with it down at the training centre in Send. As you know, when it explodes near your opponent the deafening explosion puts him out of the picture for long enough for us to get away. Here's another, Paula.'





He gave two more to Newman and Butler, then stood away, closed the door quietly. He lit a king-size.





'I'd say we're ready to take on a whole army of thugs - which we must assume is what's waiting for us. You all know where I'll be. What are we waiting for?'





Tor you to shut up,' Newman told him with a grin.





The convoy then took off, driving at speed, again with Butler in the lead. Well behind him, Newman followed in the Merc, with Paula alongside him and Marler bringing up the rear a distance behind them.





They sped down a hill and then up a much steeper, higher incline. At the top of the ridge they passed the closed high wrought-iron gates leading down a long drive to Mullion Towers. The tactic was to confuse the enemy - by driving at speed it appeared they were on their way elsewhere. Only Butler had stopped just beyond the gates, hiding his machine in a hedge.





He took a grenade out of the satchel Marler had given him before they left Nansidwell Country Hotel and waited. Crouching in the hedge, he watched both the entrance gates and the crest of the road where it crossed the ridge.





A few minutes later Marler appeared, carrying his telescopic ladder, with his Armalite slung over one shoulder, and ran back down the hill, shielded from view of the house by the high granite wall. By the time he came close to Butler, the latter had studied the wire along the top of the wall. Newman and Paula appeared, running after Marler. All wore soft-soled shoes and ran silently. When Marler stopped a hundred yards or so from Butler, he signalled and the operation began. A dog was snarling somewhere close to the mansion.





Butler emerged, hurled the grenade expertly so it landed at the foot of the gates. It detonated, blew the locked gates open. The guards would assume it was a frontal attack straight up the drive.





'Can you eliminate that electric wire?' Marler snapped at Butler.





'I told you. Child's play. Get the ruddy ladder up against the wall. We haven't got all day.'





Marler swiftly pulled out the sections of the metal ladder to their fullest extent, propped it against the wall at a point where it turned at a right angle behind the house. Shinning up, he glanced over the wire. Two guards, armed with shotguns, one holding a huge Dobermann on a leash, ran past near the house, half-hidden by Ali Baba pots containing large shrubs. They were heading for the front. Marler heard a loud voice calling out.





'Mass on either side of the front gate - that's where the bastards are coming through.'





Marler smiled to himself: the plan was working. He shinned down again and Butler climbed the ladder, a leather tool kit slung from his side. Marler had placed the ladder at precisely the point he had indicated.





A master electrode was supporting the wire through an iron ring covered with rubber. Taking a tube from his kit, Butler squeezed out a thick, glue-like liquid over the whole electrode and part of the wire on either side. Then he pulled out a pair of secateurs, clipped the wire on both sides where it was covered with the liquid. The entire electric wire was now out of operation and no alarm would sound inside the house. He descended the ladder to where Marler waited with Paula and Newman.





'Wire's out...'





He had hardly spoken when Marler shot up the ladder, again peered over. No one in sight. He uncoiled the knotted rope with a weight on the end attached to the top of the ladder, lowered it over the far side of the wall after wrapping it several times round the iron ring embedded into the stone. This was their escape route.





Climbing rapidly down the rope, he crouched low, running from one Ali Baba pot to another until, unseen, he reached the side wall of the house covered with creeper. He tested the strength of the creeper, tugging it with one hand. Satisfied that it was strong enough, he clawed his way up the creeper with the skill of a cat burglar.





Reaching the gutter, he clambered over it on to the flat roof of the mansion. Further on it had a tiled slope but here were several massive chimney stacks. Still crouching he ran across to the front of the house, shielded from view by another chimney stack. He had the Armal-ite in his hands as he peered over. He had a bird's-eye view of the scene in front of the house, men with shotguns a short way back from the entrance, directed by a black-haired giant waving his hands, ordering them to spread out.





Marler ran back to the side of the house, lifted his head, saw Newman's head waiting at the top of the ladder. He waved his hand once, then ran back to his viewing point. The assault was about to begin.









Newman descended the knotted rope, followed by Paula and Butler. Paula, shoulder bag close to her, held her Browning as Newman led the way towards the front. Both had weapons concealed behind their backs. Butler stayed behind to guard their escape route, his hand inside a small canvas satchel.





Newman's approach was peaceable and he had a smile on his face as he arrived at the front. Brand was the first one to spot him. Not expecting anyone to take him in the rear, his first reaction was one of surprise. Newman called out to him genially.





'Excuse me, is this Mullion Towers? If so I'd like a word with the owner, Mr Moloch.'





'About what?' Brand demanded, playing for time.





'I'd have to explain that to Mr Moloch himself. It's kind of personal,' Newman explained amiably.





'So is this.' Brand replied and aimed his shotgun straight at Newman. 'How did you get in?'





'Through the back way. The front gate looked a shambles. Couldn't just drive in there.'





'You're trespassing. Tell me who you are or I'm shooting.'





Paula aimed her Browning at Brand's stomach. She held the weapon in an unwavering grip, her voice like a whiplash.





'Pull the trigger and I'll blow your stomach open.'





Brand swung his shotgun so the muzzle was aimed at Paula. He grinned as though confident he held the upper hand. Paula continued aiming the gun at his stomach.





'Pull the trigger,' she repeated, 'and my finger will fire as a reflex action. You'll still end up with your stomach blasted open.'





Again Brand looked taken aback. It was the last reaction he had expected from a mere woman. He hesitated, then gave a braying laugh, throwing down his shotgun. With an evil grin he advanced towards Newman, hand held out. As he did so Newman slipped his revolver into his holster. Brand grinned again.





"That's right. A man like you doesn't need a toy pistol. Shake hands with the devil and we can talk...'





As he came close his left hand bunched into a huge fist, came forward with lightning speed. He grazed Newman's jaw with enough force to send him falling over on his back. Still grinning, Brand lifted a boot with metal studs on the toecap to give his opponent a brutal kick in the side which would have broken ribs. Paula stood back, her Browning aimed at other men who were advancing.





Newman moved even more swiftly, both hands gripping Brand's ankle, twisting it savagely. The large man yelped, lost his balance as Newman jumped to his feet. Bending down, he took hold of Brand's shaggy hair, pulled at it and when the giant instinctively jerked back Newman shoved the head down with great force. It connected with one of the paving stones of a path crossing the thin lawn. The noise sounded like a hammer crashing into the stone and Brand lay still.





Other men were continuing to advance, shotguns aimed despite Paula's Browning, and they knew she couldn't cover all of them. Then a series of shots rang out, each shot landing just in front of each advancing man. They stood stock-still, in a state of shock, wondering where the shooting was coming from as Marler continued to pick off one man after another, always firing just in front of him. Newman had just dealt with Brand when Paula called out a warning.





To your right, Bob!'





Newman swung round. Gene was walking slowly towards him from the side of the mansion, holding Brute on a leash. He released the dog, which leapt towards Newman who had no time to reach for his revolver. Brute was leaping into the air, aiming for Newman's throat, when he stopped, for a moment suspended in mid-air as the bullet penetrated his skull - the bullet from Marler's Armalite. As the animal flopped, Gene came rushing towards Newman, a long stiletto-like knife in his hand.





Newman stood very still, hands on his hips. Again no time to reach for the Smith & Wesson. He called out to Gene in a calm voice.





'Before you stick that in me could I take a few puffs at a last cigarette?'





'Smoke away. It will be your last chance on this earth.'





Newman carefully withdrew a packet from his pocket with a lighter. He lit the cigarette while Gene gloated at Newman, taking deep drags. Scared to death, Gene told himself with sadistic glee. The cigarette end was glowing strongly when Newman glanced behind Gene.





Take him, Ed,' he called out.





Gene felt compelled to glance over his shoulder. In that moment of distraction Newman plunged the cigarette end down onto the hand holding the knife. Gene screamed with pain, dropped the knife. Newman's right knee rammed into his attacker's groin and Gene yelled, crumpled forward. Snatching his revolver from the holster, Newman brought the barrel down on Gene's exposed skull. The would-be killer collapsed.





Chaos broke out as Paula hurled her stun grenade. Three men fell unconscious to the ground. She threw a smoke grenade into the middle of the remaining opponents and they were lost, coughing, their eyes streaming inside the dense fog. From somewhere inside the smoke a series of shots was fired at them. Newman recognized the weapon as an automatic rifle. One of the guards had, he guessed, dropped to the ground, closed his eyes and was shooting at random in the hope of getting a hit.





'Time to move out.' he told Paula. 'Get back over the ladder. Now!'





He glanced up at the parapet of the flat roof and saw Marler peering down, waiting for an enemy to emerge from the fog. Newman gestured to him to come down immediately, to make for the ladder. Then he moved a few paces closer to where Butler stood on guard while Paula climbed the knotted rope, and disappeared over the top of the wall with the agility of an acrobat.





Marler, Armalite slung over his shoulder, was clawing his way down the ancient creeper. Newman waited, watched him, his Smith & Wesson in his hand. Marler reached the ground, dropping the last few feet. An automatic rifle, Newman was thinking. These thugs were professionals.





As Marler stood up he saw a plastic bin for litter at the corner of the house. He ran to it, prised off the lid. A load of rubbish. Then he saw a screwed-up ball of paper, grabbed it, shoved it inside a pocket as he rammed the lid back on.





'What the hell did you think you were doing?' demanded Newman as Marler ran up to him.





'Never know what you can pick up ...'





'Get up the rope. Move!'





As Marler shot up the knotted rope, vanished, Newman took a few steps closer to the escape route. He would be the last man out. Ordering Butler to leave, he kept his eye on the fog, which was thinning. A guard appeared, a handkerchief wrapped round his mouth, tight-fitting goggles over his eyes. He was holding an automatic rifle which he aimed at Newman, who dodged sideways. He hurled a stun grenade at the guard, followed that up with another smoke grenade. The guard was falling when smoke enveloped him.





Newman climbed the rope, heaved himself over the wall, then hauled up the rope, used a knife to cut it free from the iron ring it was twisted tightly round now, dropped the whole rope to where Marler, waiting, swiftly coiled it. The moment Newman was off the ladder they telescoped it and Marler ran with it to his Saab.





When Newman reached the Merc, he found Paula behind the wheel, the engine running, ready to take off the moment Newman was aboard in the front passenger seat. Ahead of them Butler revved up his machine, shot down the hill. As he was passing the damaged gates he threw another shin grenade, sped on.





The Merc, followed him at high speed with the Saab behind them. Newman wiped sweat off his brow.





'Exciting enough for you?'





'We've been there before,' she replied calmly. 'In similar situations. Do you think we achieved anything?'





'We'll have put the wind up Moloch. Which I'm sure was Tweed's idea. Someone was gazing down at us from a side window when we left. It could have been the emperor himself, I suppose. Anyone following us?'





'Only Marler,' she replied after another swift glance in the rear-view mirror. 'Back to Nansidwell, I suppose? Good job Moloch doesn't know where we're staying.'





'I wouldn't count on that.'









Moloch had witnessed the entire operation. Standing by the window of his first-floor office, hands clasped behind his back, he had heard the first grenade which damaged the gates. As he watched Brand assemble his large force of guards near the gate he guessed it was a diversion, that the attack would come from elsewhere. Still, Brand usually knew what he was doing.





Later he left his office quickly, went along a corridor to a room with a side window. He was in time to see Newman put out of action the guard with the automatic rifle, saw him climbing up the rope, haul it out of sight, disappear.





'A very well-organized operation,' he said to himself. 'I have underestimated Tweed. We'll have to close in on him.'
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Howard burst into Tweed's office, looking worried. As he sat in the armchair he shot his cuffs, revealing a pair of gold cuff links, each like a flower with petals. Monica shuddered inwardly behind her desk - not the style of links a man should wear.





"The PM's getting worked up about Vincent Bernard Moloch,' Howard began in his lofty voice.





'I know.' replied Tweed. 'He called me this afternoon.'





'You mean he called you first?' Howard demanded indignantly. 'I'm supposed to be running the show.'





"Then complain to the PM.'





'You know I can't do that. He wants to get his priorities right. Anyway, VB has bought up a key electronics plant in the Thames Valley. You know that's our version of Silicon Valley in California.'





'I know.'





'You mean you know about the Thames Valley?'





'I mean I know VB has bought up that plant. He's already put in hand plans for doubling its size and capacity.'





'May I ask how you know all this?'





'I have a contact in the area I can't name. I was informed earlier under a seal of secrecy.' Tweed said firmly.





'What is infuriating - worrying - the PM is that VB already has several important members of Parliament on his payroll. The usual racket - they're called consultants. He thinks Moloch is getting too powerful.'





'He is. What do you want me to do? Go out and shoot him?'.





'Might be a good idea.' Howard replied in a rare flash of humour. 'How is your investigation proceeding?'





'It's proceeding. When I have something positive you'll be the first to know.'





'I would hope so ...'





Howard stood up, left the room. Monica raised her eyes to heaven. Tweed grinned at her.





'I'm going to say it,' Monica insisted. 'That man is a pain. I notice you tell him as little as possible.'





'Well, I do know that when he's had three double whiskies at his club he can get talkative. What do you think 





of the call I had from Newman?'





Newman had called him from the phone box in Mawnan Smith on his way back from Mullion Towers. Monica frowned.





'Sounds to me as though he cleverly outmanoeuvred a pretty tough bunch. What was the object of the exercise?'





'To unsettle Moloch, to show him we're on his track. In that mood he may make a wrong move. I'm interested in that paperwork Marler took from the litter bin. A map of California with strange lines on it.'





'Is that why you sent Pete Nield haring down to Nansidwell?'





'Yes.' Tweed responded. 'He's bringing the map straight back with him. I want to see that for myself. Oh, by the way, did you find out any more about the Buddha, Mrs Benyon, VB's stepmother - and her son, Ethan?'





'Mrs Benyon has a small amount of stock in the private company controlling VB's empire. The rumour is she's always going on at VB about giving her more stock, that she'd like a bigger say in the conglomerate.'





'Fits in with that photo you showed me. What else?'





'Her son, Ethan, seems a strange character. He hates his mother, who bullies him when she can. He doesn't live with her - he's living at Black Ridge, VB's HQ down the coast from Carmel and near Big Sur. They say he's brilliant at his work...'





'What exactly is his work?'





'He's a seismologist - you know, an expert on earthquakes. And that's all I know. Except when he was a student over here, his colleagues thought he had a screw loose. I can only suppose because he's a typical boffin, wrapped up in what he does.'





'Interesting.' Tweed had a faraway look.





'Interesting? Why?'





'Because certain fragments of the puzzle are beginning to fit into the whole picture. Vaguely. I could be wrong.'





'Incidentally, while you were out this morning the photo of Julia Sanchez arrived from Cord Dillon by Federal Express. The girl friend of VB's who vanished into nowhere along with the other six. Here it is.'





She laid it on his desk and Tweed looked at the photo of a very attractive brunette. She had a firm chin, suggesting character, and laughing eyes. The type of girl who would be fun. Tweed guessed her age at early thirties.





'Nothing like the woman Newman pulled ashore down in Cornwall, the one Paula swore was the same woman she hauled out of the sea at Octopus Cove in California. Here is the Identikit pic. Paula worked out with our artist in the Engine Room,' Monica pointed out.





Tweed glanced at the drawing Paula had worked on with the artist. He knew she was very good at recalling individual features. Even before studying it closely he had realized there was no resemblance to Julia Sanchez.





Another dead end - they had encountered so many over the years.





'Not a bit like her.' he agreed. 'Better phone Cord and bring him up to date ...'





He was interrupted by the phone ringing. Monica answered it, told Tweed Cord Dillon was on the phone.





'Hello, Cord. Tweed here.'





'Hi! Tell me something; do I sound cheerful, as though I've just heard good news?'





'You do...'





'Which shows I can bluff my way during any crisis.'





'What crisis?'





The President. I was summoned to see him in the Oval Office. He was storming. Moloch has now built up so much power in the House of Representatives - and in the Senate - the President thinks he could swing the next election any way Moloch wants it to go. I tried to tell him he was exaggerating - but he wouldn't have it. I've been told to find out what VB is up to. I ask you - I've just found out Moloch has crossed the Atlantic in his Lear jet, is now in England somewhere ...'





'He has. I know exactly where he is.'





'Do me a favour, friend. Get me some data on what he's doing - and why. Your people are experts at that sort of thing and I can't get anything on him from over here. I know I'll get another summons to the White House soon. The whole of Washington is in a panic. They're saying Moloch is a winner in controlling the levers of power...'





'Cord, leave it to me. I'm already launching a major operation tracking this man. When I have something positive I'll call you. In fact the operation is well under way.'





'Maybe I'll sleep better tonight. My thanks.'





Tweed told Monica what the American had said. She pursed her lips.





'You didn't tell him the PM also is in a dither for the same reasons.'





'Deliberately. Why upset him more? So this one amazing man, VB, is able to cause tremors of anxiety in both London and Washington. Tremors,' he repeated thoughtfully.





'I'm continuing to check out Vanity Richmond,' Monica told him. 'I used a reliable contact in San Francisco. They tried to locate a Vanessa Richmond through the DMV, Department of Motor Vehicles, TRW, the credit-rating bureau, the IRS, Internal Revenue Service, the Immigration Department for registered aliens - foreigners with residential permits to live in the States - and a Social Security number. They came up with a blank everywhere. Vanessa Richmond is a woman with no identity.'





'Most mysterious,' commented Tweed.





'I'm more than halfway trying to find her over here but I'm registering more blanks.'





'When Newman phoned me his report on the Mullion Towers assault he then put Paula on the line. She says there's a woman staying on her own at Nansidwell who looks exactly like Vanity. But in California she was a redhead. The woman at Nansidwell is a brunette.'





'She's wearing a wig. Or maybe she's dyed her hair.' Monica said quickly.





"That thought had occurred to me. I'll have a chat with the lady when I arrive at Nansidwell. You booked me a room?'





'Of course. Starting tonight. Shouldn't you be driving off soon?'





'I'm waiting for Pete Nield to arrive back with that paper Marler grabbed out of VB's dustbin. He should be here soon.'





Half an hour later Nield arrived, having driven all the way to Cornwall and back again. Monica thought he looked surprisingly fresh. He handed Tweed a cardboard-backed envelope.





'Marler said what he found was torn into four pieces. He's assembled it with sellotape into the original document.'





'Don't you need a drink of something after that trip?' suggested Monica.





'I could do with a jug of water and some of that sweetened coffee you make so well, please?' Nield requested with a smile. 'I was parched during the last lap. Heat inside my car was like a furnace. I had a bottle of water but that soon went.'





'Sit down, Pete,' Tweed told him. 'I want to talk to you in a minute.'





Tweed was studying the document Marler had skilfully reassembled. It was a map of California with a series of five squiggly lines running from south to north through the state. Each had a name written in tiny letters at the bottom of the sheet. He immediately recognized the notorious San Andreas earthquake fault. What puzzled him was another line running close to the coast, named the San Moreno fault.





When Monica returned with refreshments for Nield, including a plate of sugary buns, Tweed waited until he had drunk all the liquid, consumed all the buns. Pete Nield, Harry Butler's partner, could have hardly been less like the rough-tongued, burly Butler. Of slim build, in his late thirties, he dressed smartly, had an intelligent face with a neat moustache under his strong nose.





'Monica,' Tweed called out, 'could you see if you can get Professor Weatherby on the phone?'





'The top seismologist in this country?'





'Yes. Tom Weatherby.'





A few minutes later Monica nodded to Tweed, who picked up his phone. The familiar voice with its Scots burr greeted him jokily.





Tweed? Thought you'd joined the government.'





'Perish the thought. Tom, this is asking a bit much but could I drive over to see you now? Only be there a few minutes but it's urgent.'





'When isn't it when you come to bring me a riddle? See you as soon as you arrive here ...'





Tweed went to a cupboard, brought out a case always kept for immediate departure. He also carried out Pete Nield's, handed it to him.





'We're off to Cornwall. First we have to call on Weatherby.'





'Pete has just been all the way down there and back,' Monica protested.





'Pete is ready to go back again,' Nield assured her.





'I'll drive,' said Tweed. 'You can reach me at Nansidwell,' he told Monica. 'While I'm gone you're in charge. And tell Howard you don't know where I've gone if he asks - which he will...'





They drove to a large house in the Holland Park district of London first. Weatherby opened the front door, ushered them inside as soon as they arrived. He took them into a spacious, comfortably furnished living room with a large desk against one wall, asked them what they would like to drink. Both visitors asked for coffee.





Weatherby, in his seventies, was like an amiable gnome. He had greying hair and a wide, high forehead. Of medium height, he had a puckish grin and greeted Tweed warmly. Nield thought he looked like a brain box.





'Now, what problem have you brought me?' he asked Tweed when he had served coffee. He had a glass of whisky, which he sipped. 'Some situation you hope I can decipher?'





'Yes, exactly that.'





Tweed handed him the map of California Marler had rescued. Weatherby opened it out, stared at it for several minutes. He looked up at Tweed.





'May I ask where you obtained this?'





'Sorry, Tom, that's confidential.'





'I do recognize the tiny script at the bottom which has different names on it. The man who built up this map is short-sighted. I knew him. Ethan Benyon. He studied seismology under me.'





"That's a coincidence.' Tweed replied.





'Not really. Seismologists comprise a small club, communicate their findings to each other. If it doesn't sound immodest Ethan came to me because he believed I was the best in Western Europe. An absurd exaggeration. It was several years ago. He was a brilliant student. Shy, quiet, but he had a natural affinity for the subject.'





'You know where he is now?'





'No idea. Although if this map is recent it looks as though he's in California. He is so short-sighted he wears those pebble glasses. He was particularly interested in the VAN method for predicting earthquakes.'





'What is that?' asked Tweed.





'Difficult to explain. In a few words, it was invented by three Greek professors. They worked out this VAN method which uses a series of strategically placed stations to register natural electrical currents which occur close to the Earth's surface. These currents are initiated by the Earth's magnetic field. The stations are equipped with sensors buried in the ground a distance apart. They're linked with a conducting wire to a voltage amplifier and a chart recorder. Are you with me so far?'





'I think so,' said Tweed.





'More than I am.' Nield commented quietly.





'The chart recorders can detect a signal which invariably precedes an earthquake. For a long time seismologists generally thought it was nonsense, but now they acknowledge the VAN system works - at least some do. I do know the Americans are still sceptical. Ethan had an original mind.'





'In what way?'





'He was deeply interested in the real cause of earthquakes, in whether they could be controlled. I found some of his ideas disturbing, but he is a maverick. Never communicates any findings to his fellow scientists. He has nothing to do with them.'





"That map tells you nothing else?'





'Well, it puzzles me. There's one line I do not understand, the one marked the San Moreno fault. Its route, along the Pacific coast, inland, and then back near the coast, is one I have never heard of. It worries me - I'm not sure why. Would you object to my making a photocopy of it?'





'No, so long as no one else sees it.'





'You did say it was confidential,' Weatherby reminded him, and grinned amiably.





'Go ahead. Then we must leave.'





'I understand. You're like a dragonfly, always dashing hither and thither. Excuse me...'





He was back in a few minutes, handed back the original to Tweed. Thanking him for his help, Tweed left the house, got behind the wheel of his Ford Sierra with Nield beside him and headed for Cornwall.





'Did that help?' Nield asked as they left the outskirts of London and Tweed pressed his foot down.





'I'm not sure. It echoed a mad theory I have at the back of my mind. Probably all wrong. Maybe we'll have better luck in Cornwall.'





'Maybe we'll have more excitement. Marler told me about their firefight at Mullion Towers. Let's hope things are hotting up.'





'Just so long as we don't run into a furnace.'
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'It was a complete and total shambles.' Moloch told Brand as they sat in his office. 'From start to finish they outmanoeuvred you. Call yourself a security expert? You're a rank amateur.'





'They took us by surprise.' Brand mumbled.





'Which means their tactics were infinitely superior to yours. Did you put that paper I gave you through the shredder?'





'Yes.' lied Brand. 'I've reorganized all our defences...'





'We're not on the defensive now. We're going on the offensive against Tweed.'





'Great idea.'





'Shut up. I'll take over the planning now. You take the whole team, check every hotel in the area - Truro, Falmouth, Mylor. You're locating where Paula Grey is staying. Apart from Tweed, she's the only name we have in that top-flight outfit at the moment. The opposition has to have a base in the area - they wouldn't have driven all the way from London to launch their attack. What are you sitting there for? Get off your backside. Get moving.'





'We're on our way...'





'I also want powerboats sent out from the Venetia - to explore the rivers and creeks. You can take command of that part of the operation. Don't come back until you have found them.'





'On my way.' Brand said hastily as he reached the door. 'But that means there will be no guards here...'





'Moron! You don't expect them to return the same day, do you?'





'Good thinking...'





'Someone round here has to think. And don't overlook the small villages. Explore Mawnan Smith and Mawnan. There are some good hotels in that area.'





'Will do. And I could check whether Tweed is staying down here...'





'Idiot! Tweed will be in London, planning Lord knows what. He's the last man on earth you'd find down here. Now, for God's sake, go.'









Moloch waited until he had watched from his window a cavalcade of cars leave. The damaged gates had been removed and he made a mental note to check whether Brand had ordered new and stronger gates. He then sat down at his desk and from memory pressed the buttons of a number in California. It was 6 p.m. in England so it would be 10 a.m. in California. He was calling Black Ridge and asked to be put through to Ethan Benyon.





'Ethan? This is VB. How is the project going? When will you be ready?'





'It goes well,' answered an English voice, quiet and subdued. 'I should be ready in a few weeks. It will work.'





'Good. Try and speed everything up. Is the offshore drilling ship operation going well?'





'Ahead of schedule.'





'Have there been any suspicions voiced about it?'





'No, Mr Moloch. Everyone is convinced it's a research ship drilling for specimen cores off the seabed.'





'Good.' He paused. 'Ethan, you sound depressed.'





'It's Mother. She's just moved to a house near Big Sur on the coast. I have to visit her. She's making my life a misery. She even threatened to beat me.'





'I see. Ethan, don't let her take your mind off your work. I'll deal with the old horror...'





'Please, Mr Moloch, don't do that. She'll take it out on me something terrible.'





'No, she won't. I have an ace card I can play to make her behave like a civilized human being. Keep up the good work. And thank you for your dedication.'





'It's my life's work ...'





Moloch put down the phone. Standing up, he wandered round his office, hands clasped behind his back. He hated his stepmother. Lord knew why his father had ever married the creature. And she had driven him into an early grave.





His mouth was tight when he sat again behind his desk and called Mrs Benyon.









'Arabella?' he enquired. 'Vincent Bernard here.'





'What the hell do you want?' a raspy growling English voice demanded. 'And it's time I had more stock in AMBECO.'





'I've been talking to Ethan. You've been treating him very badly - even brutally. I won't have any more of that. Do you understand?'





'And what are you going to do about it?' she sneered.





'I can always take back the stock you already hold.'





'You friggin' well can't.'





'I suggest you study the attorney's agreement I had drawn up. It clearly states that at any time I can recall the stock and you have to return it.'





'You swine.'





'Compliments will get you nowhere. I'm ordering you to treat your son decently. You wouldn't like someone to put a bomb under your new house, I presume?'





'You wouldn't dare.'





Her voice became horrendous, but under the unbridled rage Moloch detected a note of fear. That was the only thing which made her control her evil temper. He put down the phone without replying. It worried him that Mrs Benyon was now so close to Black Ridge. He





didn't want to order the guards to refuse her admittance to his headquarters. If he did so she would spread the story and the locals in Carmel and Monterey might wonder what was really going on inside the place - the last thing he needed at this critical time.









Tweed had driven more than halfway to Cornwall when Nield insisted on doing his stint behind the wheel. In the front passenger seat Tweed promptly fell asleep. He had the knack of closing his eyes and immediately falling into a deep sleep. Much later Nield warned Tweed.





'We're nearly there.' he said as he nudged Tweed, who woke, instantly alert.





'Nearly where? Isn't this the road up to Nansidwell?'





'Yes. How do you know?'





'I was once down here on another problem. I toured the whole area, stayed at Nansidwell. Hadn't I better take the wheel, drop you off at the entrance to the Meudon, where Butler is staying? Monica booked you a room there.'





'I know. Good idea ...'





They changed places and Tweed drove along a country road which passed a long marshy area below them. Nield told Tweed what he had done earlier.





'I called Paula on the mobile phone, told her you would be arriving within fifteen minutes. Then I called Harry, warned him I was about to arrive.'





'You were careful what you said, I assume. No names.'





'Of course.'





Tweed disliked mobile phones. There has been too many instances of marauders listening in, recording conversations. He dropped off Nield with his case a short distance from Meudon. Butler had transport - he had hired a car and reported the fact earlier to Monica.





Tweed drove down the curving drive to Nansidwell, prepared to meet the proprietor, who knew him as Chief Claims Investigator of General & Cumbria Assurance. When he entered the lounge the first person he saw was Paula, who came up and hugged him because no one else was about.





'Trouble?' Tweed asked quietly as he registered in the open book on a desk.





'Someone interesting you should meet. But you must be tired after your long day.'





'Let's get on with it as soon as I've had a quick bath in my room.'





A pleasant man appeared, relieved him of his case and led him to his room. Paula tapped on his door as he finished dressing again after his bath. He let her in and she put down a tray of tea and scones. Tweed had changed from his London business suit into more casual wear.





"Thank you - this is most welcome,' he said as she poured a cup of tea. 'Driving down, the car was like a hothouse. Seems pretty warm here.'





'It's been torrid since we got here. I'm ready to take you to see this person if you really want to. I can warn them here we'll be a bit late for dinner.'





She was wearing a short black dress, a short jacket with a string of pearls and black suede pumps. He thought she looked very chic and said so.





'Who is this person?' he asked in a lowered voice.





'Maurice Prendergast. I met him when I was driving into Mawnan Smith. Nearly knocked down his wire-haired terrier, which appeared suddenly. I saved it with an emergency stop and apologized, and he was very grateful. So grateful he invited me to tea at his house. He'd left his car parked in the village.'





'What happened next?' Tweed enquired with an odd smile.





'He got in his car and led the way to his house overlooking a creek. Actually, it's a two-storey thatched cottage. He gave me tea, which he prepared himself.'





'No one else there? You took a chance.'





'I had my Browning in the special pocket inside my shoulder bag. And I'd already assessed him as a very nice man.'





'Some of the most famous murderers were nice-looking men,' Tweed chaffed her. 'Learn anything about him?'





'He said he'd had a good job in London - then he went on to say he got out of London before London got him. I told him I was with an insurance company and he smiled strangely. I still don't understand that particular reaction. I had the funny feeling I'd seen him somewhere before.'





'He'd seen you before.' Tweed told her at last.









Paula stared at him. Then she burst out laughing and playfully punched his arm.





'You devil. Letting me chatter on without saying anything. Who is he?'





'Maurice Prendergast, ex-Special Branch officer. You saw him a couple of years ago when I was driving with him by my side in London. You caught only a glimpse of me - I certainly didn't think you'd seen him. And I was driving fast. He's just one reason why I'm down here - to see him. He can tell me what's going on round here. A strange coincidence you two should meet.'





'Not really. He told me he took three long walks a day with his dog round this area. I think he's a very lonely man. His wife died about a year ago ...'





'I didn't realize that. Knowing him, he'll be pretty down.'





'He doesn't show it. He's very cheerful, jokey. Made only a brief reference to it and changed the subject.'





'Maurice would do that. He's good at bluffing, at concealing his feelings from the outside world. We'd better go and see him now.'





'I'll drive - it's a tricky route.' Paula suggested. 'We're going to a place called Forth Navas on the Helford River - but it looks like a creek higher up. Daphne du Maurier country - at least she lived there in her earliest days.'





'I'll drive, you navigate.' Tweed said firmly. 'I had a nap on the way down while Pete took the wheel. I'm fresh as the proverbial daisy. I wonder what Maurice will have to tell us c'









Leaving the hotel, they walked past Bob Newman, sitting in a chair in one of the lounges. Tweed strolled past him as though they'd never met before and Newman hardly glanced up from a magazine he was reading.





Paula guided Tweed into Mawnan Smith, where they turned left in a sharp fork past the Red Lion. Later they entered a narrow lane, the high banks of hedgerows on both sides barely giving room for the car and no room at all for two vehicles to pass each other. Tweed made his comment as they descended a steep hill.





'I know these Cornish lanes - they're like rabbit warrens. All right for a visit but who would want to live here?'





'At the bottom where the road levels out you have to take a very sharp turn to the left and proceed along the edge of the creek. Apparently a very interesting character runs an oyster farm at the point where the road comes to a dead end.'





'Oysters!' Tweed said with relish. Tm going to enjoy myself down here.'





'Yuck.' said Paula in a tone of disgust. 'Some people have perverted tastes.'





'Just look the other way when I'm eating them. Here we go.'





A truck was corning in the opposite direction. Here and there they had passed setbacks in the hedges but the previous one was way behind them.





'Now we play a game of poker.' Tweed said with enthusiasm. 'We stop here, see what he does, let him work it out.'





After a minute of deadlock the truck driver began reversing until he reached a passing place. He waited until Tweed drove slowly past, acknowledging the truck driver's courtesy with the wave of a hand.





"There's the bottom of the creek.' Paula warned. 'Where you turn along the creek. And I was wrong saying it was on the Helford River. This is one of several creeks which run back from the Helford.'





Tweed swung the car round at a steep angle, found himself driving along a narrow road perched on the edge of the creek to their right. Again only space for one car. To their left at the edge of the road were pleasant two-storey old houses with whitewashed walls, each nearly touching its neighbour. Several boats were moored in the creek. Paula stopped him as he reached a larger building with an open space for parking cars.





'This is the Yacht Club.' she explained. "They'll think we're having dinner here. It's only a short walk back to Prendergast's place ...'









The Ark, with white rough-cast walls and a thatched roof, seemed to Tweed to be built into the side of a cliff. He and Paula mounted three stone steps to a heavy wooden door equipped with a spyhole. Tweed was lifting the heavy anchor-shaped knocker when the door opened.





'Saw you pass the house.' Prendergast told them in his cultured voice. 'Long time no see, as they say. Come in and relax.'





He greeted Tweed warmly, shaking his hand with a firm grip. Tweed followed Paula into a large long room with a low beamed ceiling and a big inglenook fireplace at one end. The furniture was Jacobean with a sturdy dining table. There was a small modern kitchen at the other end. He felt immediately at home as Prendergast pulled up an armchair for Paula close to the fireplace.





'Why The Ark?' Tweed enquired as he sat in another chair.





'Because some strange animals - of the human variety - have come here. You've come to Forth Navas, a refugee colony. What can I serve you both for drinks?'





After he had provided drinks Prendergast sat on a leather seat by the inglenook where he could see both of them. He raised his glass of whisky.





'Cheers! Thought you'd be arriving on my doorstep, Tweed.'





'What made you think so?'





'Sixth sense. And when Paula appears Tweed can't be far behind. If you're hunting you've come to the right place.'





'Why did you call Forth Navas a refugee colony?' Tweed enquired.





'Because so many down in this part of the world have fled from London, which they nickname the Inferno. They found the pressure of modern life too much. Really they're almost expatriates, the type you find abroad. Often they are - or have become - boaty types. Live for messing about in boats, having an evening get-together at the local pub.'





Tweed nodded. He had been studying their host. Maurice Prendergast was six feet tall, in his late thirties, had a strong, clean-shaven face with a long nose, a firm mouth and a rugged jaw. Fair-haired, his eyes were a deceptive sleepy-looking blue, his movements apparently slow and he appeared to be smiling all the time, a humorous smile. He was a handsome man, far too young to be buried in this faraway creek.





'You said if I was hunting I'd come to the right place.' Tweed remarked. 'Why did you say that?'





'Money. People take off from their normal lives, settle here and find they can't really afford to have retired, so to speak. Some are willing to take on any kind of dirty work if the payment is right.'





'What type of dirty work?' Paula asked.





'A very powerful man who has a big house beyond Stithians uses certain people round here as spies. They are paid large sums in cash - so no tax to the Inland Revenue. Their job is to report back to him any strangers appearing in the area. He'll know you are here.'





'How on earth will he know that?' Paula persisted.





'Because when you were driving slowly along the road past my house you were photographed from a boat in the creek.'





'How do you know that?' Paula was alarmed about Tweed, who could be the number one target.





'Because from a window I saw Adrian Penkastle aiming his camera at you. Not only has he photographed you but I'm sure he has now phoned your description to his paymaster. That's the system they use. Rather effective.'





'Tell us something about this Adrian Penkastle,' Tweed suggested.





'Oh, he was an executive in a big advertising agency in London. He got kicked out of his job for insulting a top client of the agency. He was drunk as a lord at the time. He knocks back brandies as though they are water.





In the late evening he floats back from the Yacht Club





along the road outside - floats on alcohol. Thinks he's a bit of a toff.' He jumped up from his seat.





'I saw him from this window ...' He paused. 'I don't believe it. Here he comes ...'





They all stood by the window, which was masked with heavy net curtains. They saw a portly man with a slow tread, a round head with grey hair and a red face. He carried himself with an air of self-importance and was looking at Prendergast's cottage as he continued along the road with a duck-like waddle.





Penkastle was clad in a white shirt and white flannels and had a nautical cap perched on the back of his head at a rakish angle. Paula, in an impish mood, ran to the front door, opened it, ran down the steps and clasped him with both hands on his fat shoulders. She was grinning as he stared at her, stopped by her sudden arrival.





'Adrian,' she gushed, 'thank you so much for taking my picture. You really are a scream. Don't forget the name of the house I came out of. He'll want to know that. It's called The Ark.'





"The A ... r ... k?' He was slurring his words. 'Why is it called that?'





'Adrian,' she went on, still clasping his shoulders. 'It is called that because so many animals - the human type - are wandering round here. Just like you're wandering. A bit unsteady, are we? Still, a few drinks never did any harm...'





'Don't know what ... you're talking about,' he mumbled.





'Surely you remember me?' she went on, grinning again. "That night at the pub when I danced on the table and you couldn't take your eyes off my legs. Oh, come on, Adrian - you must remember that.'





'S'pose I must. Which pub was that?'





'Oh, come on, Adrian.' She shook him. 'You know which pub. You do remember me dancing on the table. You loved it. So stop being so shy.'





'I do remember.' he mumbled again, slurring his words more than ever. 'You were great ... great ... great.' He leaned towards her, spoke confidentially. 'I've had a couple ...'





'Adrian, you've just drunk the Yacht Club dry. So stop trying to kid me. How many did you have?'





'Lost count...'





'Adrian, you've already taken my picture once. How about a close-up. I'll lift my skirt a bit for you. Let's do it now. You've got your camera ...'





Penkastle did have his camera, slung from a strap over his back where it hung out of sight. As he tried to get hold of it with shaky hands Paula moved. She grabbed hold of the camera, swinging the loop over his head.





"There.' she went on after a quick glance at it. 'You still have plenty of film. Take six shots and you'll get a good one of me ... Whoops!'





She had let the camera slide out of her hand. It plunged over the edge of the road down into the water of the creek. Penkastle stared down to where it had vanished with a doleful look on his fat face.





"That... was extensive...'





'Expensive? Oh, dear. Still, I'm sure you have plenty more at home. What fun we're having. We always have fun, don't we, Adrian?'





'Yes. Yes. Yes. We do...'





'Excuse me now. I've got to dash back for my drink -only my fifth this afternoon. Mind you don't fall into the creek.' She swivelled him round so he was facing the way he had come. 'Now, back to the Yacht Club - don't forget to have one on me. Lovely to see you again, Adrian...'





As she went back inside the house, closed the door, Maurice was saying something to Tweed.





'Wasn't that a bit dangerous?'





Tweed was laughing. He shook his head while Paula joined them.





'What a wonderful performance, Paula. No, Maurice, I want to rattle the man who is Adrian's employer. He'll wonder what our tactics are when Adrian sobers up and reports to him. And Paula lost the camera.'





'It did have the three shots in it,' Paula told them. 'I checked the number just before I let it slip into the drink.'





Talking about drink,' Tweed said, peering out of the window, 'Adrian is duck-waddling back to the Yacht Club for a refill. Duck-waddling. Quack! Quack!' he went on, joining in the fun with Paula to show how much he approved of her swift tactic. Then he looked thoughtful. 'Quack,' he repeated in a very different tone. 'I think I've got it.'





'Let's all sit down again.' Prendergast suggested. 'The man you're talking about is Vincent Bernard Moloch out at Mullion Towers beyond Stithians? I thought so. I can tell you quite a lot about him that isn't generally known.'
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Moloch was eating a meagre meal in his office when the phone rang. He always ate frugally and this never seemed to affect his endless capacity for work.





'Hello,' he said.





'Penkastle here, Mr Carson. Adrian. You know ... Adrian.'





Moloch pursed his lips. His caller was obviously the worse for drink. He hadn't known Penkastle imbibed heavily when Brand recruited him as an informer. He had been given Moloch's ex-directory number and told to report to a Mr Carson.





'Yes,' Moloch said. 'You have news?'





'Paula Grey, the girl Joel gave me a pic. of, is visiting a man in Forth Navas. Ex-Special Branch type... Maurice Prender ... gast.'





He was having trouble pronouncing names. Now Prendergast came across clearly.





'Go on,' Moloch said patiently.





1 took photographs of her with another man when they were driving along the road by the creek to the Yacht Club





'Where are you now?'





'Yacht... Club.'





'Give me the address of this Prendergast.'





Tunny name. The Ark. Halfway down the road along the creek at Porth Navas ...'





'How do you know this Maurice Prendergast is ex-Special Branch?'





He was firing questions at Penkastle, who was slurring his words. Moloch needed the information while this drunk could still answer questions.





'Doesn't make any secret of the fact. Says he got fed up with the work and decided to get away from it all.'





'Did he now?' Moloch paused. 'You said you took pictures of two people in a car - Paula Grey and a man. Describe them as best you can...'





Penkastle managed a description of Paula, which satisfied Moloch he had identified her. The description of the man driving the car was vague, blurred. Moloch never gave a thought that this might be Tweed.





'Give the film with the photos to Joel. I'll arrange for him to call on you. Return to your house there.'





'Can't do that. You see ...'





Penkastle then described the scene outside The Ark when Paula had accosted him and, later, dropped his camera in the creek. Moloch listened with growing amazement and alarm. Paula Grey appeared to have had no worries about being recognized. He admired the way she had got rid of the camera.





'Is that all?' he asked eventually.





'Yes. The camera was expensive ...'





'I'm sure it was. Now go straight back to your house and wait for Joel to call on you with new instructions. You understand?'





'Yes. Got a headache. Good idea.'





Moloch sat at his desk for several minutes, tapping his pen, then doodling on a pad. The opposition was getting on his nerves. What was Tweed up to? He hated unknown factors and Tweed was certainly the greatest unknown one he'd ever come across in a ruthless career.





Tearing off a sheet from the pad, he wrote a long message to Brand. The gist of it was to give Prendergast's details and address, and the order to intimidate him. He then added a fresh order that Penkastle was unreliable and he must be dealt a lesson.





The wording was obscure but he knew Brand would understand it. He took it to the  communications room, handed it to the radio op. on duty.





'Send that to Joel Brand - aboard the Venetia. Immediately.'









By this time Brand had boarded the Venetia. He had decided the most interesting part of the mission to locate Paula Grey was to join the powerboat fleet exploring the many creeks. Climbing down a ladder over the side, he paused as one of the crew called out.





'Urgent message for you, Mr Brand, from the Chief.' Brand read it, grinned to himself. This assignment should be fun. The idea of eliminating Penkastle and this Maurice Prendergast, whoever he might be, appealed to him. He screwed up the message, jammed it inside the pocket of his well-worn denims, pulled down his oilskin jacket - rather warm considering the blazing sun but waterproof - and adjusted his nautical cap. The way he was clad made him look like one of the boaty types who, at this time of the year, pottered about in the creeks.





Three tough-looking men were already aboard the powerboat, two with automatic rifles, one at the wheel. Brand pulled him away, taking command as he prepared to start the engine.





'Well, my hearties,' his voice boomed, 'we're heading for the Helford River. On a hunting expedition. You may have to use your knife, Gene.' he went on, addressing the bony-faced man whose hand Newman had burned with his cigarette.





'It will be a pleasure,' Gene replied as the powerboat took off.









Inside his cottage at Forth Navas Prendergast was telling Tweed and Paula what he knew about Moloch.





'I've just had news that one of the leading electronics plants in the Thames Valley was destroyed totally by a bomb during the night. A lot of talk about the IRA but I don't believe a word of it.'





'You think it was Moloch's work?' enquired Tweed.





'Darned sure it was. He's recently bought one of the best electronics companies in that area. The firm which has gone up in smoke would have been one of his main competitors. He didn't get to the summit in the States by playing Tiddlywinks.'





'He does have an armaments company, which could well include manufacture of explosives.'





'Exactly my thinking. Back where I work - worked -it's known his main expansion at the moment is in electronics.'





'Freudian slip.' Tweed observed, quoting his own words back at him.' "Work" - and then "worked". You're not retired at all, are you, Maurice? Coming down here is just cover, isn't it? It puts you within driving distance of his HQ at Mullion Towers.'





Prendergast paused, no particular expression on his face. Paula smiled, prodded him verbally.





'Come on, Maurice. We don't swallow a story like that so easily. Give.'





'Let's just say,' Prendergast told her slowly, 'that I personally think it would have been better if our two outfits combined on certain operations. That does not necessarily mean my bosses would agree with me.'





'A positive answer to my question,' Paula commented and smiled at him.





'Any more data on VB?' Tweed asked.





'His chief of staff is a real villain called Joel Brand. So big and tough-looking you might think he hasn't a lot going on in the upper storey in the way of brains. That would be to seriously underestimate him. Moloch hasn't chosen him for his role without knowing what he's doing. And a clever woman called Vanity Richmond -of all names - is on his payroll. Pretty close to him, I gather.'





'Really?' said Tweed.





'I met her in Monterey,' Paula broke in with more enthusiasm than Tweed had shown. 'She tried to get next to me but I fended her off. I was suspicious.'





'With good reason,' Prendergast told her. 'It took us months to spot her when she was over here some time ago, staying at Mullion Towers.'





'She's here now, I'm sure,' Paula continued. 'A woman just like her is staying at our hotel, the Nansidwell. The trouble is she was a flaming redhead





'Good description,' Prendergast agreed. 'And attractive, I thought, when I watched her wandering in the grounds.'





'But now this woman at Nansidwell, who ignores me, is a brunette.'





'So she's wearing a dark wig.' Prendergast said laconically. 'You're not often wrong, Paula. What's she up to at your hotel?'





'For one thing she's trying to hook Bob Newman, but he isn't playing. At least so far.' she added. 'But Bob does take his time before he moves.'





Talking about moving,' Prendergast stood up, 'since you were spotted by that Penkastle idiot, the news has probably been passed to Moloch by now that you're here. I suggest you give me the keys to your car. I'll drive it back to Nansidwell after dark.'





'And how do you suggest we get all the way back?' Paula demanded. 'Hoof it? It's miles - most of the way uphill.'





'I've got a better plan. You can be away from here in no time - and not a soul will know you've even left.'





'How?' asked Tweed bluntly.





'We'll travel in my large dinghy - it has a powerful outboard motor. We go down the creek, heading for Durgan where a friend of mine has a car. He'll loan it to me and I'll drive you to Nansidwell - no distance at all. I leave the dinghy at Durgan, drive back there, then take the dinghy to get back here. Simple.'





'Where exactly is Durgan?' Tweed enquired.





'Further down the Helford River c'









While Prendergast locked up the place Paula noticed the uneasy look on Tweed's face. He was a very bad sailor and hated any kind of floating craft. She dived into her capacious shoulder bag containing the two smoke bombs Marler had handed to her when they returned to the hotel from Mullion Towers.





She brought out the strip of Dramamine she always carried, handed one of the anti-seasickness pills to Tweed. He hastily swallowed it, washing it down with the rest of his orange juice as Prendergast returned.





'Tally ho!' he called out cheerfully. 'Here we go -sailing the Spanish Main...'





Outside, wearing gumboots, he climbed down a small flight of steps, hauled in a large dinghy. Waiting until Paula and Tweed were seated, he started the engine. The sun had dropped behind the forested hills on the far side of the creek and it was cool and fresh on the water.





'Lovely day for a trip.' Prendergast called out, full of zest.





'Isn't it.' replied Tweed in a dull voice.





They cruised down the creek and entered the much wider Helford River, and soon Paula saw the open sea at its mouth. Woods came down to the water's edge and Prendergast was moving into the centre of the river when Paula saw a large powerboat speeding up the river towards them. At the wheel reared up a large man with black hair. She tensed as he raised a pair of glasses with one hand, focused towards them. She immediately recognized Joel Brand. Lowering the field glasses, he gripped the wheel with both hands and the powerboat's prow lifted out of the water as he roared towards them.





'Brand is in that powerboat!' she shouted to Prendergast. 'He's going to run us down!'









'He's got more speed than we have.' Prendergast warned. Paula took out a smoke bomb from her shoulder bag, sat tensely as the powerboat, looking like a mechanical shark, tore down on them. Prendergast was desperately trying to reach the shore but she knew he would never make it. Tweed leaned close to Paula.





'Have you another of those things? If so, I'd like one.' She gazed at him dubiously. She felt sure he couldn't hit a barn door from six feet away. Reluctantly, she took out the second smoke bomb, handed it to him. He sat calmly, watching the approaching craft which would cut the dinghy to shreds.





'I'll manoeuvre out of his way when he's very close -if I can,' Prendergast shouted back.





The roar of the powerboat's engine became deafening. It seemed to loom above them as at the last minute Prendergast steered his dinghy with great skill in a different direction. The powerboat was within yards of them when Tweed hoisted his arm, hurled his smoke bomb. It landed inside the powerboat.





Paula, who had been good at rounders while at school, threw her smoke bomb a second later. It landed in the water. Tweed's bomb had detonated. A cloud of dense acrid smoke enveloped the craft, which suddenly went crazy. At the wheel Brand was blinded, coughing his guts out, his right hand still on the wheel, his left rubbing his eyes. The powerboat zigzagged madly across the river, following no logical course, heading for a steep bank where rocks protruded. Some instinct made Brand slow the engine, then cut it out. The powerboat stopped just before it smashed into the rocks, drifted, the smoke still rising from it.





'Durgan, here we come!' Prendergast shouted, making no attempt to conceal the relief in his voice.





'Where did you learn to throw like that?' Paula asked Tweed.





'Long ago I played cricket.' he told her. 'Actually I was a bit of a bowler.'
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Tweed entered the lounge at Nansidwell while Paula stayed outside to chat to Prendergast whom she'd taken a liking to. In the right-hand lounge he saw Vanity Richmond, who sat down next to Newman, perched on a banquette in front of the windows overlooking the garden.





She's decided to forget about her black wig to see if her real appearance will get Newman going, he thought.





Which was exactly what had happened. She crossed her shapely legs, wore a very short skirt so he could admire them. Tweed had disappeared to his room as she opened the conversation.





'I hope you don't mind my joining you,' she began, 'but I gather we're both alone. You're Robert Newman. Am I right?'





'You are.'





'The famous international foreign correspondent. But I haven't seen any of your pungent articles in the top papers or magazines for a long time. You always had your photo at the top, which is how I recognize you.'





'I haven't written any recently...'





He looked up as the pleasant waiter came up to them and smiled.





'Would you like an aperitif?'





'Might go down rather well.' He turned to his new companion with a guarded smile. 'What would you like to drink?'





'A large dry Martini, please.'





'I'll have Scotch and water,' said Newman.





'I'm Vanity Richmond.' the very attractive redhead said.





'And I thought you were a brunette.'





'No wonder.' She laughed. 'I was in a dark mood so I wore a black wig. Now I'm beginning to enjoy myself in this lovely hotel I decided to be myself.'





'And who is myself?' Newman probed.





'Oh, I'm a PA to an industrialist. I travel a lot with him, see the world. He needs a lot of personal attention but I don't mind. The pay is good, the travel free.'





'Which industrialist?' Newman persisted.





'Oh, you'd never have heard of him. He maintains a modest profile ...'





'Where do you travel to?' Newman went on, gazing at her greenish eyes.





'My,' she chided him with a smile on her full red lips, 'is this an interrogation? Oh, of course, you're a top journalist. It must be second nature for you to question people.'





'I'm interested in you.'





'That's a nice compliment.'





She inched closer to him along the banquette until their thighs were touching. Waiting until the drinks had been served, she lifted her glass, clinked it against Newman's.





'Here's to an interesting friendship.'





'I'll drink to that,' replied Newman, thinking she was coming on pretty strong.





'Why haven't you written for quite a while?' she asked, turning his own guns on him. 'I remember you wrote a great international bestseller, Kruger: The Computer Which Failed. I suppose that set you up for life financially?'





'Which comes under the heading of a very personal question.' he rapped back.





'Sorry, I'm notorious for not being very diplomatic.'





'I have noticed that failing.'





Newman's   manner   had   suddenly   become   more distant. He had never liked women who approached him openly. His response threw her off balance. Looking at her, he could see how men would find her attractive -she exuded allure. Not a word he preferred but it seemed to fit. She choked down the rest of her drink, looked at him, smiled warmly.





'Could I have another?'





'Of course.'





He gestured to the waiter, ordered more drinks, including a Scotch for himself, this time a double without water. Newman was very good at pretending to be slightly drunk while his brain was still in high gear. He had fooled a lot of people with the tactic. He asked the question quickly before she recovered her poise.





'You didn't answer my question - where do you travel to with this anonymous industrialist?'





'All over the place.' She paused and Newman read her mind. She was trying to decide whether to be more frank. A minute later she went on. "The main destination,' she said with an air of defiance, 'is California. Near San Francisco...'





'Go there often? Spend a lot of time there?'





'So, so. Yes!' Her eyes flashed. He'd got under her skin and there was a trace of arrogance. 'I do spend quite a bit of time in California. That's because my boss does. I enjoy travel...'





'So your boss is an American?'





'I didn't say that. Candidly, I'm not sure where the hell he came from, nor do I care. As I told you, the pay is good. Is that enough background information for you, Bob? Oh, goody, here are the drinks.'





She swallowed half her Martini, paused then drank more. Newman had noticed at dinner that she had a large capacity for liquor. He drank his Scotch quickly, then ordered a repeat of the drinks without consulting her. Vanity recrossed her legs, leaned closer.





'I like generous men.'





'I imagine you've met a lot of them.'





He was lisping a trifle as he spoke, giving the impression the liquor was starting to take effect on him.





'What the devil does that mean?' she demanded coldly.





'Shimply that an attractive woman like you is bound to have well-off men after you. Makes sense, I'd have thought.'





'Oh, I see what you mean. That's quite a compliment, Bob.'





'Not really, just stating a fact.'





The third round of drinks had been served. They were consuming them when Tweed appeared, walking into the lounge, sat down with his back to them and started reading a magazine explaining the delights of Cornwall. Newman knew that although he wasn't close he could hear every word. Vanity took no notice of him.





'What do you do with your life, Bob?' she continued. 'Are you married?'





'I was once.' Newman's expression became grim. 'My wife was murdered horribly in the Baltic area. I hunted down the killer.'





'I'm so sorry I raised the subject.' Her hand rested on his leg. 'What happened to the killer? Or maybe you'd sooner not talk about it.'





'He fell over a cliff.'





Newman drank more whisky, occasionally slurring his words. His mind was still quite clear. Vanity changed the subject.





'So what do you do, Bob? I'm sure a man like you couldn't just sit around all day.'





'Now and then I contribute articles to certain international papers and magazines - under a different name.' he lied easily. 'So they involve making trips abroad to find out what is really going on.'





'You're a wanderer.'





'You could call me that.' He laughed. 'I wander into the strangest of places. Like here. You must have noticed that huge luxurious yacht standing off Falmouth harbour. It even has a helipad with a chopper sitting on it. Someone told me the owner was a man called Vincent Bernard Moloch.'





He was watching Vanity closely now. Her face froze for a moment, then she dived inside her Hermes handbag, brought out a tiny lace-edged handkerchief. Hermes, Newman was thinking. I'll bet that little item cost not a penny less than five thousand pounds. Her boss pays her very well for her services, whatever they might be.





'How did you find that out?' she asked.





Wrong question, Newman was thinking, but nothing showed of his reaction.





'A chap in a pub told me. Half Falmouth seems to know.' he lied again. "They say he's the richest man in the world. With a job like that floating out there he must be.'





"Then, with all your experience of the world, you must know something about this man,' she suggested.





'Not a lot.' He finished his drink. 'In any case he's not news, so I'm not interested. I think they're ready for dinner. Care to join me at my table?'





I'd love that.'





Tweed watched them vanish towards the dining room and smiled to himself. Newman wasn't wasting much time. And he'd handled a tricky situation with his usual skill.









Paula wandered down the staircase, intending to go into dinner. She was wearing an ivory gabardine trouser suit with a cream silk blouse, her latest addition to her wardrobe. The proprietor greeted her cheerfully, commented on how smart she looked. Paula smiled, thanked him, noticed over his shoulder that Vanity Richmond was standing in the entrance, obviously about to go outside for a breath of fresh air.





Vanity was feeling inside her handbag, brought out a compact mobile phone, disappeared round a corner into the courtyard. Paula strolled after her, pausing before she went into the courtyard. Taking a few steps further she saw Vanity huddled against the wall of the building, the mobile phone close to her ear. With her acute sense of hearing Paula could hear every word Vanity said.





'You know who this is, VB. Calling from Nansidwell. I had a long conversation with a one-time foreign correspondent called Robert Newman...





'What was that you said? Yes, Newman is staying here. No, I have no reason to suspect him so far. But he told me half Falmouth knows you're here ...'





'How does he know? He heard someone talking in a pub...





'Did I hear you correctly? You're flying to Newquay on the chopper? Where to? Didn't catch that...





'You're flying on to Heathrow and then to San Francisco in the jet? Surely I should be coming with you...'





'No? Stay here for the moment and check up on what is going on? Make sure a lot of people see me during the -whole evening? Why on earth...'





'None of my business. Sorry...'





'Yes, when you send for me I'll board a flight at Heathrow, phoning you from the airport...'





'OK. Safe flight...'





Paula was walking into the dining room when she saw Vanity reappear at the entrance. In the dining room she was surprised to see Bob Newman sitting at his usual table, but now it was laid for two people. Tweed was occupying a table not far away, already ordering his meal.





Paula was escorted to her own table and sat down in a tense state. The sooner she warned Tweed that Moloch was on his way back to the States the better. The trouble was she couldn't work out a way of telling him in that crowded room without risking being overheard. Writing a message and handing it to one of the serving girls to take to him was equally dangerous.





At that moment Vanity entered the room, walked straight to Newman's table. He stood up, pulled out a chair for her and they were immediately engaged in animated conversation. And now Paula knew the woman was Vanity Richmond. She had the same head of flaming red hair as she'd had when she approached Paula in faraway Monterey. She had been wearing a dark wig -but why had she discarded it?





Paula ordered automatically, her mind racing. Vanity's presence ruled out any chance of her approaching Tweed during dinner. And what about the business of Moloch obviously warning Vanity to be seen during the whole evening? It had a sinister ring which she found disturbing.









Adrian Penkastle rented a tiny one-storey whitewashed cottage at the edge of the creek. Rather the worse for wear after his second bout of drinking at the Yacht Club, he was staggering round his small room, searching in vain for a bottle, when he heard the knock on his door.





'Who the hell can that be at this hour?' he mumbled to himself.





When he eventually managed to unlock the front door he found Joel Brand standing outside. His visitor wore seaman's clothes and a nautical cap pulled well down over his shaggy hair. Joel grinned, waved a bottle of whisky in his gloved hand. He took his gumboots off and entered the house in his socks.





'Got another job for you, Adrian. Big money for this one.'





Joel waved a fistful of twenty-pound notes with his other hand. Penkastle gazed at the money, stood back to let Brand enter. Closing the door, Brand looked round at the primitive furniture which included a large wooden table.





'Let's sit down.' he said cheerfully. 'Bring up a couple of chairs and I'll tell you all about it.'





Penkastle hurried into his minute kitchen-scullery and came back with two greasy glasses. He sat down opposite the big man, who poured a large slug of whisky into his host's glass, then the same amount into his own. Raising his glass, he toasted Penkastle.





'Here's to a long and prosperous life.'





'I'll drink, to that,' Adrian mumbled.





He watched Brand stuff the sheaf of banknotes into one of his pockets. He could only vaguely estimate the amount but it seemed to him Brand was carrying something like five hundred pounds.





'Have a refresher.' Brand urged and poured more whisky into Penkastle's glass. 'You're about to get into the big-time stuff, Adrian. Pays a fortune. In cash, of course.' He winked. 'Don't want the Inland Revenue taking a large cut do we?'





'Prefer cash.'





He stumbled over the first word, drank some more, put down his glass. Brand promptly refilled it. Propping his elbows on the table - Adrian was worried about falling off the chair, which would not make a good impression.





Tell me about the job. What have I to do this time?'





'You know a guy called Maurice Prendergast? Lives on the other side of the creek.'





'Yes.' Adrian replied eagerly. 'I can tell you the name of his house. Place called The Ark.'





'You have to record his every movement. You have a car, haven't you?'





'An old banger, but it goes.'





'Has Prendergast seen it?'





'I'm sure he hasn't.'





"Then if he takes off you can follow him, report his movements.' Brand drank a little more and Adrian took another large gulp. His head was swimming. 'You report who he meets - where and when. Got it?' Brand asked.





'Yes. I'll drive my car round to his side of the creek, park it at the Yacht Club. Then if he drives off I can be after him...'





'We'll also want pictures of him. You can take those, I imagine, from that little boat you use to cross the creek.'





'That's no problem...'





'You'll have to spend a lot of hours on this one. That means keeping a watch on his house at night. He might try to slip away well after dark.'





'I can manage that.'





Take photographs of Prendergast, Adrian was thinking. He had lost his camera in the creek - or rather that clumsy woman had dropped it in the water. But with the money Brand was going to give him he could buy a cheap one - which would leave plenty over for trips to pubs.





'You're not drinking.' Brand observed.





'Down the hatch.'





As Adrian lifted his glass Brand raised his own, stood up, swallowed the contents. He grinned at Penkastle, went round to where he was sitting, put an arm round his shoulder.





'Adrian, stand up. I want to show you something from the door. Something which will help you observe Maurice Prendergast.'





Adrian made a supreme effort. Placing both hands flat on the table, he forced himself upright, turned carefully to follow his guest. Brand lifted his pullover, pulled out a stiletto-like knife, rammed it into Adrian's chest at just the right point, avoiding ribs. He shoved the knife upwards with great force. Adrian opened his mouth, gurgled as Brand, using great strength, managed to haul out the knife. He was helped when Adrian fell backwards, hitting a wooden skirting board with the back of his skull.





'Good riddance to bad rubbish,' Brand said aloud.





He wiped the knife clean on the clothes of the dead form lying at his feet, returned it to the concealed sheath. He picked up his own glass, opened the front door, peered out. No one in sight. He put on his gumboots.





It took him less than a minute to step into the dinghy powered by an outboard, to start the motor. He guided it until he reached the powerboat waiting for him by the bank of the Helford River. Gene, who had loaned him the knife, started up the engine.





In mid-river Brand threw the whisky glass overboard, then the knife. A powerboat going up the creek would have attracted attention. Now, with the dinghy attached to its stern, the powerboat began speeding back towards the Venetia.
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'Yes, Ethan. Since it is unusual for you to call me I am hoping this is good news.' said Moloch, leaning forward over the desk in his office at Mullion Towers.





"The operation is well advanced.' Ethan's subdued voice informed him. 'I know it will work. In a matter of weeks or maybe much sooner.'





'And the explosive test? Xenobium.'





He said the last word quickly. There was a pause and Moloch gripped the phone more tightly.





'Successful., More powerful even than we expected.'





'Good. Thank you for keeping me in touch...' It was this phone call which decided him to return to the States immediately. He contacted Vanity Richmond on her mobile. Then he phoned the Venetia, ordered the pilot to fly the chopper to Mullion Towers to pick him up and take him on to Newquay airport where the jet was waiting. His final call was to the pilot of the jet.





He had deliberately let no one else know his destination - except for Vanity Richmond. Typically, he wanted to arrive at his main HQ at Black Ridge in California unexpectedly. It was a method he frequently used - partly to keep his movements secret, partly to see what had been going on in his absence. He trusted no one completely.









In the dining room at Nansidwell Paula had glanced several times at Newman's table. His conversation with Vanity appeared to be going well, but knowing Newman so long Paula detected something guarded about his manner. He's not swallowing all her guff, she thought as she left the room.





She found Tweed drinking coffee in one of the lounges and signalled to him, then walked out into the courtyard. Tweed finished his coffee, stood up, stretched, left the other guests and wandered out as though he felt like some fresh air.





'I overheard Vanity Richmond using her mobile phone out here ...' she began.





Tweed listened as she relayed the gist of what had been said. His expression didn't change as they continued walking up the bush-lined drive out of sight of the hotel and along a side road.





"This is important news.' he said eventually. 'You did well to catch all that. It could be sinister - the fact that he told Vanity to stay in sight of people all evening. I don't like the implications of that one bit. Also the fact that he's suddenly taking off for the States. Do you fancy a stroll into Mawnan Smith? Good. I think I'd better use the phone box Newman used -1 need to inform Cord Dillon of this development.'





They turned round, took the road direct into the village. It was a very warm night and Tweed took off his jacket as they quickened their pace.





'Bob seems to have struck up a friendship with that Vanity woman.' Paula observed.





'I know. Bob is playing a wily game. She'll be like putty in his hands. He'll get more out of her than she will ever get out of him. He knows she's Moloch's confidante. I did get the chance to tell him while you were having a bath and changing.'





"Thank Heaven he's clued up.'





'No woman has ever fooled Bob Newman - at least not for long





Paula waited outside the box in the village while Tweed made his call via the international operator. He always carried plenty of change for emergencies like this. It would be 5 p.m. in Langley, he calculated, waiting for the call to go through. Dillon's time zone was five hours behind London's.





'Cord, Tweed here. I've just heard VB is flying back to the States - to California. He may take off tomorrow morning. I suspect something momentous is imminent. I gather it was probably a quick decision.'





'Got it. OK. I know his transatlantic flights system. He flies to New York, gets the Lear jet refuelled, then flies nonstop to California. I'll have a man waiting at Kennedy in New York, another one at San Francisco International. That way we can track him.'





'I'm asking Monica to call Jim Corcoran, a friend and Security Chief at Heathrow. He'll be able to tell when VB is leaving Britain. She'll call you.'





"That would help. Washington is in a growing panic over VB, the power he has built up in the heart of government over here. They can't do anything about it -unless someone can catch him out in a big scam, something horrendously illegal. He has, of course, a whole battery of top attorneys.'





'Anything else?'





'Something I forgot to tell you. He has erected a series of dome-shaped buildings on the hills overlooking the Pacific - all the way from south of LA and north via Big Sur. They're supposed to be observatories, the most modern in the world.'





'Didn't know he was interested in astronomy.' commented Tweed. "They sound like eyesores. It's a wonder they were sanctioned in that beautiful scenic section of the coast.'





'He's been clever again. Each one is painted a colour to merge it within the surrounding countryside. They all have a view of the ocean.'





'Very strange. Can't you have them checked?'





'Me? You're joking. He did invite certain scientists to visit several on different days a while ago. Each had a giant telescope inside it.'





'I still find the idea of those buildings strange, even sinister.'





'You've got a reason for saying that?'





'No. Just a feeling,' Tweed said vaguely. Take care.'





'You do just that. You're dealing with a man who can get away with just about anything. Maybe even murder. Look at how seven of his girl friends vanished off the face of the planet.'





'I have a theory about that. No, I -won't burden you with it. Rather too bizarre. Keep in touch...'





Tweed then phoned Monica, gave her instructions about calling Jim Corcoran. He came out, told Paula on their way back about his conversations. She checked her watch.





'It's much later than I thought. It was a leisurely dinner and your calls took up more time.'





'I had to wait until they found Cord.'





Later, when they wandered down the drive to Nansidwell, Paula went ahead, rushed back to warn Tweed to wait out of sight. She returned to the hotel where two police cars were stationed in the courtyard, their lights flashing as though they'd forgotten to turn them off - or the occupants had been in a hurry.





She approached the entrance slowly, peered inside, and a woman guest she'd chatted to rushed up to her.





"There's been a murder. Everyone is excited - some are annoyed at being kept up out of bed ...'





Paula had glanced over her shoulder. She saw a tall lanky man with a neat moustache in civilian clothes talking to Newman. She froze, got a grip on herself.





'Who was murdered?' she asked quietly.





'I don't know ...'





'Excuse me, I need a breath of fresh air. Had a long drive in the car.'





She found Tweed calmly waiting at the entrance to the long drive. He knew from her expression that something serious had happened.





'What is it?'





"There's been a murder. Don't know who, where. Two police cars outside the entrance. Inside someone you know and will be pleased to see - I don't think - is questioning Bob. Your old sparring partner, Chief Inspector Roy Buchanan. Of all people - this distance from New Scotland Yard ...'





'You and I have just been for a walk after a large meal - into Mawnan Smith and back. No mention of my phone calls.' Tweed said briskly. 'We'll go in now. If Roy is in sight I'll go straight up to him...'









Buchanan was still questioning Newman, sitting down now on a couch in the lounge he'd had cleared. The other guests were crammed into the other lounge and looked not best pleased. Extra chairs had been taken in for them and Buchanan's assistant, the wooden-faced Sergeant Warden, was watching over them. Buchanan looked up as Tweed and Paula walked across to him.





'Long time no see,' Tweed said cheerfully. 'Down here for the sea breezes?'





'Hardly.' Buchanan's long lean face had a bleak expression. He turned to Newman. "That will be all for now. I may wish to see you later. You may go.'





'I'm staying right here.' Newman informed him.





"This is a very serious matter. I wish to talk to Tweed and Miss Grey.'





'Are you charging me?' Newman demanded.





'Of course not.'





"Then I can stay where I want to. Like here.'





Buchanan sighed. Tweed was bringing two chairs, one for Paula, the other for himself. He placed them close to the two men on the couch, they sat down and Buchanan started speaking in a lowered voice to avoid guests in the other lounge hearing him.





'Do you know a man called Adrian Penkastle?'





'Who is he?' Tweed asked.





'A man who lived on his own in a tiny house at Forth Navas. On the edge of the creek.'





'What's he done?' Tweed asked.





'He got himself murdered in his own house early this evening. That's a guesstimate on the part of the doctor who examined the corpse. A pathologist is on his way down from London. We'll know the time of death better when he has carried out the autopsy in Truro.'





'Tweed, it's no use denying you know him. We have a witness who described a woman who apparently accosted Penkastle on the road on the other side of the creek. The description fits Miss Grey perfectly RIGHT SQUARE BRACKET '





'I did encounter a portly man at Forth Navas who was drunk.' Paula broke in. 'I tried to talk some sense into him. I was worried he'd topple into the creek. Tweed has never met him.' she went on, talking rapidly. 'I'd never seen him before.'





'How drunk was he?'





'He was pretty far gone.'





'So you did your good deed for the day.' Buchanan remarked ironically.





"That's enough of that, Roy.' Tweed interjected. 'Sarcasm is the lowest form of wit. Dr Johnson coined that phrase, at least I think it was him. If you want to continue talking to Paula mind your manners.'





Buchanan flushed at the rebuke. Tweed had provoked him deliberately and he watched the policeman fighting for self-control. Tweed decided to switch the direction the interrogation was taking.





'Would you be willing to tell us how Adrian Penkastle was murdered?'





'Professionally.' Buchanan replied after a pause. 'He was stabbed to the heart, probably with some stiletto-like instrument, maybe a knife. He was very drunk at the time. The room smelt of whisky fumes.'





Newman folded his arms, still sitting next to Buchanan. It was his only reaction to what he was recalling -the thug with the knife at Mullion Towers whose hand he had burned with his cigarette end. His knife had been a stiletto type.





'Let's go into the dining room, which is empty. We can talk more easily there.' Buchanan suggested.





He stood up, had a brief word with Sergeant Warden, then led the way into the dining room, choosing a table well away from the windows. They all sat down. Buchanan's manner was more relaxed as he stretched his long legs under the table and crossed them at the ankles. Tweed instantly became even more alert. He knew the detective well.





'I wish you'd be franker with me, Tweed.' he said amiably.





'Franker?' Tweed queried.





'Oh, come on. I checked the hotel register. You're here with Paula and Newman. Somewhere floating around here is Marler. I've had policemen checking the nearby hotels. Harry Butler and Pete Nield are staying at the Meudon down the road. That's a very heavy team force you've assembled, so why are you all in this neck of woods?'





'On a mission. I can't reveal the details to you - you know we operate in secrecy.'





'Could it have something to do with the presence of Vincent Bernard Moloch at Mullion Towers?'





Tweed was inwardly taken aback. So the anxiety about Moloch in London was so great a senior detective had been flown down - when what appeared to be on the surface a random murder had occurred. He countered with his own question.





'May I ask how you got down to Cornwall so quickly? I gather the murder of this man, Penkastle, took place early in the evening. His body must have been discovered quickly.'





'It was. A drinking partner of Penkastle's called at his house at a time which must have been soon after the murder was committed. He phoned up police headquarters in Truro, a town the caller knows well.'





'But why should the murder of a man who, so far as I can gather, and with respect, had little importance in the world, cause someone like you to be sent down here at the double?'





'Well...' Buchanan paused again, then took the plunge. "The Commissioner ordered me down here.'





Again, without showing it, Tweed was taken aback. A top-flight man like the Commissioner. That meant he had probably consulted the PM immediately. It was not only in Washington that panic was spreading.





'You haven't told me how you got here so quickly,' Tweed reminded him.





'Police car with sirens screaming to Heathrow. A plane laid on to fly me to Newquay airport. Another police car waiting there to bring me here - that is, first to the scene of the crime while the Yard had a team of men phoning up to check hotel registers. They hit Nansidwell and I find you and your lot here.'





'So what is the connection between the murdered Penkastle and this Moloch - if there is one?'





'We don't know - yet. What I'm going to say is confidential.' He looked round the table and smiled without humour. 'I believe I can trust the discretion of everyone here.'





'We can't have our hands tied in our present mission in any way.' Tweed warned. 'So we cannot regard whatever you propose saying as confidential.'





'I see.' It was Buchanan's turn to be taken aback. He said nothing for almost a minute, then shrugged. 'What I can tell you is we know certain people residing in this part of Cornwall form part of an intelligence service for Moloch. I can't under the circumstances give your names - but that is why a murder committed in this area interests us.'





It was then that Tweed caught on. The so-called drinking partner of Penkastle's, who had found the body, was Maurice Prendergast. This explained the news reaching London so swiftly. Prendergast would immediately have informed his superiors at Special Branch. They had passed on the news to the Commissioner. Typically, Special Branch had wanted to stay in the background.





I wonder if it was Maurice who reported Paula's presence in the area, Tweed thought. I'll ask him point-blank as soon as I can see him again.





'If you'll excuse us.' he said aloud, 'I think we would all like to get to bed.'





'As you wish, but I may want to ask Miss Grey a few more questions at a later date. On her own.'





'Certainly not.' snapped Tweed. 'If you attempt a ploy like that I'll be in touch with the PM in minutes.'





'She was at the scene of the crime ...'





'She damned well was not.' Paula burst out. 'She merely encountered a drunken man and tried to save him from drowning in the creek.'





'I won't put up with false accusations of that sort.' Tweed rapped back.





'Perhaps you misunderstood what I said ...' Buchanan began.





Tweed was already on his feet, in a pretended rage. He gestured to the others.





'We've had enough of this. We're going to get some sleep. Good night...'





Paula and Newman followed Tweed out of the dining room. Outside, in the small deserted hallway by a compact bar, Newman took Tweed by the arm, led him halfway up the staircase, checked to see they were alone.





'If you agree, I propose to go back and give Buchanan Joel Brand's name discreetly.'





'Good idea. That will stir up more trouble for VB ...'





Newman returned to the dining room to find Buchanan still sitting at the table by himself. He had a





brooding look, as though trying to solve something which bothered him. He looked up, greeted Newman amiably.





'Back again, Bob. Would you please tell Tweed I apologize to Paula Grey for what I said? I've been up twenty-four hours nonstop.'





'I will do that.' Newman leaned on the table opposite the detective, lowered his voice. 'We can give you one name you ought to investigate. Joel Brand. He's probably aboard the Venetia standing out there off Falmouth harbour.'





'What about him?'





'I'm just giving you a name...'





Newman left the room, letting Buchanan digest the name.









Aboard the Venetia Joel Brand was pacing his stateroom. He only looked more cheerful when he heard the chopper coming in to land on the helipad. It had already transported Moloch to Newquay airport. Picking up his case, he turned to Gene Lessinger, who had earlier thrown the sheath which had contained the murder knife into the sea after weighting it.





'Gene, I'm leaving now in the chopper. It's flying me to Plymouth airport. I'll catch the first available ferry to Roscoff in Brittany.'





'Does our French organization know you're coming?'





"The top man over there does. He's arranging for a car to wait for me. I'll be driven to Paris. Once there I'll board the first Air France flight to the States. VB sent me his instructions from the jet after it took off from Newquay airport.'





'I have a job to do here first.' Gene reminded him.





To deal with Maurice Prendergast, supposedly retired from Special Branch.'





I'll use the same method you did with that drunk, Adrian?'





'Why not? It is a good trademark to put the wind up anyone tracking us. Be careful with Prendergast. He's a pro.'





'I've worked that out. Then I leave the country?' 'Yes, by the same route I'm taking. I'll get off now.





My instinct tells me trouble is on the way...'





When Brand was sitting in the chopper as it took off he saw a police boat approaching the Venetia. He gave it a casual wave and laughed coarsely.









Tomorrow I'm going to visit Maurice,' Tweed told his team, assembled in Paula's large room. Marler had joined them after making himself scarce when he saw the police cars arriving.





'Something funny about that ship, Venetia.' called out Paula, standing by the window with the binoculars Marler had loaned her. 'It looks so jolly and inviting with all its lights sparkling. Like a cruise ship.'





'What's funny about it?' asked Newman as she handed him the binoculars.





'Focus on the foredeck. There are some pretty large objects covered in canvas. Strikes me they're something VB doesn't want anyone to know he's got aboard.'





'You're right.' Newman agreed after studying the vessel. 'I can't imagine what they could be, yet they remind me of something.'





He lowered the glasses, frowning, then recalled Tweed's remark.





'If you're going to visit Prendergast I suggest an armed team comes with you.'





'I wanted to make it a quiet visit,' Tweed objected. 'I'll phone him before I go. I memorized his number when we were inside his house.'





'An armed team is coming with you.' Newman insisted.





"That poor little man, Adrian Penkastle.' Paula mused. 'He was such a harmless person. Just drank far too much.'





'Which is probably why he's dead.' Newman said grimly.





'Well, let's hope we find Maurice Prendergast alive.' Marler commented.
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It was going to be a long night. Tweed was restless, had taken a bath, then got dressed again. He was pacing up and down his room when he heard a tapping on the door. He opened it cautiously, his foot against it. Two in the morning was a curious time for anyone to come calling.





'Can I come in? I saw the light under your door.' Paula said.





'Of course.' After letting her in he relocked the door. Paula was wearing a navy blue suit. 'Why aren't you in bed and asleep?' he asked.





'I might ask you the same question.' she told him as she sat down in a chair.





Too much to puzzle over.'





'I thought so - from your faraway expression when you went up to bed. What's troubling you?'





"The mystery of the same woman coming ashore near Monterey in distant California - the same woman who came ashore here. And in both cases the Venetia was nearby out at sea.'





'I suppose it was the same woman? I did feel sure it was.'





'I checked Newman's pictures of the one he tried to rescue here with the Identikit picture you helped create of the Monterey woman. They looked exactly the same to me.'





'Nice to know I'm not going barmy.'





'That remark is nonsense - although I could understand it.'





Tweed stood up, began pacing again as he spoke. Walking always helped him to keep his brain in high gear.





"The same woman comes ashore on the coasts of two different continents. At an interval of several weeks, which is the time it took the Venetia to sail from Monterey to Falmouth. So the only answer is we're not thinking clearly. It can't be the same woman...'





He suddenly paused. Watching him, Paula saw a certain look cross his face. She recognized it. An idea which had been swimming deep in his mind had surfaced. He swung round and stared at her.





'Twins! That explains the extraordinary likeness between the two women...'





Paula sat dumbfounded. She was wondering why the idea had never occurred to her. She shook her head to clear it, stared again as Tweed went on talking.





"That's what we should be looking for - on both sides of the Atlantic. Twins. It narrows the field enormously. We'll let Cord know when we can. And Monica can start checking over here.'





'Checking in what way?'





'To see if twin women were associated with VB in any way at any time. Just a minute, when the Venetia docked at Monterey, then left quickly, we know VB wasn't aboard. That drunken harbour master told you that.'





'What's the significance of that?'





'Joel Brand was aboard - you saw him come ashore with a team of thugs at Octopus Cove. And VB was probably at Mullion Towers when Newman found the woman who swam in to the cove below us. Brand could have been aboard again. Which fits in with another bizarre theory I've pondered.'





'What's that?'





"The disappearance of seven of VB's close girl friends who have never been found.'





'I don't quite follow that.'





'I won't bother to explain now -1 could be wrong.'





'Do you know.' Paula said with a smile, 'that when you go mysterious with me you can be the most irritating of men?'





But Tweed hardly heard her. He went on talking, his brain racing.





"The next urgent problem is Maurice Prendergast. I'm sure he is the new target - after Penkastle. I'm going to call him now, tell him we're on our way to see him.'





'At this hour? It's nearly two in the morning.'





'Like me, Maurice works through the night when he has to. He'll be up ...'





Tweed was careful not to use names when he got through to Prendergast, but the latter recognized his voice. He was indeed up working and said he'd be very glad to see them. He used the phrase, 'Yourself and your right arm, presumably? Good ...'





'Newman will be furious,' Paula warned. 'He said that you needed an armed escort.'





'I don't want one. Bob will be fast asleep. We'll slip out quietly through the back way. I know how to unlock the door. I checked it earlier...'





They drove off quietly up the drive, heading for Mawnan Smith and the 'rabbit warren' lane which led down to Forth Navas. They had just left when another car took off after them. The police cars had driven away earlier.









Gene Lessinger was on his way by car to Forth Navas. He had decided to deal with Prendergast. While aboard the Venetia he had grown nervous with Brand gone, safely on his way. The police launch which had put men on to the ship had given up the search for Joel Brand, convinced he had escaped in the helicopter they had seen leaving the vessel before their arrival.





But having police on the ship had made Gene feel that he'd better get on with the job, then fly to Plymouth to wait for the ferry to Roscoff. Before leaving the ship he had sent a message to France, warning them he was coming. Going ashore to the wharf where two cars were always standing by, he used the key he had taken with him to start up one of them.





He was well on his way to Forth Navas, using a map Brand had left him. He drove slowly down the narrow road which led to his destination. He didn't like the narrowness of the road, particularly at night. Following Brand's detailed instructions, he parked the car at the bottom of the hill, started walking along the road perched above the creek.





In a sheath strapped to his belt he carried a fresh stiletto knife. In his right hand he was holding a small container from which he had removed the lid as soon as he had parked his car.









Tweed had parked the car inside the Yacht Club so as not to block the road. Walking back along the deserted and silent road, Paula noticed the tide was out. What had earlier been a channel of water was now a bed of mud, slimy ooze in the moonlight.





'I wouldn't like to live here.' she remarked. 'Look at the creek now. A great sight to view from your window.'





'Not very inviting.' Tweed agreed. 'And that is what it will look like for hours. Every time the tide recedes you're staring at a mud bath. When I was down here the last time I noticed that. Up at a place called Mylor. It lasted all the time I was in the house I was visiting. In a pub an estate agent told me a lot of his London clients purchased property in summer. They spent a year there and came to him again - to sell. Funny, there are no lights in Maurice's place, The Ark.'





'Very weird,' said Paula. 'He knew we were coming. Lord, has something happened?'





'I hope not,' Tweed replied grimly, quickening his pace. 'I just hope we haven't arrived too late...'





They approached the darkened house. No other residence along the road had lights on, but it was the darkness of The Ark which held their gaze. Paula had her Browning in her hand as they came to the steps leading up to the front door. The silence hanging over the creek was beginning to unnerve her.





Tweed checked the windows masked by net curtains. No sign anywhere of the inner curtains being closed. He went up the steps with Paula beside him, paused, uncertain whether to raise the heavy anchor-shaped knocker or not.





The door opened slowly and Prendergast stood there with a warm smile. He gestured for them to enter.





'Welcome, both of you. And you look so worried.' he said to Paula and kissed her on the cheek before shutting the door.





'Wait just a moment.' he went on, 'and I'll close all the curtains. Sorry if I startled you, but I decided to take precautions. I saw you through the net curtains when you were close to the house. What would you like to drink?'





'I think I could do with a small whisky.' Paula replied.





'I'll have one, too.' Tweed said, surprising Paula, who knew he rarely drank.





'We believe you are the next target for whoever murdered Adrian Penkastle.' Tweed told him after taking a sip of his drink. 'You most certainly are wise to be on guard.'





'I knew you'd arrived.' their host remarked. 'I saw you driving your car slowly along to where you could park.'





'Who killed Penkastle?'





Tweed, you expect miracles. I have no idea. I found the body only yesterday evening when I drove to see what Adrian was up to.'





'And reported it back to your superiors.'





'I told you I was retired.'





'Cock and bull story. Or rather, a cover story. You're as active as ever you were.' Tweed hammered at him.





'If you say so.'





'I would also like to know whether you reported that Paula was present here last night - that she met Penkastle when she ran outside.' Tweed leaned forward. 'Now I expect the truth.'





Prendergast paused. He didn't look at Paula, who was staring straight at him. He gave a shrug of resignation.





Tm afraid that was exactly what I did. I had to convince my superiors I was giving them the full data. You may not believe this, but I was trying to get into their thick heads that you were ahead of them in the game, that they should damned well cooperate with you. I feel very strongly about that.'





'I believe you.' Tweed said quietly.





'And I apologize without reservation to you.' Prendergast said, turning to Paula. 'If you hate my guts I wouldn't blame you.'





'I don't hate your guts, Maurice.' Paula told him. 'But you ought to know that I was interrogated by one of the Yard's top men, Roy Buchanan. He'd flown straight down here after your superiors had - obviously - reported what you had told them to the Commissioner.'





'Oh, my God!' Prendergast was clearly appalled. 'I have made a complete balls-up. I should never have told them about you. But I never dreamt the wets would pass it on to anyone - let alone the Commissioner.'





"They want to maintain a low profile.' said Tweed. 'Now, I'll ask you again, who do you think killed Penkastle?'





'One of Vincent Bernard Moloch's thugs.' Prendergast replied instantly.





'Maybe. But we don't know it was on Moloch's orders. Not yet, anyway.'





Tweed felt relieved. He had smoked out Prendergast, a very efficient officer in Special Branch, into the open. They now had a strong ally, which might come in very useful at some stage.





Their host offered them more to drink. Both refused and Prendergast was pouring himself a refresher when there was a knock on the door. Paula looked at Tweed, dived her right hand inside the special pocket inside her shoulder bag, gripped the Browning. Prendergast seemed least disturbed.





"That will be Charlie. Local character who stays up half the night. An insomniac. He comes about this time for a brief chat. Harmless ...'





Before Tweed could stop him, Prendergast had reached the door, opened it.





'Urgent message from London, Mr Prendergast.'





'How did you get down here?'





'Motorcycle. I'm a courier.'





As he said this, Gene threw the contents of the open can of pepper into Prendergast's eyes. Prendergast flung a hand up, instinctively took a step back into the room. Gene followed him, the stiletto in his right hand, ready to plunge into his target's chest.





Holding her Browning by the barrel, Paula reached Gene, brought down the butt on his wrist. At the last moment Gene let his wrist drop to minimize the force of the blow. Realizing he was outnumbered, he grasped Paula in an armlock round the neck. His right hand still gripped the knife which he held against her throat.





'Get back, you friggin' lot,' he screamed, 'or she gets her throat slit ear to ear. You drop the friggin' gun or get your head cut off,' he ordered Paula.





She had no option - she dropped the Browning. Tweed had reached Gene a second too late, his right hand stiffened to administer a blow to the bridge of his nose which would have killed him. He watched as Gene dragged Paula to the open door, carefully down the steps, along the road towards where his car was parked.





Tweed followed grimly, keeping his steps in pace with Gene's car. Prendergast was still in his kitchen, trying to clear his eyes of pepper although he knew what was going on.





Along the road Tweed was keeping up the macabre death march. He was careful to stay a good twelve paces behind Gene, who kept glancing backwards and then forwards to where his car was waiting. Tweed had picked up Paula's Browning and held it by his side. Gene screamed at him.





'Stop following me or I'll rip her throat to pieces.'





Tweed made no immediate reply. He just continued to march forward, maintaining his distance from Gene and Paula, powerless in Gene's tight grip, only too aware of the cold steel touching her throat. Tweed kept silent, guessing that this would rattle the thug more than anything.





Suddenly they heard the sound of a car approaching. It stopped. Behind the wheel of the Merc. Newman switched on his lights full beam. They silhouetted Gene with his captive. Newman stared in horror. He turned off the engine but kept his lights on.





Turn out those friggin' lights or this woman has a red circle round her throat...'





'Bob.' Tweed called out, his voice calm, 'do as he says. He has a knife at Paula's throat.'





Newman obeyed the order instantly. By his side Marler, his Armalite rifle across his lap, calculated whether he could hit Gene with one quick shot. He realized he couldn't - Paula was too close to her captor.





'Tell him to back that car off the road.' screamed Gene.





'Do what he says, Bob.' Tweed ordered.





Newman began reversing his car onto the main road and then waited, feeling helpless. Tweed had half-closed his eyes when he'd heard the car coming so he was. not affected by the glare, nor by the lights going off. He continued his slow, deliberate march, gun still by his side.





'Stop following me.' screeched Gene, continuing to move closer to his car. 'Or she gets it.'





'If - you - harm - her - in - in - any – way.' Tweed said very slowly in a cold voice, 'I will shoot you first in one kneecap, then in the other kneecap - and then between the legs. Or perhaps you're not at all interested in women.'





There was something terrifying in the way Tweed delivered his message. Even in her frightened state Paula thought she had never heard before Tweed speak in such a steely voice.





His voice had the same effect on Gene, and Paula felt his grip tremble, then tighten on her. Tweed seemed to have turned into Nemesis, stalking his prey with a ferocity which chilled Gene. He kept her moving, but was continually glancing back at Tweed's almost casual tread.





'She'll be dead.' Gene called out in a desperate tone.





'You'll be crippled for the rest of your life.' responded Tweed in the same cold, deliberate voice.





'Just stop walking after me.' called out Gene, almost hysterically, 'if you want your girl friend alive.'





Tweed continued walking, still maintaining the same distance between himself and Gene who was now dragging Paula along the road. He had almost reached his car. He planned to take Paula with him as a hostage.





She suddenly sagged against him and Gene swore. She had fainted, was a dead weight he had to try and haul along with him. She had sagged backwards against him, and for a short time her throat was clear of his knife. Still twenty yards from the end of the creek - and his parked car - he tried to tighten his grip but he was startled by how heavily she seemed to weigh. Her eyes closed, she was pressed against his body as he turned again to check how close Tweed was from him.





A shot rang out, the bullet penetrating the back of Gene's skull. With Paula's head now lowered to his chest she was in no danger of being hit. Gene's head jerked under the impact of the bullet. The knife fell from his nerveless hand. He lost his grip on Paula, who dropped to the ground, her eyes wide open.





Gene staggered on the edge of the creek. His dead body toppled over the edge, fell heavily into the muddy creek. Tweed stood still, watching the mud engulf the body until it sank out of sight.





Shakily, Paula climbed to her feet with no trace of the faint, which she had faked. Marler appeared, holding his Armalite rifle. He had slipped out of Newman's car swiftly at a moment when Gene had looked back at Tweed. Positioning himself behind the wall of a house, he had focused his sniperscope on his target, firing once when the back of Gene's head was exposed.





He walked towards Paula, who braced her legs, ran to him and hugged him.





"Thank you. You saved my life.'





'You saved your own life.' Marler drawled offhandedly. 'By pretending to faint you gave me the one chance I needed to fire a safe shot. Look, someone has stumbled out of the only house with lights on.'





Paula swung round. Prendergast was standing in the road, a hand to his eyes as he peered along the road, trying to see what had happened. She ran to him, took him by the arm, guided him inside to minister to his eyes. She was glad of something practical to do to blot out the horror of her recent experience.





Tweed was staring down at the bed of mud where Gene had disappeared. Newman and Marler joined him.





'I think it will be a long time before that surfaces - if ever,' Tweed remarked.





'And the tide is surging up the creek,' Newman observed. 'What happened? I was petrified - couldn't do a thing.'





Tweed explained tersely the series of events.





'And what are you both doing down here?' he asked. 'Arriving in the nick of time,' he commented, glancing at Marler.





'We were talking outside behind my car in the courtyard.' Newman told him. 'We saw you leaving with Paula and decided to follow. I told you that you needed an armed escort.'





'I should have listened to you. I'm very grateful to both of you. Bob, because you took the decision. Marler because of your superb shooting.'





'Oh, I've had more difficult shots than that.' He looked along the road. 'And it appears that no one heard it.'





'And the body in the mud is really disappearing without any trace.' Newman pointed out.





Tweed looked down. The surge of the tide was slower as it reached the end of the creek but water now flowed over where Gene's body had fallen. He shrugged without a hint of regret.
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Tweed was driving back to London by himself. The previous night he had instructed Newman while they still stood in the road by the creek at Forth Navas.





Tm going back to London tomorrow.' He checked his watch. 'Or, rather, today. It's well after midnight. You stay here with Paula and Marler. First thing, Bob, is find out who is controlling the network of watchers VB has established down here. Special Branch can take whoever you unmask into custody.'





'And the second thing?'





'Enjoy yourself with your friend Vanity Richmond.'





Marler smiled drily. Newman looked annoyed and made no reply, which intrigued Tweed.





'Wait for me here,' Tweed then ordered. 'I'm going along to see how Paula is getting on with Prendergast.'





He found Prendergast laid out on a couch with poultices over his eyes. Paula explained.





'He won't go to a hospital so I've managed. I washed out his eyes thoroughly with water. The poultices I created out of two of his handkerchiefs, soaking them in cold water.'





'I'm OK,' Prendergast broke in after removing one of the handkerchiefs. 1 can see you clearly - you've got a serious expression on your face.'





Tweed then took Paula outside and repeated what he had told Newman and Marler. Returning to where they were waiting, he listened while Marler explained what he was going to do.





"The thug came in his own car. I checked it after I'd shot him and he'd left the ignition key in the lock. So, wearing gloves, I'll drive it some distance from here and abandon it in an isolated field - after I've immobilized the engine. Newman picks me up in the Merc, afterwards.'





'Good idea,' Tweed agreed. 'One thing more, Bob, I'm leaving Butler and Nield with you as back-up c'









All this was going through Tweed's mind as he made swift progress along the A30. Again he was intrigued as he remembered the expression on Newman's face when he told him to enjoy himself with Vanity Richmond.





'I think he's falling for her,' he said to himself. 'If so, what does it matter? Newman has his head screwed on and she'll never get anything secret out of him.'





He also suspected that Paula liked the look of Maurice. I may have two romances on my hands, he ruminated. But both of them need some relaxation from the tension they have endured.





Arriving at Park Crescent, the first person he met was Howard, who followed him into his office. As Howard sat down he again automatically shot his cuffs. Monica noticed he was still wearing the absurd cuff links, each shaped like a flower.





'Well, how goes the battle?' Howard enquired genially.





'Not so well at this stage.' Tweed replied from behind his desk, determined to get rid of him. 'Special Branch have got into the act. Don't ask for details.'





'Special Branch!' Howard was outraged, his plump face even pinker. 'What the hell has it to do with them? We were asked to investigate VB. By the PM himself.'





'I know. Somehow they've caught on to him all on their own.' He paused. 1 suppose you may have mentioned it casually at your club.'





'You don't think I'm to be trusted?' Howard jumped up, looking more pink-faced than ever. 'I'll expect an apology for that suggestion. In your own time,' he snapped. On this note he stalked out of the room.





'You really upset him,' Monica said with a smile.





'I intended to. There's too much to get moving without him cluttering up my time. Have you anything to tell me?'





'Yes. A report on Vanity Richmond. You're not going to like it... Not one little bit of it...'









'I phoned Cord Dillon,' Monica began. 'At first he didn't want to say anything, but I told him she was here -therefore under British jurisdiction. That's when he got lurid about what he'd discovered about her.'





'Lurid?'





'I thought so. She's British, her father was, but her mother was French. Which might explain her career so far. If you can call it a career. Cord has nicknamed her The Butterfly.'





'Why?'





'Let me go on. She's attractive to men and she's lived off that. She's moved from one man to another in the States. All of them worth a packet of money ...'





'Just a minute. Is she married - or has she been? Any children?'





'No to both questions. She's very vain, which is why she's come to be called Vanity - instead of Vanessa, her real Christian name. Money seems to be her god. Her latest conquest is VB, who is susceptible to really attractive women. All this - except the VB bit - is rumour. But Cord said it was hard to pin her down. He can't explain how I couldn't trace her through that detective who used every known method of tracking someone down. No Social Security number, et cetera - in spite of the fact that she's spent a few years in the States.'





'Sounds interesting.' Tweed commented.





'Sounds like a manhunter.' Monica said indignantly.





She watched Tweed, who was staring out of the window where the sun was blazing. The office was very warm despite the ceiling fans turned on. Tweed was thinking about Moloch.





'Have you heard what I said?' demanded Monica acidly.





'I heard every word,' he assured her, still gazing out of the window.





'You don't seem very shocked.'





'Different people live different lives,' he replied.





'She sounds to me to be a predator.' Monica went on with feeling.





'I told you - different people live different lives. I know you were brought up with a strict code of ethics -which is only one reason why you're here all the time. Another reason is your loyalty to me, your capacity for working incredibly long hours ...'





'Flattery will get you nowhere.' she told him.





'Mrs Benyon, VB's stepmother.' he said. 'And her son, Ethan. I need to know every tiny bit of information you can squeeze out about those two.'





'I'm working on it.'





'And VB's movements





'Jim Corcoran told me he left Heathrow in the middle of the night, bound for New York. Should be there by now. While the jet was being refuelled VB got out, walked about to stretch his legs. Corcoran had a camera, took several long-distance shots. I got a courier to send them fast. The Engine Room developed and printed them in record time. Here they are.'





'He's quite a small man.' Tweed commented as he studied the pictures.





'So was Napoleon.' she reminded him. 'Perhaps he has a bust of Napoleon at his Black Ridge headquarters.'





'I doubt it.' Tweed was examining the photos with a magnifying glass. 'He doesn't look as though he has an inflated ego to me. What makes this man tick, is the question I keep asking myself. I'd like to meet him sometime.'





'You probably will. I'm sure he knows about you.'





'Can't waste any more time.' He handed back the photos to her. "Those are probably worth a fortune to a newspaper. He's rarely been photographed. That electronics factory that was blown to pieces in the Thames Valley - it was our most advanced plant, I gather?'





'Yes, it was. No casualties because the bomb went off at night. All the staff had gone home. Even the guards were uninjured - they were patrolling a fence at a distance away.'





'Significant. Now, we must build up a head of steam - I am launching a major offensive against Vincent Bernard Moloch...'









Chief Inspector Roy Buchanan was startled to be summoned back to the Yard from Cornwall and told to visit Tweed on a matter of utmost urgency.





'This is a new one for me.' he said to Sergeant Warden as he drove to Park Crescent. 'I usually have to force my way into the place.'





'Perhaps you scared him down in Cornwall.' Warden suggested in his normal monotone.





'Scared Tweed? Are you out of your mind? Here we are. I'm going to ask if he wants to see me alone. If so, you watch the car.'





'See you alone?' Warden sounded resentful. 'You mean without me as a witness?'





'I mean exactly that...'





So it turned out. After a brief chat with Tweed on the phone in the entrance hall, Buchanan sent Warden back to the car, mounted the stairs. Monica was waiting for him with the door open. She stood aside to let him enter, then closed the door from the outside and went upstairs.





'Just the two of us?' Buchanan asked. 'I've never known Monica not be here.'





'Just the two of us,' Tweed agreed. 'Do sit down, and thank you for responding to my message so quickly.'





'I was mystified,' Buchanan admitted.





'I have information for you but it must remain confidential - one of the sources must remain anonymous.'





'When I wanted to give you confidential information down at Nansidwell you refused to have your hands tied.'





'That is quite correct.'





'So why should I agree?'





Buchanan, who normally sprawled in a chair, legs crossed at the ankles, during an interrogation, now sat upright in the carver chair placed for him. His manner was direct but far more friendly.





'Because if you don't agree I can't give you data which might affect two murders.'





'Then it's your duty...'





'I said might,' Tweed repeated.





'All right, I'll take a chance. Just between you and me.'





'Someone I know who is now abroad,' Tweed said smoothly, 'rescued a woman swimming in from the Venetia. They pulled her out of the water but the poor woman died. From exhaustion. Possibly. They took three pictures of her, sent them to me. Her picture is the very image of another woman who Paula hauled ashore dead in California weeks ago. She did an Identikit of the Monterey woman. Look for yourself. The photos are the woman in Cornwall, the photocopy is Paula's Identikit picture.'





He opened the envelope on his desk, spread everything out in front of Buchanan. The detective's face stiffened when he looked at the photos. He paused for several minutes before he spoke.





'These photos are the pictures of a dead woman we found in a cove below Nansidwell. We had an anonymous call. Would that have come from this anonymous character who is now somewhere abroad?'





'I was told a call had been made to a local police station.'





'Truro.'





'I see.' was Tweed's only reaction.





'We kept this discovery quiet.' Buchanan pointed to the photos of the dead woman. "The pathologist who examined her said she had a heavy bruise on her back. We're treating it as a suspicious death.'





'One more thing,' Tweed added, 'Moloch's floating cruise palace, the Venetia, was offshore when Paula hauled out the corpse from the Pacific near Monterey, six thousand miles or so from here. The Venetia was standing off Falmouth harbour when the body of the girl in the photos came ashore.'





'Vincent Bernard Moloch.' Buchanan said, half to himself. 'I don't understand this. Both women look exactly alike. Your story doesn't hold water.'





'It does if you assume they were twins. I worked that one out for myself. You're looking for twins, Roy. I'd like that photo splashed across every newspaper in the land. Do You Know This Woman?'





'I could arrange that,' Buchanan agreed. 'Just the sort of headline the press loves these days. I'll have to consult certain people. May I mention your name?'





'Certainly not. Under no circumstances.'





'I thought you'd say that. You'll be kept out of it -purely because of your position.'





'And,' Tweed said firmly, 'because I've helped you. Not that you've said anything yet.'





'I do appreciate your cooperation. Really I do. Any chance of identifying who took the photos? Even just for my personal information, if necessary.'





'No chance at all. Roy, you'd never identify one of your personal informants. Come off it.'





'I take your point. May I take all the photos?'





'Of course - they're copies.'





Twins.' Buchanan stood up. 'It was clever of you to think of that. I may incorporate that in the carefully edited story we hand out to the newspapers. I think this justifies a press conference. I'd better get back now.'





They shook hands before he left. As soon as he had gone Tweed rang for Monica on his intercom.









Tweed brought Monica up to date on his conversation with the Scotland Yard man. She listened, memorizing every word.





'Do you think he'll do it?' she asked eventually. 'I mean will he give the story to the press?'





'I'm sure he will. He has no alternative. This means I've struck the first blow - only the first - in the offensive I'm launching against VB.'





'I don't follow you.'





"The tactic is to do everything possible to disturb VB. That picture of the dead woman who was dragged out of the sea in Cornwall is going to be splashed all over the newspapers. VB - and Joel Brand - will soon hear of it. That will alarm someone. And disturbed people make a fatal mistake - when they are unnerved.'





'It might work.' Monica agreed.





'It will work.' said Tweed with great force. 'I also want copies of those photos - and the Identikit Paula helped to create of the Pacific victim - sent post-haste to Cord Dillon.'





'Why? If I may ask?'





'You just did. I'm going to phone Cord later, tell him to do the same thing in California. To get those 





pictures into the papers over there - the San Francisco Chronicle, the Los Angeles Times and the local Monterey newspaper. Someone has to recognize those twins.'





'You are getting the pot boiling. You sound strangely ferocious.'





'I am ferocious. After the way that thug treated Paula. And what I've told you to do is only the tip of the iceberg. I'm going to attack VB from every possible angle. Get it moving, Monica ...'
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In Cornwall Newman had spent time with Vanity Richmond. They had walked along a side road at the end of the hotel drive, had turned off it along a narrow rough lane, little more than a path, signposted Rosemullion. Vanity had suggested the walk. 





"The proprietor of Nansidwell told me about this track.' she explained. 'Apparently it leads to a wonderful view of the sea and hardly anyone ever finds it.'





They were walking along a section where hedges lining high banks enclosed it. She looked at him sideways, her eyes half-closed as she made the remark. Her expression almost hypnotized him. He smiled, thinking how attractive she was. Her greenish eyes and the 





enticing look she had given him made him want to grab hold of her in a passionate embrace. He resisted the 





temptation.





'You strike me as a very lonely man.' she went on.





'Not really.' he lied.





It was quite a while since he'd had a girl friend. His time had been taken up with working for Tweed, an activity he enjoyed. Now he was beginning to wonder whether he was getting any fun out of life.





'Have you got a girl friend?' she asked.





'Not at the moment. I've been very busy.'





'And yet you haven't written many articles the way you did at one time. You do seem very reserved.'





"The morning isn't my best time. I'm rather an owl. I wake up, get going later in the day.'





'Oh, come on, Bob. No need to look so serious. You need some relaxation. Cornwall is the place where people relax. What a lovely flower.'





She reached up, picked a flower from the hedge, handed it to him with a ravishing smile.





'Put it in my hair for me.' she requested, turning her back on him.





He carefully inserted the flower, told Vanity it suited her. She swung round slowly. When picking the flower she had gone on tiptoe, revealing her shapely legs. While she was picking the flower, still reaching up to the hedge, she turned, gave him an up-from-under look. He had found it entrancing. Now she was close to him with no smile on her full lips. Her eyes stared into his, as though reading his mind.





'Old slow-coach.' she said softly.





He leaned forward to kiss her, touched her lips, and then she backed away from him and resumed her walk. His mind was racing, imagining what they could experience together. So why was the faint danger signal buzzing in his brain? Why did he suspect she had practised all these different expressions in front of a mirror - testing which would be the most desirable to a man? And why did he wonder if she was wearing contact lenses to give her eyes a greenish look?






'Race you to the cliff-top.' she called out over her shoulder and began running down the track, fleet of foot.





He let her get there first, running behind her. She had flopped down on the cliff summit. He sat down close to her and she moved herself away from him several feet. The heat beat down on them and soon Newman was aware that his shirt was pasted against his damp back.





'What a lovely spot,' she remarked, glancing sideways at him quickly, then gazing out to sea again.





'It's so very peaceful,' he agreed, stopping himself from moving next to her so their bodies touched.





Was she playing hard to get? he mused. Her look had again aroused his deep interest. What sort of game was she playing? Playing? It crossed his mind that she reminded him of a playgirl, constantly anxious that men would notice her. He dismissed the thought as nonsense, but still the danger signal was reverberating at the back of his mind.





They sat in the heat and watched the azure sea, the Venetia, still at anchor, distant yachts like white exclamation marks on the blue water. Vanity suddenly jumped up.





Time to go,' she said in a cold voice.





Newman was having trouble keeping up with her swift changes of mood. He talked to her part of the way along the track and then gave it up. She had not replied once. He decided he had had enough for the moment. He spoke as they reached the hotel.





'I have to go out,' he said, walking towards his Merc.





'Where are you off to?' she asked, following him.





Her manner had mellowed and she was smiling at him. He smiled back quickly, unlocked the car, got behind the wheel. She leaned in the window he had lowered to get some fresh air inside the car - the interior was like an oven.





'Bob, can I come with you?'





'Sorry. It's a business appointment.'





'You're not mad with me?' She gave him her most inviting smile.





'Why should I be?'





He smiled briefly back at her, switched on the engine. She leaned across him, turned it off. Then she stood back, arms by her side.





'I'll see you for dinner here, then.'





Saying which, she marched off into the hotel without a backward glance. He switched on the engine again and drove off. He had a long job to do. An urgent one.









Newman was 'trawling' the pubs. He had earlier assembled Paula, Marler, Butler and Nield in their cars a distance from the hotel in the side lane beyond the drive which led to a dead end.





With the aid of a map he had drawn up his plan. Each member of the team had an area to cover and would call at every pub in it. He gave Paula the hotels.





'Your job,' he told them, 'is to find out if there is a local man with considerable influence in this part of Cornwall. I'm looking for someone who might control the network VB has established. You all have mobile phones -1 hid mine from Tweed.'





'He doesn't trust the things,' Paula broke in. 'And I happen to think he's right.'





'Listen to me. If anyone finds such a person they simply call me and say, "Spot on." That way I'll know someone has got lucky. I'll inform the rest of you with the same message. If I'm the one who has tracked our target, all of you come back here. Park at intervals along the road. Very little traffic comes down here. If I've hit a potential target I'll call you all and say, "Spot on, as you said." The last three words tell you I've located what we are looking for.'





He had distributed maps to all of them showing their respective search areas. His own area was Forth Navas, the Helford River, and inland beyond. He adopted the same technique in every pub he visited.





After ordering a glass of French dry white wine he struck up a conversation with one of the locals. He drank very little of the wine, taking it with him at a certain stage to the toilet where he emptied it in a cubicle.





He had got nowhere with his casual conversations when he found himself in an inland village, Constantine. He sat next to a grizzled old inhabitant, had the same blank result. He asked the question when he was on the verge of leaving.





'Is there any other pub in the area where I can get something to eat? They don't serve food here.'





'Try the Trengilly Wartha Inn.' the old boy suggested. 'Go up top of hill...'





He gave Newman exact instructions, which was fortunate because he nearly drove past the side road outside the large village. A notice indicated it was five hundred yards to the pub. Newman grinned wrily. Cornish distances seem to differ from everywhere else in Britain.





'It's only thirty minutes.' he had been told many times when checking how far away somewhere was. He drove down a treelined lane, the trees forming an archway over the road. Again he nearly drove past his destination. A steep drive led up to the inn, a cream-washed building with a glassed-in room near the entrance.





The only place he could park his car among the other vehicles was in the sun. When he climbed out it blazed down on him like a blowtorch. He went inside, found it was full of cricketers, dressed in white flannel trousers and shirts rolled up to the elbows.





There was a jolly atmosphere and at the bar Newman deliberately ordered beer; it was something he never drank but it merged him into the crowd, standing with his jacket over his arm and tieless. He also ordered food. It was 2 p.m. - in the heat of the day.





'Cheers!' he said to a youngish chap who had just raised his own glass.





Tom Hetherington.' the red-faced youngster replied.





'Bob Newman.'





'Your face looks familiar. Not the foreign correspondent chappie, are you?'





'I'm afraid so,' Newman responded with a grin. 'And I'm trying to find someone around here high enough up to give me information.'





'A bigwig? That would be Colonel Arbuthnot Grenville at The Grange. You might get near him. I wouldn't. He's as snooty as hell. Thinks he's Lord of the Manor and all that.'





'Arbuthnot Grenville? Sounds a funny name.'





'Suits His Lordship, as you'll find out - if you ever meet him. Spends the summers here and then hikes off to California for the winters. Nice work, if you can get it, but how he manages it beats me. The Grange is mortgaged up to the hilt.'





'How do you know all this if you've never met him?'





Talk of the town - or rather the village - down here. I know it sounds like gossip, but he makes the mistake of quarrelling with servants, then sacking them. Servants can be nosy. They get their own back on him by spreading the dirt.'





'You said he wintered in California. Any idea where?'





'Place called Monterey. I looked it up on the map. It's south of San Francisco. You're thinking of trying to interview him? He won't see anyone except by appointment. At least that's what I hear. You're not thinking of living down here?'





'No. You live here?' Newman asked.





'Damned if I would. Join the runaways? Not on your life. I just come down here for the cricket for a month or so. I'm a stockbroker.'





'Sounds as though the idea of living here appals you. And you made a reference to runaways.'





'I wouldn't live here if you gave me a house. Lively as it is - if you have friends - down here in summer, it goes dead as a doornail from October on. Yes, I did call them runaways, didn't I? They've run from the routine of doing a daily job. Some weird types round here.'





'I hope you'll excuse me while I sit down and eat. Do you know how to get to The Grange?'





Hetherington reached over the counter, picked up the pad the barman used to write out orders, swiftly drew a map, starting from where they were.





'As you'll see,' he went on, showing Newman the sketch map, 'his place is well outside Constantine. You'll see it from the road - only house around there, a granite job with tall chimneys. Mind you don't miss the turning I've marked with a cross.'





'I'm very grateful for your help,' Newman said with a smile.





'Any time.' Hetherington grinned. 'I'd love it if I read an article you'd written on him. He hates publicity, keeps a low profile. But I have a feeling you could bluff your way in. See you...'









Newman ate his meal quickly, forgetting the second glass of beer he'd acquired when he'd bought a round for Hetherington. Leaving the inn, he walked out into torrid heat. The car was like a furnace. He lowered all the windows, opened the sunroof to its fullest extent and drove off, his jacket neatly folded by his side.





He stopped in a leafy lane, used his mobile phone, calling Paula first.





'Spot on, as you said.'





He spoke the last three words to her slowly, indicating he had probably found his target. Then he repeated the performance to the rest of his team and drove on. The sun glared in his eyes when he left the lane. Lowering the visor was no help - the sun was in high orbit and it persisted in glowing at him as he sat and roasted.





In the middle of nowhere The Grange suddenly came into view. He had met no traffic on the side road and now he stopped, then stared. An aerial mast projecting above one of the chimneys was slowly telescoping downwards out of sight.





'So, he has a secret and probably sophisticated communications system,' Newman said to himself. 'Interesting - especially for a man who sounds short of money.'





Newman drove on until he reached the entrance to a drive. Wrought-iron gates closed. A speakphone in one of the stone pillars complemented the high stone wall surrounding the property. Reminded him of Mullion Towers.





He got out of the car, pressed the button on the speakphone.





'Who is it?' a voice demanded. Abrupt,





'Robert Newman. To see Colonel Arbuthnot Grenville.'





He imagined the owner liked the use of 'colonel'. There was a pause.





'What is your occupation.'





'Foreign correspondent,' he replied laconically.





'How many articles have you written recently?'





'Not many. Not since I wrote Kruger: The Computer Which Failed.'





'Made you a packet, didn't it?'





'I get by.'





"The gates will open. Drive up to the main entrance.'





The conversation ended. Newman smiled to himself as he went back to his car. He had seen a flash of sunlight off something in a first-floor window. Grenville had been studying him through field glasses while he spoke. But he felt sure it was because he was known as being a rich man since he wrote the book which interested Grenville. Money spoke volumes.





He drove slowly down the drive after the electronically operated gates had opened. In his rear-view mirror he saw them closing behind him. A careful man, Grenville. Newman observed everything during his progress up to the house.





No guard dogs. No sign of guards patrolling the grounds. Grenville, he suspected, was a man of very limited means.





Probably just able to keep this place going, he was thinking. Flower beds neglected. The lawn Californian brown, due to the scorching summer, plus the lack of gardeners to water it. Yet Cornwall had the highest unemployment rate in the country. Should be easy to get help.





The white paint on the window frames and ledges was peeling off. The pillars supporting the large entrance porch were cracked. No sign of maintenance anywhere. And yet he could afford a very expensive telescopic aerial and, presumably, the accompanying costly communications system. Unless someone else had paid for that?





Parking his car, he climbed four stone steps to the double entrance doors made of heavy wood and iron-studded. The right side opened and a tall, slim man stood framed in the doorway.





'Enter, Newman.'





Newman entered, walked into a large hall with a woodblock floor which hadn't seen polish for a long time.





The door was locked behind him while he waited. His host, back stiff as a ramrod, showed him into a large sitting room furnished with couches and coffee tables.





'Sit there,' he ordered.





Newman glanced at his host and sat there.





'Time for a sundowner,' the colonel declared. 'Whisky your tipple?'





'The sun hasn't gone down,' Newman pointed out.





'Bloody thing should have done. Whisky your tipple?' he repeated.





"That will do fine.'





Newman studied Grenville while his host went to a cocktail cabinet, the best piece of furniture in the room. Grenville would be about sixty, he estimated. He had grey hair brushed neatly back over his head, a trim grey moustache, quick movements. Under bushy brows his ice-blue eyes missed very little, and his hawklike nose gave him an air of command. Despite a touch of arrogance in his manner there was a wry twist to his mouth which suggested to Newman he had a cynical sense of humour.





'Cheers!' he said after handing a glass to his guest.





'Cheers!' said Newman. 'I haven't seen anyone else since I arrived. Surely you don't live here alone?'





'Why shouldn't I?' asked Grenville a trifle aggressively as he sat on another couch facing Newman. 'A so-called housekeeper - local woman - comes in three times a week. Cooks for me, leaves meals for the intervening days and keeps the place in order. But you didn't call here to ask me about my domestic arrangements.'





'I just happened to be in the area and heard you were its most dominant resident.'





'Just as you happened to be in Oklahoma City and wrote the truth before anyone else - that it was not foreign terrorists who were responsible.'





'I'm intrigued by the unusual mixture of people down here who are exiles from other parts of Britain.'





'Exiles?'





'That was the word I used.'





'Suppose you're referring to the types who've fled to here from the great metropolis, London.'





'Yes.'





'I find it curious myself.' Grenville said evasively.





'And there has been a strange murder down here. At Forth Navas. An inhabitant called Adrian Penkastle. Stabbed to death in his home.'





'Heard about that.' He took his time trimming the end off a cigar, lighting it. 'So that's why you're on the prowl?'





'Interesting that the Venetia was - still is - standing offshore at the time of the murder. I heard in a pub today that one of the locals in Forth Navas heard a powerboat taking off at speed down the Helford River soon after Penkastle was murdered. He was sailing back along the river at the time - the local I'm referring to.'





Grenville watched Newman, listening but saying nothing as he puffed on his cigar. Newman went on, making up the next bit.





'Another local in his boat near the mouth of the Helford watched the powerboat speed back to the Venetia. I've reported this to the police.'





'A most public-spirited action.' Grenville commented.





'You've heard of Vincent Bernard Moloch?' Newman continued.





'Vaguely. Where is all this leading? I'm confused.'





'You don't strike me as a man who is ever confused. The Venetia belongs to Moloch. Or VB, as he is often called.'





'I see. Why are you telling me all this?'





'Because you are the man with most influence in this part of the world. You know everything that's going on here.'





Grenville smiled in a most engaging way. His whole hawklike face lit up when he smiled. Then he chuckled as he tapped the ash from his cigar into a glass bowl.





"This is very comical, Newman. You credit me with being Master of the Universe - a title which I understand originated in America. You have elevated me to a status which I don't deserve. True I hold the occasional party at the Yacht Club in Forth Navas, but that hardly justifies your description of me. Think I'll just have another whisky on the strength of what you've just said. You'll join me?'





"Thank you, but no. I'm driving.'





'Frankly, I'm mystified why you came to me. But I will say I enjoy your company. Do enlighten me. You are intriguing me no end.'





He said this while helping himself to another drink at the cabinet. When he turned round, still smiling, Newman had the thought that he was a handsome man when he dropped his military style upper-crust manner. Someone who would be attractive to the ladies and probably treat them with a natural courtesy.





'Well, Newman, why choose to come to me?'





He had returned to his couch. He raised his glass and sipped at the contents. His observant eyes watched his guest over the rim of his glass.





'I told you,' Newman persisted. 'You are the well-known figure round here. Seemed the obvious person to come to as I'm trying to get to know this unusual community.'





'Makes me sound like a father figure.' Grenville chuckled again. 'But I do know that there are people who dislike me. "That old fool of a colonel living in the big house which is falling round his ears."'





'Others seem to like you,' Newman went on, using his imagination. 'Otherwise they wouldn't come to your parties at the Yacht Club.'





'Really?' Grenville smiled again. 'Supply free nosh and booze and you can get plenty of feet under the table.' He sipped more of his drink. 'Living alone here is - well, a lonely business. So now and again I mix with some of the locals. You ...' he pointed the cigar at Newman, 'are invited to my next party. May I ask where you're staying?'





'At Nansidwell Country Hotel, Mawnan,' Newman replied promptly.





'I know the proprietor. Nice chap. I also knew Adrian Penkastle,' he said suddenly. 'I was shocked to hear of his murder.'





'Knew him well?' Newman enquired quietly.





'Only casually. I know he drank a little too much. That he was short of money - what the Americans call a loser. Don't agree. He could be very amusing, was a clever mimic. Had us all rolling in the aisles.'





'Sounds likeable.'





'He is - was.'





'Did you ever meet Moloch?' Newman asked without warning.





'Heavens, no. I gather no one ever does. Keeps very much to himself - or so I was told in Falmouth. Got a great barn of a place somewhere out in the wilds.'





Newman checked his watch, stood up. His host immediately stood with him.





'You're not off yet? Stay a little longer. I'm enjoying our conversation.'





'So am I, but I must leave now. We can always meet again sometime.'





'Make that a promise...'





Grenville escorted him not only to the front door but out to his car. In the distance the gates were beginning to open. Grenville must have touched a concealed button.





'Safe journey,' he called out, waving him off.









*  *  *  *









On his way back Newman's mind was in a whirl. He couldn't make out Colonel Grenville. On the one hand there had been the moment when he saw the aerial telescoping. Then his host had made several references to America. On the other hand he seemed a very British character with a personality which was attractive. And he'd made no secret of the fact that he'd known Adrian Penkastle.





Arriving in Mawnan Smith, Newman parked the car. He used the phone box to call Tweed.





'Suggest you check someone living near Constantine. Spelt as it sounds. Lives at The Grange. A Colonel Arbuthnot Grenville. Did you get the name?'





'Yes. Thank you ...'





In his office at Park Crescent Tweed looked across at Monica. He paused and she waited. She knew he was taking a decision.





'Monica, don't feel left out of this. No one else in the team knows it. I have an agent operating none of you know about. If I get struck by lightning the name and details are in my safe, to which you have a key, inside an envelope marked Personal and Quite Confidential.'





'I wish you wouldn't talk like that.'





'We're in a dangerous business. I'm taking the precaution to protect totally the person concerned. They are very important in this battle with VB.'
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The first person Newman met on returning to Nansidwell was Vanity Richmond. He had already met the rest of his team in the side road, had told them what he had found.





'Maybe we could talk about it later.' Paula suggested.





'We are going to do that...'





Paula had driven back first to the hotel in case anyone associated her with Newman. Newman followed her fifteen minutes later, parked, saw Vanity wandering round the courtyard, wearing a black, sheathlike and form-fitting dress for dinner.





'Welcome back, Bob.' she said, greeting him with a smile. 'Had a successful trip?'





'More than I'd hoped for. Care for an aperitif in the lounge when I've had a bath and changed?'





'Let's leave that for dinner. You know I don't drink a lot.. .'





Which was true, he thought as he strolled through the empty hotel. She was very careful how much she drank. Unseen, he slipped upstairs to Paula's room. He walked in, closed the door, saw her sitting on the edge of the bed, staring out to sea.





'In one pub,' she began, 'I found your favourite brand of cigarettes. Catch.' She threw the pack and he caught it, thanking her. 'Now give,' she went on.





He sat down in a chair, noting she had turned on her radio and the taps in the bathroom to scramble their conversation. She listened intently, her eyes never leaving his face.





'So, that's it,' he concluded. 'I thought I'd found my target but now I'm not so sure.'





'If he is the controller of VB's spy network down here it's strange he told you he knew Adrian Penkastle.'





"That occurred to me. Unless he's very clever and thought I'd found out already - in which case it would be smart to admit it.'





'I suppose you could be right,' she said, dubiously. 'But from your description of him I'd guess he'd take a chance if that were the case - and not mention it.'





'I'm in a muddle about Grenville,' Newman confessed. 'On the other hand that cricket chap in the pub told me that Grenville spends his winters in Monterey.'





'Yes, that is odd. You didn't say anything to him about that?'





'Any more probing on my part would have appeared rude, if he's on the level. If he isn't it would have made him suspicious of me. Tweed is checking him out. Through a contact at the Ministry of Defence, I imagine.'





'Pity I hadn't been there. A woman's intuition tells her a lot about a man. I suppose you couldn't fix it so I meet him?'





'If he holds one of his parties at the Yacht Club before we leave I'll take you along.'





'That will make Vanity jealous.' she chaffed him.





'Don't see why,' he commented a trifle stiffly .





'Oh, come on. You two are getting on like a house on fire.'





'Maybe.'





'You need to relax, have some fun. She looks like fun to me.'





'And yet she tried to get to know you out in Monterey. You were suspicious of her then. Now she turns up here. Department of strange coincidence. I wasn't born yesterday.'





'I know you weren't. I was pulling your leg, Bob.' She turned serious. 'I think there's something very strange about her. Maybe by getting pally with her you can find out what she's up to - because she's up to something.'





'So at last you've caught on to what I'm doing. Time for me to get ready for dinner. Now you're in the picture...'





But am I? Paula wondered after he had left. Why do I feel that Vanity is fooling him?









In California Moloch got out of his chauffeur-driven stretch Lincoln Continental and paused. Anyone watching him would have assumed he was admiring the view over the blue Pacific from Highway One, south of Carmel. Waves curled in, broke against the rocks far below, threw up puffs of white surf. The coast stretched away in both directions with hills climbing steeply behind the highway.





Moloch was staring up at the new house near Big Sur Mrs Benyon had moved into recently. Perched alone on a ridge, overlooking the ocean, he thought it a crazy structure. The grey-tiled roof sloped down like a ski slope. Porthole windows had been inserted into the roof and the ground-floor windows were triangles of glass.





'More like Walt Disney.' he said to himself as he climbed a series of zigzag steps, also triangular in shape. 'So how does she get down here - when she's supposed to need a couple of sticks to waddle across a room?'





Granted there was a Alpine drive up to the house, but he knew she liked to walk down to the sea. Ethan's cream Cadillac was parked outside the house. Returning to Black Ridge he had been told Ethan had been summoned to see his mother.





In his hand he held a key to the front door. Over the phone from his jet he had ordered Martinez, the guard master, to make a copy of the key. Ethan always left his jacket hanging over a chair. It had been easy for Martinez to extract the key and take an impression while Ethan was hundreds of feet below in the tunnel beneath Black Ridge.





Reaching the house, he noticed the wide terrace was paved with stones carrying weird cabbalistic designs. The old dear had a liking for the occult. His thin lips curled as he looked at the front of the house. Even the heavy wooden front door was a huge triangle.





'Californian architecture,' he sneered to himself.





Inserting the key quietly, he turned it, opened it carefully, closed it once inside. He immediately heard a raised voice, guttural and thick. It came from a room to his right in the curving hall where the door was open.





'Ethan, you'll do as you're told or I'll beat the hell out of you.'





'But, Mother, I can't do that. VB would be furious ...'





He waited for a moment in the doorway where his grossly fat stepmother sat in a thronelike chair. Ethan stood before her like a frightened schoolboy, tall and thin, with bushy grey hair falling over his high forehead. Mrs Benyon raised one of two sticks she held in her hands, struck him with a savage blow on the arm. She was lifting the other stick to administer further punishment when Moloch walked into the circular room.





He moved quickly. Seizing the raised stick, he broke it in two across his knee. Casting the remnants into a blazing log fire, he grabbed the second stick, broke it, threw it on the fire.





'Vincent!' she screamed at him. 'Now I can't move. You bastard.'





Her heavy jowls were trembling with rage. She sat in the chair which was large, but only just contained her great ugly body. Her eyes, just visible above heavy pouched flesh, glared murderously at her stepson.





'Go back to Black Ridge immediately, Ethan.' Moloch said calmly. 'You are paid a very large salary and I expect you to earn it. If your mother summons you again while you are working, come straight to me.'





Ethan, his hands trembling, left them alone. Moloch waited until he heard the Cadillac drive away. Then he turned to Mrs Benyon, who sat still glaring.





'Please listen to me. You have an evil temper. You treat Ethan, who is over forty, like a child. He has a brilliant brain...'





'Which you are exploiting. Bastard!' she repeated venomously.





'Since I can't reason with you.' he went on quietly, 'I have to tell you. If there is another repetition of this uncivilized behaviour I shall withdraw all your stock from AMBECO. You know that I can.'





'I'll trip you up some way, Vincent. See if I don't.'





'Oh, that's another thing. You talked your way into Black Ridge past Martinez while I was away. You were poking around, trying to get into my office. Do that again and your stock goes down the drain. Don't think I won't.'





He moved away from her, bent down to warm his hands at the fire. At 4 p.m. or so in this part of California, however warm the day, the temperature dropped suddenly, became chilly. He was leaving the room when she called out to him.





'Vincent! You have left me a cripple without my sticks.' She pointed two open fingers at him, like the points of open scissors. 'I have put the evil eye on you. Get out of my house!'





He made a little bow, smiled, looking directly at her.





'It will be a pleasure to do so. You appear to have lost your British manners.'





Once out of sight in the curving hall, he opened the door, slammed it shut from the inside, pressed himself against the wall. He heard the creak as she left her chair. Tiptoeing back to the entrance to the room he saw her hurrying briskly to the front window to observe him leaving. No sign of any handicap or infirmity, as he had long suspected. He peered into the room.





'Some cripple ...'





On that remark he left the house before she could reply. Skipping nimbly down the idiotic steps, he never once looked back.





'How on earth did my late father marry such an ape?' he muttered aloud.









*  *  *  *









At four in the afternoon in California it was midnight in Cornwall. After dinner Newman had received a phone call from Colonel Grenville.





'My dear chap, I've organized a party at short notice. At a yacht club in Port Navas. Not the one near the end of the creek, another one - at the beginning of the road on the other side of the creek. I am very much hoping you will join us. There will be music and a small dance floor.'





'Thank you. I accept your kind invitation. May I also bring two ladies?'





'You like one in reserve, do you?' Grenville joked. 'I would be most happy - I just hope they are attractive. If you know them they must be. Midnight suit you? Good. I like early morning parties ...'





Newman had been thinking of Vanity and Paula. When he told the latter she reacted at once.





'I'll phone up Maurice Prendergast and ask him? He had a bad time when we were last there.'





'Why not?' Newman grinned. 'And you had the nerve to pull my leg about Vanity.'





'Well, Maurice is rather handsome.' she replied. 'I hope Grenville won't mind.'





"The more the merrier is his motto, I suspect.'





He hurried into the lounge to tell Vanity. She rushed to her room to have plenty of time to fix herself up for the party.









At Park Crescent Tweed was working late. Monica, behind her desk, had often noticed that as the tempo of an activity began to accelerate one sign was that Tweed worked later and later into the night.





He phoned a contact at the MoD, apologized for the late call, then spoke rapidly.





'Arthur, I'm involved in an important investigation here and abroad. It would help me if you could tell me something about the career of a certain Colonel Arbuth-not Grenville, now retired presumably, living in Cornwall.'





'Can't tell you a lot about him.'





"Then tell me a bit.' Tweed urged.





'Left the Army ten years ago.'





'Why?'





'Can't really go into that. Sorry. I always try to help when I can.'





'The investigation I'm involved in is sanctioned by the PM. So I need you to tell me everything.'





'You know, Tweed, we can't give out confidential information...'





'You have before. I've helped you recently. You owe me,' he snapped.





'Sorry, I've gone as far as I can. Hope this isn't the end of our cooperation at times in the future.'





'Of course not. Goodbye ...'





Monica was careful not to look at Tweed, not to say one word. She knew his moods well, although he was rarely gloomy or lacking a buoyant attitude.





I'll phone Special Branch now,' he announced. 'See if they're more forthcoming. No. I'll get the number...'





'Freddie,' he said after reaching his contact, 'can you tell me the true role of an ex-officer of yours? A man called Maurice Prendergast, now living down in Cornwall?'





'Oh, that's easy,' Freddie replied glibly. 'He retired about two years ago.'





'Are you sure about that?' Tweed pressed.





'Yes,' Freddie replied - after a pause. 'What's your interest in him?'





'I'm not sure. Yet. I think you could be covering up something.'





'Prendergast retired a couple of years ago.' Freddie insisted.





'He had enough money to do that? At his age?'





'I believe he was left a legacy by an uncle. Not enough to see him through for the rest of his life, I'd have thought. Still, it was his decision.'





'Why did he retire?' Tweed probed.





'Found the pressure of his work was becoming intolerable.'





'That's strange. I met him several times. He has the stamina of an ox.'





"The most unexpected people crack.' Freddie replied. 'I'm sure you've experienced that.'





'Not with people like Maurice Prendergast.'





'Well, it did. That's all I have on him. Ancient history.'





'Thank you.' said Tweed. 'Thank you very much.'





He stood up after putting down the phone. He began pacing round the office, polishing his glasses on his handkerchief. Most people could not have guessed something was wrong, but Monica knew better. He put on his glasses, stood by the window, gazing out at the darkness. Both ceiling fans were turning but it was still warm. He swung round.





'I'm wondering if the PM is in such a dither he's asked us to investigate Moloch - but also put Special Branch and the MoD on his track on the quiet. No, that's just too unlikely.'





'What's going on, then?' Monica wondered.





'Darned if I know. PerhapsRIGHT SQUARE BRACKET'





Whatever he was going to say was lost as the phone rang. Monica picked it up, asked the caller to repeat the name. She pressed the security button.





'It's that hoarse-voiced person called Waltz again.'





'I'll take it. Monica, could you make me a pot of strong coffee while I take this call?'





She gave him an odd look, left the room. Only then did Tweed start talking on the phone. He had a long conversation while she was away. Mostly he listened, then he asked a few questions and listened intently again. He had just finished the call when Monica returned. She poured him a cup without sugar or milk.





'Black as sin.' she remarked.





"There's a lot of it about.' he responded, drinking half the cup. 'A lot of sin.'





He stood up, resumed pacing round the office, hands clasped behind his back. After a while he paused, made his comment, then resumed pacing.





'I'm beginning to wonder if I'm using the wrong person as an agent. If I am, it could turn out to be a major disaster.'





He then went on pacing slowly, his eyes glazed as he concentrated on something which was deeply troubling him. Monica knew all the signs. He was weighing up his options, balancing one against the other. She also knew he would suddenly make up his mind and erupt into action. Again he was interrupted by the phone ringing.





'No peace for the wicked.' said Monica and answered the phone. 'It's Professor Weatherby, the seismologist.'





'Yes, Weatherby.' Tweed said, now sitting behind his desk.





'Tweed, I was clearing out some old files. I found one compiled by Ethan Benyon while he was with me. He must have left it behind. I found the contents disturbing, highly disturbing. If you could come over I'll explain what I've discovered.'





'Would now be too soon? No? I'm on my way...'





Telling Monica to hold the fort, that he was rushing to see Weatherby, Tweed slipped into his jacket and left.





'I wonder who Waltz is?' Monica said to herself.









*  *  *  *









The Yacht Club building where Grenville was holding his impetuously arranged party was an old two-storey place with rough-cast walls painted white. As Newman parked his Merc., with Vanity alongside him, he saw Maurice's car pull up behind him. Beside him sat Paula. They could hear dance music floating out of the building into the warm night.





Earlier Paula had phoned Maurice, inviting him to join her at the party. He'd agreed immediately.





'I'll drive over and collect you. No, I positively insist...'





It gave Paula a pang when she glanced down the road alongside the creek. That was where she had dashed out to intercept Adrian Penkastle. If she hadn't done he'd have presumably continued his way to some pub. And she had an idea that when he was too far gone some landlords would let him stay the night. Had that happened he would probably still be alive.





'A penny for your thoughts,' said Maurice.





'I was just thinking how good the music sounds.' She looped her arm through his. 'We're going to enjoy the party.'





'We will if I have anything to do with it...'





Grenville, a good host, was waiting for them with the door open. Inside couples were sitting at tables drinking. Others were dancing on the floor. Everyone seemed to be having a good time.'





'Colonel,' Newman began, 'this is a friend of mine. Vanity Richmond.'





'Wish she was my friend.' Grenville greeted her jovially, taking two glasses of champagne off a sideboard and handing them to his guests.





'And behind me,' Newman went on, turning round, 'is Paula, another friend.'





'Greedy!' Grenville chuckled. 'Don't think you can monopolize them both for the whole night.'





'And this is Paula's escort, Maurice Prendergast...'





Reaching for another glass of champagne, Grenville's hand froze. The gesture lasted hardly a second but Newman noticed his host's expression had stiffened, then he was his normal affable self.





'Welcome, Paula. I insist we have a dance together later.' He switched his gaze back to her companion. 'Welcome, Prendergast. Hope you don't mind my pinching her off you during the party.'





'It's a free country.' Prendergast answered with a smile.





They sat down together at a side table for four. Seafood was served - generous portions of crab and lobster. Newman wondered how Grenville afforded this lavish fare. The moment the food was demolished Newman invited Vanity to dance, took her on the floor. Maurice suggested to Paula they follow suit.





'Do you mind if we wait a minute? I'd like to digest my enormous helping.'





Which wasn't her real reason. She wanted to watch Newman dancing with Vanity. Her blazing red mane picked her out from all the other couples, and she was a very good dancer. She pulled Newman closer to her as they moved round the floor. She rested her pointed chin on his shoulder, her hair touching his face. He was saying something which caused her to burst into laughter.





'Those two are getting on well together,' Maurice said.





"They certainly seem to be,' Paula agreed.





Glancing round the room, she estimated there were about a hundred people present. A mixture of young and middle-aged. Many had the look of the 'exiles' Newman had mentioned to her in her room. Maurice guided Paula onto the floor as Newman returned with Vanity.





'I'll get you another glass of champagne,' Newman suggested.





'I think I'll wait awhile. Who are you looking at so so closely?' she asked.





'No one in particular.' he lied.





Opposite him, at a table on the far side of the room, Colonel Grenville was staring fixedly at Prendergast. His eyes reminded Newman of twin gun barrels. He was so intent on watching this particular guest that the ash at the end of his cigar toppled down his smart blue suit. He appeared not to notice what had happened.





As they danced, Prendergast cast the occasional glance in his host's direction, then looked away quickly. What the devil was going on? Newman was puzzled. Vanity drew his attention to the band - five youngsters perched on a dais at the end of the room.





'They're quite good,' she commented. 'And they're playing a mixture of the old and the new. I rather think Grenville instructed them to do that - something to please his mix of guests and ages. He's a very good organizer.'





'And amazingly quick,' Newman remarked. 'He must have been phoning up all over the place this afternoon.'





'Why do you say that?'





'Because of the late hour when he called me to invite me. I don't think I was an afterthought.'





'Can't imagine you'd be that with anyone - especially a woman.'





Newman was cursing himself inwardly. He had nearly slipped up badly because he'd seen Grenville only that afternoon, a fact he was concealing. The trouble was, he knew, his mind was full of Vanity.





Later Grenville danced a quick-step with both women in turn. Newman noted he was surprisingly agile on his feet, more like a man of forty.





The party went on into the early morning hours. At 3 a.m. Newman suggested they left. Grenville was a little too cordial when he said 'goodbye' to Prendergast, a fact which Newman observed with interest.





They returned to Nansidwell. Prendergast wanted to drive Paula back but she insisted that was ridiculous since Newman could take her in the Merc.





1 would have thought you'd at least let me do that for you.' Prendergast said forcefully.





'Well, I won't.' she told him. 'We've had a lovely time. Don't spoil it.'





'You're the one who's spoiling it.'





Newman had stood nearby, saying nothing. Paula had to work this one out for herself. He was glad he'd escorted Vanity inside his car with the windows closed against the night chill. At least she couldn't hear this conversation, which was on the verge of turning ugly.





"Thank you for a most pleasant evening - or early morning – Maurice.' she said firmly. 'I'm going back now with Bob. Good night.'





She omitted to kiss him on the cheek, walked briskly to the Merc., got inside the back, shut the door.





'Good night, Maurice.' Newman said.





'Have you two got something going between you?'





'Good night, Maurice.' Newman repeated.





He walked swiftly back to the Merc. He had to get away from Maurice before he slammed him one on the jaw. On the way back there was very little conversation. Paula was seething inwardly. Vanity was sleepy after her late night.





Arriving at Nansidwell, Newman found a message from Tweed waiting for him.





Phone me urgently as soon as you return. In the usual way.





He showed the message to Paula as soon as Vanity had gone to bed. She read it, handed it back to him.





'He means call him from the phone box in Mawnan Smith.' she said.





'I can do that myself now. Maybe you'd sooner get off to your room?'





'Like hell. I'm coming with you. I want to know what's going on. And after that absurd conversation with Maurice I'm very alert.'
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Tweed was away so long after leaving to talk to Weatherby that Monica began to worry. She was relieved when he returned well after midnight. Then she saw the expression on his face. He sat down behind his desk, looking grim.





'Something wrong?' she enquired.





'Something is very wrong. After listening to Weatherby I think my bizarre theory as to what is going on with Moloch was right. It's horrendous.'





'You'd sooner not give me any details?'





'Not at the moment. I have to work out what to do. I suppose there haven't been any developments?'





'Yes, there have. I managed to get hold of our contact in Paris, Loriot. He said he'd phone me back and later he did. It's about Vanity Richmond.'





'Yes?'





'She was reported earlier to have an English father and a French mother. Loriot found out she did indeed have a French mother. Now deceased. Vanity was born in Grenoble. She's thirty-eight. Her father was an attach^ at the British Embassy in Paris. When he was moved back to Britain her French mother came with him, bringing Vanity with her, who was then ten years old.'





'I see.'





"There's something else. Cord Dillon phoned me from Langley. Joel Brand, Moloch's so-called second-in-command, passed through San Francisco International airport. Cord's man at the airport followed him to Black Ridge...'





'So-called? Is that your phrase?'





'No, it's Dillon's. He says it's not clear which of the two men - Moloch or Brand - is running AMBECO.'





'Curious. Very. What is really interesting is that Brand is now back in California. Which again fits in with the theory I've built up as to what is planned.'





For once the phone ran when Tweed wasn't pacing his office. Monica took the call, told Tweed it was Newman on the line.





'Tweed here





He listened while Newman gave him a terse report on the events at the Yacht Club. He mentioned Colonel Grenville's reaction to the arrival of Maurice Prendergast.





"Thank you.' said Tweed. 'Warn everyone to be ready for instant departure from Cornwall. Play it canny. Only partly pack your cases. When I tell you to come back, you come back fast. All of you. Hope you enjoyed the party. What you've told me may be important. Goodbye ...'





He began making notes on a pad in his swift, strong handwriting. It took him a while to complete his list. Then he handed the pad to Monica after tearing off the sheet he'd written on.





'First thing, shred that pad. I don't want Howard snooping round, finding it and tracing the impressions of what I've written.'





His manner was brisk despite the late hour. Everything about him told Monica he had decided what to do. Action was about to erupt.





'And the next thing?' she enquired after shredding the pad.





'Call British Airways at Heathrow. Book open tickets, return, for a flight to San Francisco. Undated,' he emphasized. 'First-class tickets for Paula and me. Club class for Newman, Marler, Butler and Nield. That way they can lose themselves in the crowd. Tell them each passenger is travelling separately.'





'So it's California,' she remarked. 'You've broken the logjam.'





'Pity Philip Cardon wasn't still with us. He'd have come in useful when we do visit California.'





'Where is Philip?' she asked. 'Where did he go when he took extended leave?'





'I've no idea where he is now. We may never see him again. He's roaming the world. Like The Wandering Jew. That's a novel written by someone long ago called Jew Suss. I may have got the title a bit wrong - and the name of the author.'





'So he never really settled down?'





'Can you wonder at it? After what he went through?'









The newspapers broke the story that following morning. At his desk Tweed studied a national newspaper, only one of many which carried the story.





Twin Girls Murdered? Have You Seen Them? The headline was splashed across the front page. A story followed about two women who had been dragged out of the sea, dead, six thousand miles and several weeks apart from the discovery of one to the finding of the other. Two large pictures. One of the twin in California. The other of the twin in Cornwall. Another paper carried the headline International Twin Murder? Tweed passed the first newspaper to Monica.





'Buchanan has done a good job. Pulled out all the stops. That's going to rattle VB in his cage, shake the living daylights out of him. The timing couldn't be more perfect.'





'You think Moloch will react?'





'Someone will. Somewhere. I'm hoping we'll get a person who knows who they are coming forward. Here or maybe in California.'





'Why in California?'





'You know I asked you in the middle of the night to collect copies of the newspapers as they came off the presses?'





'I could hardly forget. I was up half the night.'





'At least I packed you off afterwards to get some sleep. I told you not to come in until this afternoon.'





'I can get by on a few hours, as you know. How much shut-eye did you get?'





'None.' admitted Tweed. 'I had a shower here and a change of clothes. After I'd sent copies to Cord Dillon and called him. At my request the RAF had a jet standing by at Heathrow to fly them to the States. I had to get the PM's backing to arrange that.'





'So when do they arrive?' Monica asked.





'Should be there now.' Tweed said, after checking his watch. "They travelled in one of the RAF's superjets.'





'We really are moving. How will Cord get them to the West Coast?'





'By the same superjet. They may already have hit California. One of Cord's men in San Francisco is delivering them anonymously to Moloch's doorstep.'









It was late afternoon in Britain and early in the morning in California when Cord Dillon phoned Tweed.





'We've hit the button.' Dillon opened. 'Your papers arrived OK, have just been delivered to the big man. But more important, the story is splashed all over the LA Times, the San Francisco Chronicle - and the Monterey Herald. Now I'm waiting some guy who knew these chicks to holler that he knew them, who they are.'





'You're moving fast.' Tweed commented. 'How did you manage that?'





'I have contacts.' Dillon replied vaguely. 'We wired the three papers in California with the photo of the woman who came ashore in California and the Identikit you sent of the other one who was washed in on the coast of Cornwall. Someone, somewhere, has to react.'





'I hope so...'





Unknown to both Tweed and Dillon, someone had already reacted. An American, a partner in Standish Investigations, a private detective agency, was staring at the pictures in disbelief and growing horror.





Linda Standish was working on a homicide case under cover. She had obtained a job in a dress shop in Carmel at the princely sum of ten dollars an hour. There were no customers in the shop as she stood and rapidly read the story. She made up her mind immediately. Her boss was not pleased when she told him.





'I'm sorry, but I'm resigning, Leon...'





'Resigning? You've only been here a week. You can't do this to me.'





'My father's on a visit to London.' she lied glibly. 'I had a call just before you came in. He's been taken seriously ill.'





'You didn't tell me your father was going to London.'





'You don't tell me your private affairs.' she snapped.





'Don't expect you're going to get another week's pay.'





'Keep your pay!'





She was out of the shop and inside her parked car before Leon could think of a comeback. From a phone booth she called her father in Santa Barbara, told him only what she had told Leon, warning him to back her up by getting his girl friend to answer all calls, to say he was away in London. She was careful not to upset him by telling him the truth. He didn't take the papers or watch the TV. He had an aversion to any form of news and his girl friend was as dumb as they come.





Next she phoned British Airways, booked a seat on the night flight to London, using her credit card. Then she called her partner in San Francisco, explained the situation.





'Ed, send one of the girls on the staff to try and get the job in that dress shop. Guy's called Leon.'





'You were getting somewhere with the Armstrong homicide?'





'Not a thing so far. I have to fly. Literally ...'





Finally, she called the number at Black Ridge, asked to speak to Mr Moloch. She was put straight through to him.





'Linda here. I have to fly to London. My father's ill. Sounds serious. While I'm there I hope to pick up a clue about your missing girl friends.'





'I'll increase the fee to one hundred thousand dollars,' he replied instantly. 'If you trace them. But you don't reveal any information to anyone. Bring it straight to me. Me alone.'





'You told me that before. I have to rush to catch the plane.'





She then started the two-hour drive to San Francisco, pushing over the speed limit. It was going to be a close thing to catch that flight. All the time, at the back of her mind, she was thinking, One hundred thousand dollars is a load of money.





She caught the flight by the skin of her teeth, settled into her seat in Club Class. An expensive trip. Normally she'd have travelled Coach, or what the Brits called Tourist. But she needed time to think to get over the shock.





She knew she could have contacted the police in California, but they had so much crime on their hands she didn't think they'd give the case the attention she was determined to get. Her first move would be to call New Scotland Yard.





Linda drank the champagne the hostess had served while she checked the newspaper. The guy who appeared to be running the case was a Chief Inspector Buchanan. She'd call him. Frig the jet lag.









The following morning Buchanan called Tweed as he was looking again at the map of California Professor Weatherby had given him.





Tweed, we may have a reaction to the stories in the papers. A Linda Standish has called me. Just said she had information on the missing twins. Wouldn't talk on the phone. Since you started all this would you like to interview her? She's American. I have the feeling you might learn more.'





'Where is this Linda Standish?'





'I'll give you a number. She's staying at some hotel down in Bayswater. Here's the phone number ... And you'll keep me in touch?'





'Closely. But who am I supposed to be?'





'I hope you don't mind, but I gave her your name. I could have asked you first but I sensed she's highly strung, so didn't want to lose her. You're a chief claims investigator, your usual cover. I told her there could be an insurance angle.'





'I'll call her. And thank you ...'





Tweed knew this was Buchanan's way of repaying him for his cooperation. Also, he suspected Buchanan realized that he could at times be intimidating. He called the number and asked Standish if she would meet him at Brown's Hotel. She agreed immediately, said she knew London well.





He arrived at Brown's at eleven o'clock, fifteen minutes early, but the concierge told him Miss Standish was waiting for him in the lounge. Accompanying Tweed, he pointed out the American who sat drinking coffee.









Tweed studied Linda Standish quickly as he walked towards her. She would be about five foot seven, was slim, had straight brown hair and a plain face. Rimless glasses were perched on her long nose and she wore a white blouse, high at the neck and with long sleeves. Her legs were clad in beige trousers and on her feet she wore white trainers.





'Miss Standish? I am Tweed.'





'Do sit down, Mr Tweed.'





He settled himself into a comfortable chair opposite and close to her. She stared at him and he knew she was assessing him. He waited patiently while she drank the rest of her coffee. She put the cup down and he tried to help her.





'I understand from Chief Inspector Buchanan that you have information about the missing twin ladies.'





"They were my sisters ...'





Tears appeared in her eyes. She turned her head away and produced a handkerchief. Tweed was careful not to look at her. Instead he refilled her cup from the pot.





"Thank you,' she said and blew her nose. Her American accent was the softer type sometimes found in California. 'Sorry to make a fool of myself.'





'It's the jet lag.' he said kindly. 'I gather you have just come off the plane recently. A ten-and-a-half-hour flight can be a strain.'





'You are very kind.' She got a grip on herself. "They were my sisters,' she repeated more firmly. 'Julie was the woman who died in California, Cheryl in Cornwall. They were thirty years old. Unlike me, they were both very attractive.'





She paused. Tweed estimated Linda Standish would be in her mid-thirties. She was twisting the handkerchief between her hands, realized it, stuffed it inside her shoulder bag.





'Do you know when they disappeared?' he asked gently.





'Yes. Several weeks ago. Both of them about the same time. They were working for a very powerful man. Vincent Bernard Moloch.'





'Working for him. In what capacity? I need all the data.'





'I understand. I'm a private investigator. I work from Carmel. My junior partner covers San Francisco. Ed Keller.'





'I appreciate this is very difficult for you.'





Tweed now understood why she had weighed him up at first with her shrewd grey-blue eyes. It was part of her job to assess people quickly. He thought her intelligent. Probably good at her job - she could enter a roomful of people and no one would notice her, a valuable quality in her profession.





'I saw their pictures in the paper yesterday. I tried to trace their movements but they had just vanished.'





'I need to know in what capacity they worked for Moloch,' he repeated quietly.





"They were his confidantes and lovers.'





'I see. Did you go to see him?'





'Of course. He appeared puzzled and embarrassed. He couldn't understand where they had gone.'





'You said they were both his lovers?' he probed delicately.





'Not at the same time. It was Cheryl first. He can be very charming. She was furious when he turned his attentions to Julie, but she stayed on his payroll. He was a generous man where women were concerned.'





'What do you suspect happened to them?'





'I have no idea, Mr Tweed. There is not a lot of money in our family. I've had to educate myself. My sisters were inclined to rely on their looks to get by.'





'It's not unknown.' Tweed remarked.





'They could have worked for their living. That's what I did. Instead they floated about looking for rich men.'





There was a note of bitterness. Tweed wondered whether Linda had been jealous of the easy route her sisters had taken. Then he decided he was wrong as she went on.





'Cheryl and Julie both had brains. They could have used them in a different way. I kept warning them but they took no notice of me. I was the elder, bossy sister.'





"They both lived in quarters given them by Moloch?'





'No, not at first. They shared a small flat in Carmel -in one of the tiny courtyards difficult to find. Then Moloch hired Cheryl after meeting her at a party and she moved to his huge mansion at Black Ridge. That's near Big Sur. You may have heard of it.'





'I know the area.'





'Later Julie called to see her sister and Moloch offered her a job. My twin sisters always dressed alike and it was difficult for anyone to identify which was which - except for me. I sometimes wonder if Moloch one evening mistook Julie for Cheryl, so it could have been by accident that he turned to her.' Linda hesitated. 'My sisters liked to play tricks on men, one pretending she was the other. Then their playfulness backfired on Cheryl.'





'Do you know anything about Moloch's early career?'





'Yes. Cheryl told me - he confided in her. When he came to the States from Belgium as a young man he was clever. He built up from nothing a successful electronics business. Other companies combined to ruin him, to put him out of business as a competitor. He had to start all over again. He struck me as a man with tremendous energy. He devotes his life to enlarging AMBECO, works through the night and needs very little sleep. He's like a man obsessed.'





Tweed felt his brain jerk slightly. She had just given him another large piece of the jigsaw which slotted into place. He felt no elation. The grim theory he had slowly worked out was too horrific for him to feel pleased.





'You have no idea at all as to who was responsible for their deaths?' he enquired.





'It could be The Accountant.'





'Who?'





'In my business we hear a lot on the grapevine. There is a strong rumour that an assassin called The Accountant has killed several people. He works meticulously, always prepares the ground carefully for an assassination. We have no idea who he - or she - is.'





'I have heard that rumour.' He paused. Linda was showing signs that jet lag was at last catching up with her. 'You've been very helpful. Talking is very tiring after a long flight.'





'Yes, it is. I think I'd better go back to my hotel and get some sleep. How can I get in touch with you, Mr Tweed?'





He produced from his wallet one of the cards carrying his name as Chief Claims Investigator for General & Cumbria Assurance. He wrote the phone number on the back, handed it to her.





'If I'm not in and you want to tell me something please give my assistant, Monica, the details. She has worked for me for years and is discreet and completely trustworthy.'





"Thank you - and for your sympathy.'





'I don't remember giving you any.'





"The way you've talked to me - and not said more than you had to about my sisters. I like your approach. I suppose you were never a private investigator?'





'No.' He smiled. "That is a profession I have never engaged in. Would you please call me if you are thinking of returning to the States?'





'Promise.'





"Then I'll get you a taxi to take you back to your hotel.'





She sat very still. Again he waited patiently. He sensed she was deciding whether to say something. She lowered her voice, despite the fact that they were the only people in the lounge.





'When Moloch came to the States from Belgium, before he set up the company which his rivals used tough methods to smash, he was an accountant.'
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Returning immediately to Park Crescent, Tweed phoned Buchanan to give his report.





'Roy, Linda Standish is a private investigator in Carmel...'





Buchanan heard him out without a single interruption. Tweed gave every single detail of the conversation from memory. Across the office Monica was recording what he said.





"That's it,' Tweed concluded.





'Doesn't take us a lot further.' Buchanan commented. 'But at least we know the identity of the victims. And again it all goes back to Moloch.'





'Possibly. I think it takes us a great deal further.'





'You do? How?'





'It fits in with a theory I have evolved. No, I can't let you know yet. I could be wrong.'





"That's right. Go cryptic on me. Well, thanks for the data. I'll inform the press that someone came forward, identified them by their names, which I'll give out.'





'Good idea ...'





On that note Tweed ended their conversation. Monica smiled wrily.





'Nice to know I'm not the only one who finds you play it close to the chest. Oh, I've been on the phone again to my contact in the States. Moloch does have an accountant.'





'Has he got a name?' Tweed asked quickly.





'I was about to tell you. A man called Byron Landis. He works at Black Ridge, lives on the premises.'





'Interesting. I wonder how VB is reacting to the newspaper stories?'









At Black Ridge Joel Brand entered VB's office at three in the morning. The small man behind the desk was talking to Byron Landis, his accountant, after studying certain balance sheets. He was known for his attention to detail. No one could be employed in his vast organization without being thoroughly vetted by the Intelligence Bureau he had set up. No one earning fifty thousand dollars or more could be taken on the payroll before Moloch had personally interviewed them.





'So you see, Mr President...' Landis began.





'I've told you before never to address me in that way. It sounds so stuffy.'





'Sorry, but anyone in your position in America - even in a smaller outfit - is called by his title.'





'I am only in America physically, not mentally. I am a European, a Belgian. Now, get on with it, Landis.'





'I was only going to remark that, as you see, we have cut costs considerably. Except in the Armaments and explosives companies, which you vetoed for cost-cutting.'





'I've already seen that.'





Byron Landis was a small plump man in his forties. He had a bald head, wore steel-rimmed spectacles and had a precise manner. Joel Brand, who stood waiting impatiently with a sheaf of newspapers under his arm, called Landis Old Fussy. The staff working under Landis would not have agreed with the description. They knew him as a hard man. Landis also had a strange walk - he moved slowly with both feet turned outwards in a duck waddle.





"That's all, Byron,' Moloch said. 'Joel is bursting with impatience as usual.'





Brand was wearing an expensive lightweight business suit, a shirt buttoned down at the collar, a tie featuring a crocodile with jaws open and smart shoes. Newman would hardly have recognized him - his shaggy hair was neatly trimmed and brushed and, despite his tough face, certain women found him irresistible. Moloch liked his staff to dress well on duty at Black Ridge.





'You're not going to like this,' Brand said aggressively, sitting in the chair opposite to Moloch.





'Why not let me decide that for myself?'





'Well, take a look.' He shoved the San Francisco Chronicle and the Monterey Herald across the desk. 'Now the world knows what happened to Cheryl and Julie Standish.'





'And so do I.'





Moloch, a quick reader, had scanned the stories, looked at the photos. Then he checked the date of both newspapers.





'How did these get here so quickly?'





'Guy from our office in San Francisco always gets the paper from their office soon as it's printed, before it hits the streets. He flew down here to Monterey airport, had the smarts to call in at the Herald.'





'I like my people to use their heads.' Moloch replied in the same mild tone.





'Jesus! Thought you'd be cracked out of your mind. And there's more to come. London knows, too. This stuff was delivered through our mailbox. Don't know why the alarm didn't go off.'





'Because, Joel, we had monitors to neutralize the alarm stolen from our factory in Des Moines. You really must keep yourself up to date.'





'I'll check it out.'





'You should have done that already.'





'What about the Standish sisters?' Brand wanted to know.





'I'm horrified,' Moloch said quietly. 'Sounds to me like the work of The Accountant. When are you going to track that killer down? You've been working on it long enough.'





'He's shadowy. Moves like a ghost. But you still don't seem to realize the press are going to be down on us like an avalanche. They did work here - those two sisters.'





'So phone Des Moines. Get them to fly two more monitors to us immediately. In the meantime, open the gates to no one we don't want to see. Also instruct the telephone operator not to put anyone through to me unless he knows them. And send Ethan to me.'





'Ethan went home.'





'Home? He sleeps here.'





'Mrs Benyon phoned, told him to go to her house.'





'I see.'





Moloch was on his feet, he gave his orders as he slipped on a heavy astrakhan-collared coat.





'Tell Martinez to get the car ready to drive me to my stepmother's house. In future the operator is to accept no more calls from Mrs Benyon. If he slips up he will be fired immediately.'





'Martinez?' Brand sounded surprised. 'He's the chief of the guards, not your chauffeur.'





'Do as I tell you.' Moloch snapped. 'We may have to carry Ethan out of the house c'









This time Moloch instructed his driver to take the Lincoln Continental straight up to the house quietly. He got out, shivered. Even in California the night air is chilly. He let himself in through the triangular front door, again with his key. Again he heard Mrs Benyon's raised voice as Martinez followed him inside.





'Ethan, damn you! I said you sleep here from now on. Not under the constant surveillance of my dictatorial stepson,' she screeched.





Dictatorial? Moloch smiled grimly to himself. If anyone was dictatorial it was his detested stepmother. Walking into the room, he paused. Mrs Benyon, so intent on cursing her son, hadn't seen him enter. She was once more equipped with her two unnecessary walking sticks as she went on.





'Ethan, do what I say this moment. Your room is already prepared. Go up to it.'





'Mother, I can't...'





'You will obey me!' she screamed at him.





Moloch had had enough. He walked swiftly forward, snatched both sticks out of her hands. He repeated his previous performance, breaking them, hurling the shattered pieces into the fire.





She jumped up, ran forward as he turned, grasped him round the throat. He reached up to remove the hands as she screamed at him.





'I'll strangle you, you bastard!'





It was just the reaction he had hoped to provoke. Glancing at Ethan as he removed her hands, he saw the look of amazement on his face. A look replaced by an expression of fury.





'Mother.' he shouted, 'all this time you've fooled me - to intimidate me. I'll kill you for this ...'





He walked out of the room as his stepmother stood still, uncertain what to do. She stared at her stepson with loathing.





'I know what you're up to at Black Ridge. You did that deliberately, curse you!' She stabbed two fingers towards his eyes. 'I'll sabotage what you are up to. If it's the last thing I do, I'll ruin you. Did you hear me? I'll ruin you ...'





She was talking to herself. Moloch had left the room, gesturing to Martinez to follow him. Inside the car he gave him his instructions.





Put guards on the house. Make sure she doesn't leave the place. Let her take walks on the terrace to get some fresh air. Make sure she has plenty of food. She can prepare it herself from now on. Stop the maid from entering the house in the morning. Give her a thousand dollars, tell her Mrs Benyon has hired someone else...'





Ethan had driven on ahead to Black Ridge. Moloch found him in his room. He was sitting on the edge of his bed, staring into the distance.





'Get some sleep,' Moloch advised. 'It will not seem so bad in the morning.'





'I'll kill her...'





'Concentrate on your important work tomorrow. You are a remarkable scientist. The project must continue at top speed. Have a bath, it will calm you down.'





'I will kill her...'





These were the last words from him Moloch heard that night as he closed the door and went back to his office. Settling behind his desk, he felt relieved. At long last he had destroyed Mrs Benyon's hideous hold over Ethan.





From a window high up in an unlit room a man had watched Moloch's departure, his later return. The accountant, Byron Landis, closed the curtains, switched on the light in his room.









At 4 a.m., the darkest hour in California, it was noon in Cornwall. By arrangement, Paula pulled up her car alongside Newman's Merc, in the square at Mawnan Smith, where the shops were lined along two sides. Newman was sitting in his front passenger seat with the window open as she lowered hers.





'What did you think of Grenville?' he asked her.





'I couldn't see anything strange or suspect about him,' she replied. 'At first I thought he was the typical Colonel Bump type. But when I danced with him he was charming and amusing. I also found him more intelligent than I had expected.'





'I suppose you could be right.'





'You do sound dubious, Bob.'





'That cricketer chap I met in a pub near Constantine told me Grenville spends his winters in Monterey.'





'Probably a lot of people would like to spend their winters in California - if they could afford it.'





'Now you've hit the nail on the head. His home, The Grange, shows all the signs of a man hard put to keep up the place. Neglected garden. The outside hasn't seen a coat of paint in years. The furniture inside is old and shabby. What did you think of Maurice Prendergast?' he asked suddenly.





'Different kettle of fish. Seemed decent enough when I met him at his house. But after the dance he turned very nasty. You heard what he said about us - implying that we were having an affair.'





'He'd had a lot to drink. Maybe he just fancies you.'





'Like Vanity seems to fancy you?' she asked quietly. 'I would be interested to hear what you think about her.'





'She thinks a lot of herself, no doubt about that. But she's very controlled. Despite her swift changes of mood she's never shown any sign of losing her temper. Vanity Richmond is very cool.'





'I'd agree with you there. Extremely cool. But my woman's instinct tells me she's up to something, that she isn't all that she seems. Something's just struck me about Grenville. If he's short of money how could he afford to throw that party? Must have cost him a packet.'





'Maybe someone else paid for it...'









'I'm going to see that detective, the private investigator, Linda Standish, after dinner,' Tweed told Monica. 'At Brown's Hotel again.'





'Has something happened?' she asked.





'I don't think she told me this morning everything she knew. Something a bit mysterious about her. A gut feeling.'





'Your gut feelings have always been right so far...'





Tweed carried his jacket. The heat in the London streets was making them feel like airless canyons. He wondered when the heatwave would break as he hailed a taxi.





Linda Standish was already on her way to Brown's inside another cab. She liked to arrive earlier than an appointment - it was part of her technique to catch people off guard.





She was wondering whether to tell Tweed that VB had hired her to find her missing twins. But he had promised her the sum of a hundred thousand dollars. Better keep quiet, she thought to herself. Tweed, the insurance man, might provide information which would help her to earn the huge bonus - a sum she had never seen in her life.





She was seated in the same chair in the lounge at Brown's, drinking coffee, when Tweed came over to her. He shook her hand, sat down facing her, ordered coffee for himself. He kept quiet until the coffee had been served. He had often found that people couldn't stand silence, that they felt they had to say something. Standish was no exception.





'Have you found out who killed my sisters? And I meant to ask you, is there an insurance angle? By which I mean were they heavily insured in case of death?'





'No to the first question. As to the other two I can't be sure yet.'





He was smiling ironically to himself. He had no doubt the murder of Cheryl and Julie Standish had come as a shock to Linda. But it was intriguing that she had asked if they were insured. Had they been, she was obviously hoping, she would be the beneficiary. What a strange mixture human nature was - and how often under the surface there was greed. Money roared, as he had said himself not so long ago.





Tell me ...' he began. 'I have found out that VB, as he's so often known, has a right-hand man, a deputy if you like. A man called Joel Brand.' Tweed was watching Linda closely and saw her eyes flicker. She was not immune to his casual manner. 'You've heard of him?'





'Yes. Both Cheryl and Julie mentioned him.'





'In what way? Did they dislike him?'





'Not so far as I could tell. Both said he was polite and courteous to them.'





'Did he ever come on to either of them - make a play for them?'





'Oh, no. Nothing like that.'





'Did either of them talk to you about what VB was doing?'





'No.' Linda was emphatic. 'Both were very tight-lipped when I brought up that subject. I think that was part of their contract - that they revealed nothing of what they heard or saw at Black Ridge. And he paid them very well. I don't know how much, but they started appearing in more expensive clothes.'





'Surely they must have said something. After all, you were their sister.'





'Not a thing.'





'And did you get any impression of the relationship between VB and Joel Brand from them? I mean who wielded the power?'





'Brand was in charge of most operations, I gathered. But it was VB who took all the decisions. Brand carried them out. To that extent I suppose, he had power.'





'Was there any member of VB's staff either Cheryl or Julie disliked?' Tweed enquired.





'Yes. They both detested his accountant, Byron Landis.'





'May I ask why they detested this man?'





'Of course you may. He treated them as intruders. VB would send one of them to fetch certain documents from Landis. He always insisted on taking the documents to VB himself as though they were spies.'





'Curious.' Tweed drank more coffee, sat back in the chair in his most relaxed manner. 'I appreciate your answering my questions so frankly. Oh, surely VB hired a private investigator to try and trace your sisters?'





Linda Standish had responded to all his previous questions immediately but now she paused. What had been a gentle interrogation stalled. She lifted a hand, smoothed down her straight brown hair.





'Why would he do that?' she eventually asked.





Wrong reply. She should have said she certainly hoped he had - or something like that.





'An obvious move, I'd have thought,' Tweed remarked.





'Well, if he did ...' Linda had recovered her poise, 'I certainly never heard about it.'





Tweed ended the interview, making a sympathetic remark. He offered to get her a taxi but she said she preferred a walk in the glorious weather.





In his taxi on the way back to Park Crescent Tweed felt he had accomplished something. Standish had lied. Why? Had VB hired her? And if she would lie about that had she lied to him about something else?
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Returning to Park Crescent, the front door was opened by George, the security guard and one-time police sergeant employed by Tweed for years. A short, nimble man with a strong jaw, he put a finger to his lips, whispered.





'You have a visitor in the waiting room. Chief Inspector Buchanan. Monica said to warn you, Mr Tweed.'





"Thank you, George





Tweed opened the door, peered inside where Buchanan was glancing at the latest newspapers. Tweed greeted him, invited him upstairs.





'I know now what it's like,' Buchanan joked as he entered Tweed's office, 'to be held in a prison cell. The door to that room is self-locking.'





'We have to take precautions. Something to drink, Roy? Tea? Coffee?'





'Not this time.' He looked across at Monica as he sat down. 'Although I know Monica makes excellent coffee. Where have you been, Tweed?'





'Out to have my hair cut, if you must know.'





"They did a good job. Makes you look younger.'





"Thank Heaven for small mercies. What brings you here, Roy?'





'Colorado Junction, that American electronics plant in the Thames Valley which was destroyed by a bomb. No casualties. A businessman who lives opposite it has been away for a few days. He called me, said someone was watching the plant twenty-four hours a day before the bomb went off. He thinks the watcher was checking the routine of everyone who worked there.'





'So?'





'No casualties,' Buchanan repeated. "The workforce was mostly British. Our technical people with the Bomb Squad report it was detonated by radio from a distance.'





'So?' Tweed said again.





'It looks as though whoever blew it up was anxious there should be no casualties. Not often that a bomber takes all that trouble.'





'Or the man who ordered the plant's destruction, you're thinking?'





'Now you're ahead of me. Have you any idea who is responsible?' Buchanan asked.





'Could be anyone.'





'Could it be Vincent Bernard Moloch?' Buchanan suggested.





'Your guess is as good as mine.'





'When you get that poker-faced look I know you're concealing something.'





"That comes from staring at myself in the hairdresser's mirror. I dislike getting a haircut. It's a bore.'





'A clever reply.' Buchanan responded. 'And I suppose you personally never knew of Adrian Penkastle? A drunk stabbed to death in Cornwall. Place called Forth Navas.'





'Yes, I know about that.' Tweed said promptly, to Buchanan's surprise.





'He's admitted he knows something.' Buchanan said with mock severity, glancing at Monica.





'If he knows he'll tell you.' Monica said pertly.





'If it suits him. Mind telling me, Tweed, how do you know about him? There's been nothing in the papers. We've kept it quiet.'





'Newman told me. He was down in that area. All the locals were chattering about it in the pubs. It isn't all that often they have a murder to gossip about, I imagine.'





'An interesting fact has emerged.'





Buchanan had produced a map, spread it out over Tweed's empty desk. As he did so Paula walked in with a suitcase. She smiled at Buchanan.





'You were there.' Buchanan accused her. 'So was Tweed.'





'Find Tweed, you sometimes find me there too.' Dumping her suitcase in a cupboard, she ran her fingers through her dark hair. 'Where is there?' she asked.





'Here.' Buchanan pointed to the map and Paula came over to look. 'At Forth Navas. You know the place, Miss Grey?'





'Yes.' She smiled inwardly at Buchanan's frowning reaction to her instant cooperation. 'I went to a dance with Bob Newman. Organized by the local squire, Colonel Grenville.'





'I see.' Buchanan sighed. 'We're talking about Adrian Penkastle.'





"The man who was murdered. So was everyone at the dance. Talking about Penkastle.'





'Well.' Buchanan turned to Tweed while Paula studied the map, 'we find out Penkastle often took a walk along this road by the side of the creek'. Then he vanished. My bet is he was visiting someone. The question is who?'





'Got an answer?' Paula asked him cheerily.





1 hoped either you or Tweed might know the answer.'





"There are a number of houses along that road.' Paula told him. 'Why not send someone down to check each one.'





'I have done just that,' Buchanan said grimly. "Thought I might get a short cut by coming to see you.'





'Don't look at me,' replied Paula.





'And don't look at me,' Tweed added.





'Now you've gone dumb on me.'





'No, we haven't,' Paula told him. 'We've been chattering away to you. Don't frown so often - gives you wrinkles in your forehead.'





'You have no information to give me at all, then?'





'Yes, I have. I've just returned from a holiday in Cornwall. The weather was wonderful. But you know that, Chief Inspector. You were down there yourself.'





'I've never heard of anyone here taking a holiday.' Buchanan grumbled as he folded up the map.





'Oh, I have a good boss,' Paula informed him merrily. 'He thinks we all need a refresher now and again.'





'Which is why the lot of you trooped off down there.' He stood up. 'Pull the other leg, it's got bells on.'





'Don't see any bells,' Paula replied.





'And Tweed hasn't said a word.'





Buchanan prepared to leave. He stared round the office with a dissatisfied expression. "This place is like a bank vault.'





'Have to keep the money somewhere.'





Tweed still hasn't said a word.'





'Don't know how I'd have got in a word edgeways with all of you chirping away like magpies. I'll see you down, Roy,' Tweed offered.





'Don't bother. I should know the way by now.' His tone became ironic. 'Thank you all for your cooperation.'













*  *  *  *









"That was pretty amusing,' Paula said after Buchanan had gone. 'He expected us to deny we knew Forth Navas - or to refuse to answer.'





'You're right.' Tweed agreed. 'That was bright of you to mention the dance.'





"The trouble is it raises a more serious question. Who was Adrian Penkastle going to see? From Buchanan's description of the dead man's movements he could easily have been visiting Maurice Prendergast at The Ark frequently. Why?'





'That's a wild assumption.' Tweed objected.





'I noticed that when we were there Maurice, after watching us approach, left the net curtain over the right-hand window half open. Could have been a signal to Penkastle not to call - that he had other visitors.'





'Another wild assumption.'





'May I ask.' intervened Monica, sensing a row brewing up, 'why Paula has returned so suddenly? I didn't know anything about it.'





'You were out of the room when I called her at Nansidwell.' Tweed explained. 'I'm going to withdraw the whole team - one by one - so there won't be any sign they're together. We don't know who is watching that hotel. I'm getting to know how VB operates. Wherever he is he has unlikely people employed as spies, to see what's going on. Probably has another network in the Carmel area. Either of you make any sense of this?'





He produced a map of California he had brought back with him from Professor Weatherby. It had more squiggly lines on it curving up from southern California to the north. At the bottom was a signature in tiny script. Ethan Benyon.





Paula and Monica stood on either side of him as he spread it out on his desk.





'This map.' he informed them, 'was extracted from an old file by Weatherby, who was having a clear-out.





Unknown to him, Ethan was working on a highly original project. I won't give you details - except that Weatherby is now alarmed. There were other papers in the rile but he let me bring this map away.'





'Doesn't mean a thing to me.' Monica commented after examining the map.





'Me neither.' Paula said.





'I draw your attention to the line marked "San Moreno fault". Ignore the notorious San Andreas fault which wrecked San Francisco in 1906.'





'I've never heard of it.' Paula admitted.





'Few people have. I suspect Ethan discovered it. Also notice that large red line in the ocean near Big Sur.'





'What is it?' Paula asked.





'I have a vague idea, but too vague at the moment to go into. I need to know if some kind of vessel is operating off Big Sur. I've got it. Standish could tell me ...'





He explained to Paula who Linda Standish was, gave her a brief update on his conversations with the American private investigator.





'Well, now we know who they were - and that they were twins.' Paula remarked. 'No wonder they looked so alike. I'd begun to think I was losing my grip. And Standish has linked her sisters with Moloch.'





'Which might not be the end of the story.' Tweed said.





'What does that mean?'





"That I'm keeping all my options open.'





'Now he's going cryptic on us.' Monica grumbled and returned to her desk.





Tweed refolded the map, locked it away in a drawer. He looked at Paula.





'What does AMBECO stand for?'





'A for Armaments, M for Machine tools, B for Banking, E for ElectronicsRIGHT SQUARE BRACKET'





'Stop there.' Tweed interjected. 'Think again about the map I showed you, and about the report on Moloch compiled by Monica, especially what happened to him when he first arrived in America.'





'Sorry, I'm all at sea.'





'Monica ...' Tweed switched his attention to her. 'Newman and Marler must come back to London, so get hold of one of them. Tell them an emergency is imminent, that they're to return instanter.'









Newman was lying in long grass by the side of the road close to The Grange, gazing through field glasses. He reported what he saw to Marler, at his side, who had the monocular he favoured, to check he wasn't missing anything.'





'We've struck oil. Colonel Grenville is carrying suitcases out to where his car is parked. He's on the verge of leaving.'





'By air,' Marler informed him. 'His luggage is festooned with British Airways labels. Can't read the destination.'





'And he's in a hurry. That chap's fit. He's hurtling in and out of the hall like a rocket. Golf bag too. He's off somewhere abroad where there are golf courses.'





'Could be anywhere ...' Marler paused. 'Don't move - to our right there's another watcher. Up a tree with binoculars. Move your head very slowly.'





Newman did what Marler had suggested. He stared. Up the stunted oak, not high enough to see them hidden in the grass, was Maurice Prendergast.





He also was gazing at The Grange, watching Grenville's hurried arrangements for departure. His car, turned to move off in the opposite direction, at the foot of a steep hill, had to have arrived a while after Newman and Marler had commenced their vigil. Why hadn't they heard him coming? Then Newman got it - crafty Maurice





must have freewheeled down the hill with his engine turned off.





As he watched he saw Maurice suddenly shin down, run to his car, dive inside, start up the engine and drive off and out of sight. Marler nudged him.





Time to go. Grenville is locking his front door...'





They both ran down the high-hedged side road. Newman blessed his foresight in parking the Merc, in a field out of sight. He jumped in behind the wheel and Marler joined him in the front passenger seat, then picked shreds of grass off his immaculate linen suit. Even in an emergency he was always careful about his appearance.





They were driving off towards Constantine before Grenville had started down towards his exit, using his monitor to open the electronically controlled gates. Newman pondered the situation as the Merc, vanished over the crest of the hill.





'I'd like to have followed Grenville, find out where he's off to.'





'We can't.' Marler lit a king-size. 'We haven't paid our bill or picked up our cases from Nansidwell.'





'I'll call Tweed from that phone box in Mawnan Smith. Weird that Prendergast was watching him too...'









Newman was leaving his room after checking his watch. He had arranged for Marler to leave fifteen minutes after him. During his call to Park Crescent he had been given Tweed's latest instructions by Monica before he spoke to Tweed, reporting the latest developments.





He was paying his bill in one of the lounges, accepted the receipt, was on his own for a moment, when Vanity touched his arm.





'Running out on me, Bob?'





'Just had a tip about a big story about to break in London,' he replied quickly.





'But you've stopped writing.' she said shrewdly.





'I'm bored. I feel like going back to work for a while. It's been great knowing you.'





'I'm leaving too. Couldn't we drive back together? It only takes me ten minutes to pack.'





'I've heard that one before.'





Time me...'





'I'm sorry, but I have to leave now.'





'Bob.' she touched his arm again, 'take me out for a drink at the Lanesborough this evening.'





He looked at her and she was giving him her most appealing smile, the high colour in her cheeks glowing, as were her eyes. He felt a sense of passion for her.





'Eight o'clock at the Lanesborough suit you?'





'I'll be there. Drive carefully.'





She kissed him lightly on the mouth and was gone. He cursed himself as he hurried to his car. But he was also aware he felt excited at the prospect of not losing touch with her.





He was well on his way along the A30 when, in his rear-view mirror, he saw Vanity's car coming along the dual carriageway like a thunderbolt. She swept past him, exceeding the speed limit, waved a hand and streaked into the distance.






Behind him now, a few hundred yards away, was Marler in his Saab. Newman waited until he reached a parking area, signalled, drove in and stopped. Marler pulled in behind him, jumped out and leaned in his window.





'Vanity left shortly after you did. She's an expert tracker behind the wheel of a car. She kept just out of sight of you when she caught you up for quite a while.'





'So she can pack in ten minutes.' Newman commented. 'I've an idea she'll be waiting for me further along, waiting to follow me to see where I go. If necessary I'll give her the slip in London. Let's get back on the road. I think Tweed is almost ready to go somewhere ...'





He proved to be right. Passing another lay-by later he saw her parked inside it. She had the engine running and moved out after him as soon as he had passed. Newman was annoyed - he omitted to wave to her. In the distance behind her Marler followed in his Saab.





Reaching London, which he knew like the back of his hand, Newman chose a roundabout route to reach Park Crescent. Seeing a one-way street where traffic could only come in the opposite direction, he took a chance. Turning into it he saw in his mirror Vanity following at a distance of about twenty yards. As he reached the end to emerge into a street of two-way traffic he saw a van approaching him.





The driver honked his horn. Newman took no notice. As he drove on he saw the van enter the street, blocking Vanity's further progress. She was nowhere in sight when he arrived at Park Crescent.









'Very strange.' Tweed remarked as Newman, his case by his side, sat in the armchair and told him of the incident. 'Maybe she was worried you wouldn't turn up at the Lanesborough.'





'I doubt that.'





'Did you get her address? Where she's staying?'





'No. I didn't really think to ask for it - and she never brought up the subject...'





Marler, carrying his own suitcase, walked in. He gave a little salute to Monica, who liked him. Then he grinned at Newman.





'You gave her the slip cleverly. She had to back all the way down that one-way street. I tried to follow her but a traffic jam got in the way.'





Tm going back to my flat.' Newman stood up. 'For a bath and a change of clothes. Where do you think Grenville is off to?'





'We'll find out. You've had a long drive. Go home -both of you.' ordered Tweed.





He waited until the two men had left before looking across at Paula.





'Can't understand why Bob didn't try to get her address. Most men would have done.'





'It's clearer than your glasses, which need cleaning. The dust in this heatwave gets everywhere. Bob is in a whirl about the glamorous Vanity - but he doesn't completely trust her, I'm sure. So, he's waiting to see what happens at the Lanesborough.'





'Monica.' said Tweed, 'after Newman phoned us from Cornwall did you get in touch with Jim Corcoran at Heathrow about Grenville and Maurice Prendergast?'





'Yes, I did. He's promised to call me back. And I called the hotel where Linda Standish was staying.'





'Was?'





"That's what I said. They told me she had checked out and left no forwarding address.'





'I see. I'm calling Corcoran at Heathrow.'





He got the Security Chief's special number himself. Jim Corcoran answered the phone immediately.





Tweed here.'





'Just about to call Monica. Tried British Airways first and struck gold. Told them it was part of an inquiry into a drug ring, heaven help me. Colonel Arbuthnot Grenville is booked to travel First Class on Flight BA 287 to San Francisco. Departs here 1330. Arrives San Francisco 1625, local time, of course. Maurice Prendergast is booked on the same flight - but Club Class. You owe me.'





'I suppose you'd go mad if I asked you to check on a Linda Standish? She might just be aboard the same flight.'





'Stark raving mad. Why do I do these things for you?'





'Because I do things for you from time to time, Jim.'





'I'll come back to you. No, can you hang on a few minutes? I may be able to check - Linda Standish, you said? - that over the phone...'





During the few minutes he had to wait Tweed put his hand over the phone, told Paula and Monica what he had found out, then Corcoran was back on the line.





'Linda Standish is on the same flight. Club Class. She made the reservation by phone this morning and they just managed to fit her in aboard the plane. Tweed, could you give me a breather now? The airport is buzzing at this time of the year.'





'I'll do my very best. And thank you so much.'





'It was nothing. I am joking...'





Tweed put down the phone, told them what he had just heard. Paula was the first to react.





'Isn't it strange they're all on the same flight?'





'It's strange that they're all in such a hurry to reach California. A pattern is building up. It's only recently that Moloch flew back to the same place. A cauldron is bubbling over there.'





'A cauldron?' Paula queried.





"There are many cauldrons seething in the world today but this one is a monster...'
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"The body of Julia Sanchez, daughter of that Philadelphia millionaire I told you about, has been found. Garrotted. Head nearly severed from the body. Guy who did it smeared his trademark on her body in her own blood. Letters AC.' said Cord Dillon.





'Sounds ugly,' Tweed replied.





The call from the Deputy Director of the CIA had come in the middle of the night. Tweed had again been studying Ethan Benyon's map - comparing it with a detailed map of California.





'So now we've discovered three of Moloch's missing girl friends.' the American went on. 'We only have to find another garrotted and we know we have a serial killer on our hands.'





'AC.' Tweed repeated. 'The Accountant?'





'I'd bet money on it.'





'But didn't Sanchez disappear a while ago? How is the body so well preserved that you have all this data?'





'It was hidden in an alcove in an abandoned mercury mine not too far from Big Sur. It's ice cold down there -like a huge refrigerator. So the body was sufficiently intact to get the information I've given you.'





'There's a curious inconsistency, Cord. Two of the girl friends, Cheryl and Julie Standish, were washed ashore here and in California. Neither was garrotted.'





'I understand the Venetia was offshore when both incidents took place. Would the murderer have garrotted them?'





'I suppose not. No, you've got a point.'





'Other people who stood in Moloch's way have been found garrotted - always with the trademark AC painted on their bodies in their own blood. I wish to God we could trace The Accountant. He uses wire to kill his victims - probably with a wooden handle at either end. Maybe he uses the handles afterwards to mark his victims with their own blood.'





'Sounds like a sadist as well as a killer.'





'I agree.' the American said. 'We're searching all the old mercury mines in that area - that is, the local police are. I'll keep you informed.'





'Whoever it is must be attractive to women.' Tweed commented. "That's the only way he could get them to go with him to a quiet place where he can commit his murders.'





'Don't know why that point didn't occur to me. Might give us a vague lead.'





'Check out Moloch's accountant, Byron Landis,' Tweed suggested.





'A bit obvious, I'd say.'





'A clever man might use the obvious. Keep in touch. Thanks for calling...'





Tweed told Paula and Monica what he had heard. He had just finished when Newman came into the office. Tweed stared at him.





'You were supposed to get some sleep.'





'I've had enough. I didn't want to lose touch with what's going on.'





Tweed repeated what he had just told Paula and Monica. Paula was gazing at-Newman, who was wearing a smart grey pin-striped suit. He was also freshly shaved.





'So the bodies are beginning to come to light.' Newman observed grimly.





'How did you enjoy your meeting at the Lanesborough with Vanity?' Paula asked.





'I enjoyed it. She was great fun - a first-rate companion. Dressed to kill.'





'An unfortunate phrase,' Tweed remarked.





'Why? All right - in view of what you've told me about this Julia Sanchez, I suppose it was. Still, there's something odd. I couldn't get her address out of her. She said she was changing hotels and would call me at my flat when she got settled in. I didn't go for that.'





'Anything else odd about her, Bob?' Paula asked, watching him closely.





'She asked me about the article I'm researching. Told her this story to explain why I was leaving Cornwall suddenly - I said it was an expose on one of the world's richest men. She went quiet and then changed the subject.'





'She's VB's personal assistant.' Tweed said quietly.





'Now he tells me!' He waved a hand at the others. Tweed is still playing it close to the chest...'





'I thought you'd find out more if you didn't know who she was.' Tweed explained.





"Thanks. Well, I guessed it could be him. A big business man who travels the world, she once described him as. She goes with him almost everywhere. Otherwise I got nothing out of her.'





Paula was relieved. She could tell Newman was fond of Vanity, but his brain was still moving in high gear. 





Tweed then told Newman about Maurice, Grenville, and Linda Standish.





'A mysterious woman.' he remarked as he concluded.





'What do you think she's up to?' Newman asked. 'Strange she should just walk out on you - then catch the same flight as those two. What's she up to?' he repeated.





'I think her search for the killer of her sisters is genuine. But she also has some other secret motive. I'm worried about her.'





'Why?'





'She's obsessed in her determination to track down the killer. She might take one risk too many.'





'She sounds like a professional.' Paula remarked.





'But there's an emotional element involved. It can muddle the judgement. Call it a sixth sense.'





'I've found out something about her, as you suggested.' Monica broke in. 'She lives in an apartment on Junipero Street, Carmel. Not too far from a police station. It's difficult to find - inside a small 





courtyard.'





She handed him a card with Standish's address. Tweed took out his map of Carmel from a drawer. He studied it, put the card in his wallet.





'I know that area. How did you get that information?





All I got from her was her office address. She palmed it to me when we shook hands. Very careful person, Linda Standish.'





'I called the big private investigation agency in San Francisco we've used before. The man I spoke to knew about her. I imagine that outfit knows every agency in the city.'





'Tell me something.' Newman said as Marler walked in. 'As I arrived I saw Harry Butler's car parked outside. What's going on?'





'I recalled Butler and Nield so I have everyone here close at hand. We're all going to California. I'm waiting for a signal.'





'What signal?' Paula asked.





'I don't know - but I will when I get it.'





'Don't try to push Tweed.' Marler drawled. 'My guess is we're due to depart soon.'





"Then maybe you'd all make sure you have your bags packed for a journey.' Tweed ordered. 'A warm weather climate...'









Luis Martinez, guard master at Black Ridge, had flown to London, as ordered. After leaving his suitcase, filled with old clothes bought second hand, at a hotel near the BBC, he went back to his hired car. He drove at once to a position from where he could watch Park Crescent.





He wasn't sure of the house he should watch but that did not bother him. He had all his equipment on the seat beside him. A Panama hat, which fitted in with the hot weather, a grey beret, photos of Robert Newman obtained from a picture library in San Francisco - and a small pair of field glasses. At the moment he wore the Panama hat, a T-shirt and a pair of denims.





His orders were precise, given to him before he had left Black Ridge.





'Here's a map of London. Fly there at once. Park Crescent is marked with a cross. We don't know which house the SIS is located in so watch them all. Here are pictures of the foreign correspondent, Robert Newman. He's the only one we know who is mixed up in this dangerous outfit. Watch for Newman to come out with a bag. I think he'll be flying over here soon. Track him to the airport, find out which flight he's coming on. Phone the flight details to me here. Then come back...'





A five foot six man with a tanned skin, Martinez was in his thirties. His strong face was long and lean and he sported a neat black moustache, matching the colour of his hair. Attractive to a certain type of woman, he smiled a lot, showing perfect white teeth. He had a cruel mouth.





Raising the field glasses, he checked a man leaving one of the buildings curving round the crescent. Nothing like Newman. He settled down to wait. He was a patient man and planned to change not only his clothes every day, but also his hired car, complaining the previous one was faulty.









When Linda Standish alighted from her flight at San Francisco International, had passed quickly through Immigration and Customs, she found the car she had hired waiting for her. She drove down the coast road, relieved to be back in California with its wonderful scenery. Before leaving the airport she had phoned Moloch to warn him she was coming.





It was a two-hour drive to Monterey but she had slept on the plane to counter jet lag. She passed through Monterey and Carmel and continued along Highway One. It was dark now and, leaving Carmel behind, lights from isolated houses on the steep hillsides to her left glittered like glowing eyes.





Near Big Sur Linda Standish pressed the horn five times and the electronically operated gates opened. She drove on up an endless steep drive to Black Ridge. Arriving, she was shown in by Joel Brand to the vast palatial room overlooking the ocean where Moloch received visitors. As Brand left Moloch came into the room, sat down on a leather couch opposite her.





'Yes?' he said.





'I met an insurance man called TweedRIGHT SQUARE BRACKET'





'You met Tweed?' he interjected in surprise.





'Yes. Scotland Yard advised me to see him at Brown's Hotel.'





'Describe him.'





'I'll do my best. It's difficult to give you a picture. He's rather ordinary - or looks so, until you talk to him. I'd say he has a first-class brain...'





She did her best but Moloch found her description of Tweed vague. He asked her to do better but she explained again he wasn't a man you'd easily notice.





'A person you wouldn't easily notice,' he repeated. 'He sounds like a masculine version of yourself, if you don't mind my saying so.'





She did mind, but remarked that it helped in the job she had. Moloch stared at Joel, who was still standing in the room. He had returned after giving orders to the guards.





'I'll call you when I want you.' He turned his attention back to Standish.





Tell me about your conversation with Tweed.'





He listened carefully. She had total recall and repeated every word of what had been said between herself and Tweed. The only part she left out was that she'd told Tweed that Moloch had trained as an accountant before coming to the States.





'I hope you don't mind my telling him about your relationships with Cheryl and Julie.' she said nearing the end of her report. 'But as one of my sisters was murdered off Cornwall and Tweed is in BritainRIGHT SQUARE BRACKET'





'Don't mind at all.' Moloch broke in. 'I'm as anxious as you are to find and punish the killer.'





'Were you on board the Venetia at any time while it was anchored off Falmouth?' she asked suddenly.





'A strange question.' he responded with a bleak smile.





'I only asked you.' she went on hastily, 'because if you had been you could have told me who else was on board when my sister was murdered.'





'I take your point. I wish I could help you, but I can't. You said Tweed gave you a card with his particulars. I'd like to see that, please.'





She produced the card from her shoulder bag. Moloch looked at the front. Chief Claims Investigator. General & Cumbria Assurance. No address. Turning the card over he memorized the phone number, handed the card back to her.





'You said that he advised you if you wanted to contact him to ask for Monica if he was out. Who do you think this Monica is?'





'I suppose she serves the same role to him as Vanity Richmond does for you.'





He stared at her. She gazed back without a flicker of her eyes. He wondered if she had implied that Vanity was his mistress, in which case she was wrong. He decided she had made no such suggestion.





'So the visit to London was worth while.' he said calmly.





'I'd say it sure was. Now we know we have the police on both sides of the Atlantic working for us. I spoke to Chief Inspector Buchanan over the phone - he sounds high-ranking. And he took the trouble to put me on to Tweed who, I guess, works closely with him. That's all for the moment.'





"Thank you. Here's a percentage of the fee I promised.'





He handed her an envelope containing the money in hundred-dollar bills, stood up and walked out.





Joel reappeared to let her out. Contrasting with his normal outfit of a T-shirt and denims, he wore a smart business suit, a clean shirt and an expensive silk tie. He took hold of her arm.





'I know you don't like me ...'





'I've never said or indicated that.'





'OK. But just remember this. Working for VB is no fun. It's a tough job I hold. I'll leave you here - the automatic front door is unlocked and so are the main gates. Drive carefully.'





Linda was off balance. She had never seen this side of Joel Brand. In a daze she continued down the long hall and Byron Landis hurried to catch up with her. He was also well-dressed, carrying an overcoat. He smiled as he came beside her and for the first time since she'd met him he struck her as pleasant, almost attractive.





'Excuse me, Linda,' he said as they continued towards the front door, 'but if you're driving back to Carmel could you take me there? My car has broken down.'





'Of course I could,' she said, after a brief hesitation.





'He just wants to save gas,' Joel's voice echoed down the hall.





She glanced over her shoulder. Brand was standing in the hall some distance back and had obviously heard every word.





'Don't judge everyone by yourself, Joel,' she joked.





Brand grinned, disappeared through a doorway. Outside the huge front door she unlocked her car, invited Landis to sit in the front passenger seat. The accountant had not taken kindly to Joel's remark - she could tell this from his stiff expression.





He soon mellowed as she drove them along the coast road, swinging round the bends with practised ease and as he began talking he became surprisingly amiable.





"There are ten thousand dollars in that envelope VB gave you. Ten per cent of the total payment if you crack the case. Must be difficult for you - trying to find out who killed your own sisters. I don't think VB should have given you the job.'





'Why not, Mr Landis?'





'Byron, please. Because there's too much emotional involvement for you. Let's talk about something else.'





'OK.'





'I need some relaxation from studying figures all day long. Some accountants say the figures talk to them. They don't say one damned thing to me. Think I chose the wrong profession. A lot of people do that. But the job pays well, so I'm stuck with it. No complaints.'





'You're married?' she enquired.





'I was. She took off with a millionaire. Wasn't just the money. He could make her laugh, amuse her. Still, I guess the money also helped. I'm not complaining. She wanted the high life, something I couldn't give her. I'm a loser. I accept that fact.'





'No, you're not, Byron.'





'I'm not a winner. That's for sure.'





'You're in the middle,' she told him. 'Not a bad place to be.'





They chatted for the rest of the drive, Byron cracked a few jokes which made her chuckle. She dropped him in the middle of Carmel.





'Have fun, Byron.' she called out.





'I intend to c'









Standish drove round the corner, parked. Locking her car, she hurried back to the courtyard Landis had disappeared into. Before leaving her car she had put on sunglasses, even though it was dark. She had also changed her green windcheater to a grey one she always kept in the car.





The transformation in her appearance was startling. The courtyard, one of many such maze-like areas in Carmel, was illuminated by old-fashioned lanterns. She walked across the cobbles, checking the apartments above the shops, all closed. No lights anywhere. Puzzled, she moved deeper into the yard and along a narrow alley.





She could hear modern dance music and light flooded out of a doorway at the end of the alley. Over it a flashing sign proclaimed El Soro's. Could Byron have possibly gone to visit a night club? she wondered. Paying the entrance fee, she wandered in, sat down on a chair behind other rows of chairs occupied by young and middle-aged couples. Often a middle-aged man sat by the side of a teenage girl. Then she stared.





Byron was on the dance floor, holding an attractive twenty-something. Fascinated, Standish watched his action, his feet moving expertly. When the music stopped briefly he switched to another girl. Standish paid the waitress for the glass of wine she had ordered. Plenty of other women were wearing sunglasses, so she didn't feel conspicuous.





She watched Byron changing partners frequently. He could dance so well he had no trouble choosing any partner. He also had great stamina, never leaving the dance floor. Standish watched for a while longer, then left.





Running back to her car, she moved it round the corner, parked it where she could watch the exit from the alley. She was interested in seeing what type Byron took away with him. She smoked a rare cigarette while she waited.





Eventually a Yellow Cab pulled up. Byron emerged alone, climbed into the cab, settled himself in the rear seat and it took off. Standish drove home to her apartment on Junipero. While she made pancakes for her meal her brain was racing.





'I thought I knew these people. Joel Brand now with his smile and friendliness. Byron Landis, the dry-as-dust accountant, so I'd thought, he goes out dancing. Really I don't know these people at all...'









At the end of the following day it was dark and Linda Standish was working late on her tax forms for the IRS. She hated forms and she hated tax returns, but the job had to be done. When the figures began to swim before her eyes she decided she'd get a breath of the chill night air.





She was out walking the deserted streets when a grey Audi pulled up alongside her. Vanity Richmond was behind the wheel.





'Hi!' she called out. 'How goes the grim work?'





'Grim work is what I call it.' She knew Vanity was referring to the hunt for her sisters' killers but didn't feel like talking about it. "The IRS,' she said as Vanity climbed out of the car to chat. Tax returns. Stuff them. Haven't seen you recently.'





'I'm just off the flight from London. On my way to the prison and the treadmill.'





"The prison?' Linda queried.





"That's what I call Black Ridge. It's the atmosphere.'





'And the treadmill?'





'Perhaps I'm going too far.' Vanity laughed, raised a hand to push back her red mane. 'VB never stops working - like a hamster on a treadmill. Mind you, I admire his industry. I think I'd better get back. Why don't we have dinner soon? I'll give you a call...'





She slipped back into the Audi and roared off into the night. Vanity had high colour and despite her long flight she had seemed very alert. Linda felt she had now had a break from work and returned to her apartment.





Half an hour later, as she pored over the figures, her door from outside opened and she looked up, surprised to see who had entered.





'Hi!' she said. "There's a pot of coffee, freshly made -pour yourself a cup and I'll be right with you.'





The visitor moved towards the stove, then suddenly slipped behind Linda. Using a razor sharp wire with wooden handles at either end the visitor whipped it round Linda's neck. Linda had no time to call out as the wire ripped through her vocal cords. She uttered a muffled gurgle as the wire was pulled tighter. Tighter. Tighter. She slumped forward over her tax forms in a pool of blood.
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When it was 10 p.m. in California it was 6 a.m. the following morning in London. Tweed had risen from the camp bed he had slept in at his office, was showered, shaved and fully dressed when Monica arrived. She looked at the camp bed Tweed had folded up and was putting away in a cupboard.





'So it's action stations,' she observed.





Paula arrived a moment later. She observed that Tweed was freshly shaved, looked at Monica.





'He slept here all night?'





'He did.'





'May I ask why you two have arrived here so early?' asked Tweed.





'Because of that call from Jim Corcoran at Heathrow late yesterday evening,' Paula told him.





'I see.'





In response to Tweed's phoning Jim Corcoran he had heard later from the security chief at Heathrow. The call had been terse.





Tweed? As you requested I checked the flight to San Francisco. The passenger list shows a Vanity Richmond boarded BA 287, departing here 1330, arriving San Francisco at 1625, local time. Travelled First Class. OK? I must go now ...'





Tweed had told Paula, Monica and Newman, who had called in to see if there were any fresh developments. Paula had reacted at once.





'Is that the signal you were waiting for?'





'I'm not sure. It does mean that all the main players in this grim game have now arrived in California -including the suspects.' He counted them off on his fingers. 'First, Vincent Bernard Moloch. I suspect Joel Brand is with him - although there's no trace of him passing through Heathrow, but he could have taken a ferry to Brussels or Paris and flown on from either city.'





'Doesn't the Sabena flight from Brussels, bound for the States, stop over at Heathrow?' Paula had queried.





'It does, but if Brand was already aboard it wouldn't show up on the computer. Next, Grenville and Maurice, we know, took the flight to San Francisco earlier. Also on board was Linda Standish. Now Vanity Richmond has gone the same route, yesterday afternoon. We'll wait a little longer.' he had told them...





'Have you had any coffee?' Paula asked.





'No. I was just about to make it.'





'I'll attend to that,' Monica told him.





'And I'll drive to that cafe cab drivers use,' Paula decided. 'I'll bring us breakfast.'





'I could do with some,' said Newman who had just entered the room. 'Better get some for Marler, who is on his way.'





'How do you know that?' Tweed wanted to know.





'Because I phoned him before I left my flat. He was already up. That sudden departure of Vanity worried me, and I told Marler.'





'She hasn't treated you very well, Bob.' Paula commented. 'Dashing off to California like that and not even phoning you.'





'I agree. But she probably received an urgent message from our friend VB to return at once.'





"That's exactly what I think happened,' Tweed interjected. 'I think he's marshalling his top people for some major move. Monica, have we provisional bookings aboard the next flight to San Francisco?'





'I've been booking them every day, then transferring them to the following day.'





'Go on doing that. Alert Butler and Nield. They're to be ready for instant departure...'









There were two weirdly shaped high-rise buildings in the business district of San Francisco. One was the famous Trans-America building, shaped like a tall slim pyramid. The other was the AMBECO building, shaped like a giant cone, circular all the way round and tapering to a point at its summit. Both were among the marvels of the city, their exteriors often viewed by tourists.





The AMBECO building had a curious 'defect' near its topmost point. Normally invisible to the outside world, a giant alcove was cut into it, masked by a huge sliding door. Inside the alcove was a helipad with a chopper always ready to take off at a moment's notice.





Like the Trans-America pyramid, the AMBECO building was perched on massive rollers. The idea was that if an earthquake struck the city both edifices would 'roll' to counter the tremors. In his circular office near the summit - all the offices were circular - Moloch was studying the latest maps Ethan had produced for him.





He was particularly interested in one area of northern California. The phone started ringing, a low squeak.





'Yes.' he said.





'More trouble with Ethan.' Joel reported from Black Ridge. 'Mrs Benyon is ill. Ethan is insisting he has to go and see her.'





'Keep him at Black Ridge.' Moloch said instantly. 'And call my doctor. Tell him to go to Black Ridge and to wait for me. I'm on my way...'





Moloch dealt with every problem in this way. Decisive, he could make up his mind in seconds. He called his chief assistant, gave him a string of orders. Within five minutes he was aboard the helicopter. The giant door slid upwards, the rotors of the helicopter were whirling, the machine was slowly elevated to within yards of the lofty roof, then it moved out, flew across San Francisco to the south.





The pilot was already in touch with the control tower at the airport. Moloch had top priority for a flight. 





The machine proceeded south, passed over Monterey and Carmel, was soon landing on the helipad behind the grotesque mansion, Black Ridge. Joel was waiting as Moloch alighted.





'I have the car waiting. The doctor is inside with Ethan. Shall I come with you?'





'No, stay in control here. Tighten security. A major project is about to be launched.'





The stretch Lincoln Continental with amber-tinted windows was waiting for him. He got inside next to the driver, told him to drive to Mrs Benyon's home at once. Looking round he saw in the rearmost seats the doctor sitting next to Ethan, his lean face twisted with anxiety.





"There's nothing wrong with Mrs Benyon.' Moloch informed the doctor. 'She's just a psychopath, a mild case.'





'She may be very sick.' Ethan protested.





'I doubt it. The doctor will confirm...'





Moloch was first out of the limo when it pulled up at the top of the drive. Using his key, he walked into the living room, followed by Ethan and the doctor. In her thronelike chair Mrs Benyon sat sagged back, gripping her two sticks.





'I'm unwell,' she started in a low voice. "The guards are frightening me.'





"The doctor is going to check you out.'





'Don't want a doctor.' Mrs Benyon protested, her voice stronger.





Moloch left Ethan and the doctor alone with Mrs Benyon. Standing in the hall out of sight, he could hear every word that was said. After fifteen minutes the doctor reappeared, closely followed by Ethan, who had a stubborn look.





'Is there somewhere we can talk quietly?' the doctor suggested.





'In here.'





Moloch took them into a large study which had a triangular-shaped fireplace. The walls were tiled with weird coloured mosaics. He closed the door.





'She's generally in good shape,' the doctor began. 'Her pulse rate is a little fast. I've given her pills for that.'





'She's frightened of the guards,' Ethan burst out. 'She feels trapped, that the walls are closing in on her.'





"That's true,' the doctor agreed. 'Psychologically, they are bad for her. They make her nervous - which probably explains the fast pulse rate. I strongly urge you to remove them.'





'They're to protect her,' Moloch argued.





"They're having the opposite effect.'





"The bloody guards have to be sent away or I'm staying with her,' Ethan burst out again.





'Then I'll remove them at once,' Moloch replied.





It was a reluctant decision, but he couldn't have Ethan upset at this stage of the operation. He walked out of the house, ordered the guards to return immediately to Black Ridge, then was driven back to the mansion with the doctor and Ethan in the rear seat.





At the house Mrs Benyon approached the window overlooking Highway One cautiously, without the aid of sticks. She sneered to herself as she watched the limo vanish while the guards walked away down the drive.





'You're a stupid bastard, Vincent,' she said aloud. Tm going to ruin you.'





She went to a drawer, took out the pills she had used to increase her pulse rate, threw them on the blazing log fire. A sea mist was floating in from the Pacific, the temperature had dropped and she felt cold.





'I need someone I can tell things to,' she said, again aloud.









At Park Crescent there was a tense waiting period. Such pauses always tested nerves. Marler was standing against a wall, thinking as he smoked another king-size. Newman recrossed his legs in the armchair, trying to concentrate on reading a newspaper. Tweed seemed most at ease, reading again a report Professor Weatherby had sent by special messenger on notes he had just found in an old file, notes made by Ethan.





'I was just thinking of Cornwall,' Paula said to break the heavy silence. 'Most people who go on holiday walk along the rugged cliff-tops, which are magnificent. Or spend their time sitting in the beautiful coves. But these are the fringes of Cornwall. When you get inland it's a grim desert, a wilderness.'





'True,' said Tweed automatically.





'I went into Falmouth,' Paula continued. 'It's built in a kind of valley. Up the steep sides as you enter there are row upon row of terraced houses piled up at different levels. I noticed some strange types in the streets - rather primitive. More like a backward tribe.'





"They're from the remote villages outside.' Newman said, not looking up from his paper. 'I suspect in a few of those villages families interbreed.'





'Cornwall does go back centuries,' Paula agreed. 'But for a holiday the coast and the quaint villages by the sea are wonderful. I think...'





It was noon when she was interrupted by the phone call from Langley. Monica immediately transferred the call to Tweed.





'Cord here.' Dillon opened, 'we have another murder. This time in the middle of Carmel. Woman called Linda Standish. Garrotted. Head almost torn off her neck. A private dick. I'm in contact with the local police and they called me.'





'Any idea when the murder took place?' Tweed enquired.





'I got the Medical Examiner out of bed - pathologist to you - and he estimates between 9 p.m. and 11 p.m., California time. He said he had to wait for the autopsy, but if he had to guess, about 10 p.m. It's our serial killer, The Accountant, again.'





'You're sure?'





'Well, the victim had the letters AC painted on her bare back in her own blood. That's it.'





"That's enough. Thanks, Cord.'





Tweed told his team what had happened. No one said anything - they were waiting for Tweed to continue, which he did.





'We just have time to board the flight for San Francisco. Monica, phone British Airways. Confirm all our seats. We're leaving now.'





'Trouble is we arrive there unarmed.' Newman remarked.





'I'll fix that Within a couple of hours of getting there.'





Marler said. 'Weapons are easy to obtain in the States. Too easy. But I have a contact in San Francisco who can supply guns that the police can never trace. That will be my first port of call.'





'Our first port of call is Heathrow.' Tweed told them as he fetched his suitcase from a cupboard. "The battle has started c'









Luis Martinez had earlier become bored watching Park Crescent from his parked car. Now he was excited. People were arriving very early at the same building. First, a cleaning woman, well dressed. He had seen Monica.





A dark-haired woman with glossy hair arrived next. Martinez had no idea his field glasses were focused on Paula, but he thought the human scenery was improving no end. Then he hit the jackpot - he immediately recognized Newman from the photos by his side.





Later a slim man wearing a linen suit walked into the same building. Martinez had no idea he was looking at Marler, but the number of people arriving so early told him he had hit the target. Newman's arrival confirmed he was in the right place. He settled down to wait, keeping a close eye on the Merc. Newman had driven up in, now parked by the kerb.









Butler and Nield arrived in Tweed's office soon after Marler. Tweed told them briefly that The Accountant had killed again, that this time the victim was Linda Standish.





"The sooner we track down this serial killer the better,' he remarked. 'He is obviously a skilled operator.'





'He?' Paula queried. 'Why does everyone assume it is a man? Why not a woman?'





There was silence in the room. Tweed looked thoughtful as Paula went on.





'You're all hooked on the idea that it is a man who can charm women. But a lot of women make friends with other women - or even talk to a strange one. The victims would all have been off guard with a woman.'





'You've got a point.' Newman agreed.





'We're leaving now,' Tweed snapped. 'Or we miss the plane. We'll take your Merc., Bob. Paula, Marler and I will go with you. Harry, you take the Ford Fiesta and bring Pete with you. Monica, warn Cord Dillon which flight we're coming on. You know the hotel in San Francisco where we're staying so...'





'I should do. I've just reserved rooms for all of you.'





'I meant to say contact me there with any development here. Tell Howard where we've gone, but don't tell Roy Buchanan - unless an emergency arises. Well, everyone, what are you waiting for?'





Monica wished them luck. She watched them leave, full of foreboding.









With Newman behind the wheel they made good time to the airport. Tweed sat beside him while Paula travelled with Marler in the back, and behind them Butler followed, driving with equal skill. They were close to Heathrow when Newman spoke.





'We've been followed all the way from Park Crescent.'





'I know,' said Tweed, who had glanced frequently in the wing mirror. 'He's been watching the office for days in a parked car. He changes his clothes. Today he's wearing a cap. But he always sits behind the wheel of his car in a certain way.'





'Doesn't that mean Moloch will know we're coming?' Paula asked anxiously.





'I hope so.' Tweed sounded cheerful. 'I want him to know I'm on my way. Rattle his cage a bit more.'





'He could have a reception committee waiting for us when we arrive at San Francisco.' Newman warned.





I've taken out insurance against that happening. Stop worrying. It's battle stations from now on.' he said with enthusiasm. 'Makes a change from being trapped behind my desk. And here is Heathrow.'





They parked the cars in 'Long Stay' and just managed to catch the plane in time. Tweed gave Paula the window seat in First Class while the others were scattered about in Club. Paula gazed out of the window after it had taken off. She caught a glimpse of the curving Thames and then they were heading due north across the middle of England.





'I wonder if I'll ever see this again.' she said to herself.
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Martinez had watched them as they checked in their luggage. He had no idea that they were aware of his presence. The moment they disappeared through the Fast Track he called Moloch.





'Luis here. They have boarded Flight BA 287 for San Francisco. It arrives there 4.25 p.m., California time.'





'Who are they?' Moloch enquired from his small office at Black Ridge.





'Newman for one. There were five others, including a woman. The rest were men.'





'Give me descriptions.'





'Well ...' Martinez paused - he was not good on description. "There was a man smaller than Newman, well-built, he wore horn-rimmed glasses.'





For a moment Moloch thought he was describing Tweed, but Linda Standish had not mentioned horn-rimmed glasses. Had she left out this important item for some reason?





'Describe the woman.' Moloch urged.





'A sexy piece. Dark hair. That's all I can say about her. Oh, she had good legs.'





'We'll recognize her at once.' Moloch said ironically. 'I want you to catch tomorrow's flight to San 





Francisco -then proceed straight here to Black Ridge. Thank you for calling me...'





He repeated the conversation to Joel Brand, sitting upright in the chair opposite him. Brand's reaction was 





swift and typical.





'We could take out the lot soon after they leave the airport. I'll organizeRIGHT SQUARE BRACKET'





'You'll do nothing of the sort.' Moloch snapped. 'You can have them followed so we know what they're up to. '





But your idea is insane. You don't know who you're dealing with.'





'I can deal with anyone,' Brand said impetuously, 'run any organization.'





'Such as AMBECO?' Moloch enquired softly.





His pale eyes stared at Brand's, who dropped his gaze. It always worried him when Moloch looked at him like that. He realized he had blundered badly.





'Of course not.' he said quickly. 'It would be far too big a job for me.'





'Don't forget that, Joel. Now, arrange to have our visitors followed. And try, for once, to use some 





discretion c'









Brand was fuming as he left the office. He had his own way of dealing with the opposition. Sitting down behind his huge desk in his own spacious office, he put a silk handkerchief over the phone. Checking a number, he dialled and asked to be put through to the Chief of Customs at San Francisco International.





'Your name.' a rough voice demanded.





'You don't need that. This is a tip off...'





'Give me your name...'





'I have info from London. Right BA 287 coming in this afternoon. Two guys called Tweed and Newman. They're carrying a big dope haul. Heroin...'





He rang off before anything more could be said. Then he lit a large cigar, feeling very pleased with himself. Moloch wasn't tough enough to run this outfit. He finished his cigar while he thought out his next move.





He next called the AMBECO building in San Francisco. He told the operator who he was, told her to put him through to Gary Kaplan.





'Gary, this is Joel. Get together a tough team of seven men. Dress them in business suits so they don't look conspicuous. Hold them at the building till I arrive. I'm flying there. Got it? You better had ...'





Stubbing out his cigar, he left the mansion after calling to the pilot to be ready to fly him to the AMBECO building. The rotors were whirling as he climbed aboard the chopper sitting on the helipad behind the mansion.









California hit Tweed soon after the plane had landed. He had arrived at Customs to be confronted by an American built like a quarterback. The big man spread his huge hands on the counter and stared without speaking for awhile. Then he spoke, his manner aggressive.





'I've been waiting for you, Mr Tweed - and for you, Newman. Unlock your bags.'





"They are unlocked.'





'OK. So first I'll go through your bags, then you'll be strip-searched. Behind screens, of course,' he rasped unpleasantly. 'Maybe you've brought something nasty into the US of A.'





'I'd like to speak to the Chief Customs Officer.'





'You're looking at him, buddy.'





Newman noticed a small, heavily built man with black hair brushed over his high forehead and an olive skin who was pushing his way past the passengers leaving Customs. The small man had twinkling dark eyes. He reached the counter where Tweed was standing. Producing a small folder, he thrust it forward. It looked to Newman like a familiar identity card.





'David Alvarez.' he said, looking at the Customs man. 'I'm from Washington. Leave the next seven passengers alone - including the lady.'





'What the hellRIGHT SQUARE BRACKET' the Customs man began.





'Look at my folder, you big ape. Want me to report your insulting behaviour to distinguished visitors? Report it to Washington?'





The Customs man looked at the folder. His whole manner changed. He became apologetic, almost fawning. Alvarez dismissed his words with a glare, then turned to Tweed.





'Please follow me with your bags. And your friends should also come with me. I am sorry you were treated in such a manner. Someone obviously gave Customs a fake tip off that you were carrying drugs or something. Who knows?'





In the concourse he showed his folder to Tweed and Newman. It gave his name, photograph and other information.





'CIA,' Newman said quietly.





'Yes, but documents can be faked. There's a phone over there where you can call Cord Dillon.'





'I don't think that will be necessary,' Tweed decided.





'We have the cooperation of the San Francisco Police Department.' said Alvarez. 'Police cars are waiting outside to take you to your hotel. I hope you won't mind the screaming sirens, the flashing lights. They will avoid your being tailed to your hotel - the cars will take a roundabout route.'





'You seem to have everything well organized. How do you know which hotel we're staying at?' Tweed asked.





'A lady from your London office spoke to Mr Dillon, who asked her...'





Tweed had already realized that, although he spoke perfect English, Alvarez was Spanish - which was obvious from his name and the olive-coloured skin. He liked the man immediately.





They were being escorted to the exit when Tweed noticed several men in business suits grappling with uniformed police. The businessmen were being handcuffed, taken sway.' and handled none too gently. He nodded his head towards the commotion.





'What's going on over there?'





'We've had the AMBECO building under surveillance. Several known tough characters came out of it, got into cars, drove here. We think they had hostile intentions where you were concerned. We've had them arrested.' He smiled in an engaging way. 'We'll think up some charges to hold them on. They have bad records...'









The journey from the airport, a thirty-minute drive to the city, was a nightmare for Paula, who was suffering from jet lag. The police car she was travelling in with Tweed kept its hideous siren screaming nonstop and the flashing lights on the roof bothered her eyes. The driving was pretty hectic, the car swinging round bends at top speed, jerking to a halt suddenly as they reached an intersection where a truck was crossing.





'This isn't Spanish Bay,' she said to herself, recalling the hotel outside Monterey where she had stayed on her previous trip. 'If this is the real America it's hell...'





Alvarez sat in front of Tweed, next to the police driver. Behind them in another police car, siren also screaming, lights flashing, Newman, Marler, Butler and Nield were crammed. Their luggage followed in a third police car.





The momentum was maintained as they entered the city, zigzagging across it so far as Tweed could tell. Alvarez glanced back at Paula and smiled.





'Impressed?'





'Very impressed,' she managed to shout.





Eventually they climbed one of the many steep streets, stopped at the summit outside their hotel. Alvarez hustled them inside, saying he'd take care of their bags. They registered, he escorted them to their rooms, told Tweed he would be staying too and gave his room number.





'Alone at last,' Paula said and sank on to the edge of the bed.





'At least it's a pretty luxurious room,' Tweed remarked as he poured her a glass of water. 'Don't drink it all at once. Half a glass, then the rest later.'





"Thank you.' She did as she was told. 'Welcome to the USA. That business at the airport with that brute of a Customs man. Who do you think was responsible? Moloch?'





'Perhaps.'





'What do you mean?'





'Didn't seem like his style. I'm beginning to get to know that man.'





'Isn't this the hotel where there's a fantastic view from the roof?'





'It is. Drink some more water. Then I'll refill your glass.'





After two glasses of water Paula began to feel better. Her cases had already been brought to the large room before their arrival. At least American staff were efficient. A large bottle of champagne poked its top out of a silver ice bucket. Intrigued, she went across, read the card. From David A. Have a great time.





'It's from Alvarez.' she said. 'I do like him.'





'He's a nice chap - and a real professional.' Tweed agreed.





'I'd like to go up to the roof to see the view. Give me ten minutes to clean up. Don't leave the room.'





An unusual request for Paula to make, Tweed reflected when she had closed the bathroom door, carrying new clothes she had swiftly extracted from one of her cases. Jet lag - plus the scene at the airport and the mad drive - had shaken her.





Tweed could have done with a bath himself, but he had freshened himself up during the long eleven-hour flight.





Paula came out of the bathroom in less than ten minutes. She had a new outfit on, had applied fresh make-up and looked a whole lot better. Most women would have taken half an hour, Tweed thought. He had heard the shower running.





'Ready for duty, sir. For the roof view.'





She gave a little curtsey. Her powers of recuperation were remarkable. There was a tapping on the door and Tweed opened it cautiously. Newman, in a new suit, stood outside with Marler behind him.





'Come in.' Tweed invited.





'How are you, Paula, now?' Marler enquired.





'We're going up to the roof to see this famous view. See if it's as good as it's cracked up to be.'





'We'll come with you.' Newman said.





The rooftop area was empty and they had the place to themselves, which surprised Tweed. A moment later Alvarez appeared beside him, as if by magic. He was holding a small pair of field glasses.





'We get the best view from over here.' the American said. 'Really knocks you out.'





'Your English is very English, if you see what I mean.' Tweed told him. 'You even have the phrases.'





'Should have. I worked for two years at the London station. Had a ball in Britain. Everyone is so polite. There it is, the fabulous AMBECO building.'





Paula almost gasped. The view was panoramic. She gazed at the world-famous Golden Gate Bridge, spanning the entrance from the sea into the bay. She pointed it out to Alvarez.





He focused his high-power glasses, handed them to Paula and said, 'Look at the AMBECO building. There's an office near the summit. The window's open. A man is working at a desk. Can you see him?'





She found the window quickly. It seemed to come up and hit her. Inside she saw the man in his rolled-up shirtsleeves, his large head bent over papers. He seemed to be studying them with great concentration. She avoided letting out a gasp of surprise.





"That's Joel Brand.' she said.





'The lady wins the jackpot.'





Paula's mind had flashed back to the firefight at Mullion Towers in faraway Cornwall. The man she was looking at had led the team they had tangled with after scrambling over the wall surrounding Moloch's mansion.





She handed the glasses to Tweed. He studied the man behind the desk, memorizing his appearance. It was the first time he had seen this man who sat at Moloch's right hand. He passed on the glasses to Newman.





'Works hard.' was Tweed's only comment.





'You have to if you're employed by Moloch. Rumour has it that Moloch himself gets by on four hours' sleep a night - he works like a man obsessed.'





'Obsessed people are dangerous. I understand he has a stepmother, a Mrs Benyon. You may not know anything about her.'





'I know everything about VB that it's possible to know.' Alvarez replied. 'Mrs Benyon moved recently to a house called The Apex. I can show you where it is on a map if you wish to visit her. The place is near Big Sur -and near Black Ridge, VB's headquarters outside the city. You can't miss Black Ridge...'





Alvarez took a map of northern California from his pocket, marked clearly the positions of the two houses with a cross, handed it to Tweed, who thanked him.





'Strange we have the roof to ourselves.' Tweed remarked.





"There is a big convention in town - many guests will be there.'





'If that's Joel Brand.' Newman said grimly, peering through the glasses, 'I'd like to meet him some time.'





'Have a care.' said Alvarez, using one of the quaint English phrases he had picked up. 'He's tough.' He looked at Newman. 'But then you look pretty tough -you have to be to survive some of the outlandish places you've been to. I was an avid reader of your articles when you were writing them.'





The phone on the table rang. Alvarez picked it up, spoke a few words, turned to Tweed.





'It's for you. Someone called Monica.'





Tweed here.'





'I know you're at a hotel.' Monica paused and Tweed knew she was going to code whatever she had to tell him.





'That ship is still standing off the coast over here. I phoned my friend and he said it had reported that in due course it was bound for a cruise in the eastern Mediterranean. I'd like to be on it. It may even cruise off the Lebanon. Who knows? I'd better book my ticket.'





'Do that.' Tweed replied. "The weather over here is like it is there. Very hot.'





'Not like here any more. The heatwave broke a few hours after you left. It's raining. Enjoy your holiday...'





Tweed immediately translated what Monica had reported to him - that the Venetia was standing by for a trip to the Lebanon.





"The Arab connection.' Alvarez said quietly. "That is what Washington fears most. Moloch has a palatial house up in the mountains behind Beirut.'





"The escape route after the event.' Tweed replied.





'What event?'





'I hope to Heaven I'm wrong, so I won't talk about it now. What I think everyone would like is dinner.'





I'll be in the dining room.' Alvarez assured him. 'But you probably won't see me.'





'If I want to visit Mrs Benyon I suppose I should phone to make an appointment?'





'Not necessary. She's always there. Just drop in on her, take her by surprise.'





'And on the way I'd like to look at the apartment where Linda Standish was murdered. I met her in London. Could that be arranged?'





'Easily. I know the detective from police headquarters down there who is in charge of the case. Guy called Jeff Anderson. Want to see him tomorrow? If so, what time?'





'It's a two-hour drive from" here, I understand. Do you think he could meet me at 12.30 p.m.? I have the address and know where the apartment is. You'll have to find out if it's convenient to Anderson.'





I'll make it convenient...'









Marler did not attend the dinner in the restaurant. He had disappeared after a word with Newman. When he returned to the hotel he was carrying a large holdall. He found Tweed's team, including Butler and Nield, sitting in the spacious room occupied by Paula.





She had slept for two hours after dinner and by midnight she was lively and fresh. She was sitting by a partly opened window when Newman let in Marler, carrying his heavy holdall. She was surprised at how alert Marler looked.





'Have you had anything to eat?' she asked.





'I had a bite or two at an all-night place. I've been to see an arms dealer - got his name long ago from someone I know in Strasbourg...'





He broke off as there was another tapping on the door and he shoved the holdall in a cupboard containing Paula's clothes. Newman opened the door and Alvarez walked in, gave everybody a smile showing his gleaming teeth. He was holding an envelope. He looked at Marler.





'Just returned from police headquarters. I've got papers for your armoury. Had to pull rank.'





'Armoury?' Paula queried.





Marler retrieved his holdall, took out a .32 Browning automatic, which he handed to Paula. Alvarez watched, gave her a sheet of paper from his envelope.





"That entitles you to carry the weapon, plus the extra ammo Marler has given you.'





Next Marler produced two Walther P38 automatics with magazines, handed one each to Butler and Nield. Alvarez gave them papers. Newman was glad to see a .38 Smith & Wesson, his favourite weapon, which Marler handed him as Alvarez gave him his sheet of paper. Paula was puzzled by the link-up between the two men.





'When was all this arranged?' she enquired.





'While you were going into dinner,' Alvarez told her. 'Marler gave me a list of weapons needed. While he obtained them I chased over to police HQ to get the permits.' He looked at Tweed. 'You weren't included on the list.'





'I never carry a gun.'





'Marler.' Alvarez went on, 'here's your paper for your own weapon. You must be a marksman.'





"The best in Western Europe.' Tweed told him.





'And, Marler,' Alvarez went on with his smile, 'have you got anything in that bag which you haven't shown me?'





'You said we were up against a tough mob.'





"The toughest.'





"Then you don't need to know what else I've got.'





'OK. You're responsible people. I'm going now but I'll have men patrolling this corridor outside all night long. We changed your reservations so you'd all be on the same floor. The management have been informed you are important people, that the orders come from Washington. Good night to all of you. Sleep well...'





When he had gone and the door was locked Marler dived again into his holdall. He brought out grenades, handed two to Paula and more to the others.





'Stun grenades?' Paula enquired.





'No, explosive grenades. You heard what Alvarez said - we are up against the toughest. And you all get smoke grenades. I like them.'





Finally, he brought out his own familiar weapon, a dismantled Armalite rifle with a sniperscope. He stroked it and drawled, 'Can't go far wrong with this.'





'And.' Newman interjected, 'I've hired two cars. A Mercedes and a BMW.'





'You don't worry about the expense, do you?' Tweed chaffed him.





'This is America.' Newman reminded him. 'Image is everything.'





"Then I think we all should get some sleep.' Tweed announced, heading for the door. Tomorrow we move into enemy territory.'
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During the night Alvarez had summoned certain expert technicians. With Newman's earlier consent they had worked all night on the Mercedes and the BMW in a sealed-off underground garage. By midmorning the two cars and their occupants were close to Monterey.





Earlier, as they drove along the coast road south from San Francisco, Tweed realized he had forgotten how scenic the journey was. To their right, on a brilliantly sunny morning, a calm Pacific sparkled like mercury, reflecting the sunlight. They passed deserted beaches and small capes.





To their left rose a shallow slope with only here and there a wooden cabin which was someone's home. Apart from these occasional buildings there were no signs of habitation. In a lay-by Newman demonstrated the technical work added to the Merc, at Alvarez's suggestion.





Tweed stood with Paula while Newman pressed buttons in a neat black box attached to the dashboard. Two large aerials emerged from the roof, then splayed out at their summits a neat spider's web of wires. He pressed another button and a small cylinder appeared from a squat box on the roof. They had just got back in the car when a raucous horn began to shriek, on-off-on-off. It resembled a police car siren. Paula clapped her hands to her ears and Newman switched it off.





'What's all that about?' asked Tweed.





'Yes, what's going on?' Paula called out from the back seat.





She sat next to Marler, who had assembled his Armal-ite and laid it on the floor with the sniperscope attached.





They were driving along the freeway again as Newman explained.





'See the microphone hidden under the dashboard? With that I can communicate not only with Alvarez - but the same message goes straight through to Cord Dillon at Langley. It's one of the most powerful transmitters in the world - through that aerial which I withdrew after elevating it. The siren is psychological, liable to attract any police car within miles. Incidentally, any request for help I send is sent out over another waveband - the one used by police cars.'





'Alvarez is taking no chances.' Tweed observed. 'I hadn't noticed any of this equipment on the roof.'





'You weren't supposed to.'





'I see Butler and Nield are keeping close behind us.' remarked Tweed after a glance in the wing mirror.





'That's the idea. And now we are approaching a large •town.'





'It's Monterey. I remember the route to Junipero in Carmel. Follow my directions from now on...'





Newman, knowing Tweed had a photographic memory for locations, did exactly as he was told. They passed through long stretches of pine forest, bypassing most of Monterey, then entered Carmel. Tweed gave another instruction.





'Carmel, like so many American towns, is built on the grid system.' he remarked. 'Avenues run down to the sea, streets cross them at right angles. We're on Junipero. Park where you can.'





He took out Alvarez's map to check further. Getting out of the car, he was followed by Paula who asked if she could come with him to the Standish apartment.





'Yes. You might be useful. A woman can tell a lot about another woman's living quarters.'





"This is an interesting town.' she said. 'What a lot of art and curio shops.'





"The place lives off them.'





Tweed soon found the entrance to the small courtyard where Linda Standish had lived. It was hidden away, a narrow entrance leading to a wider cobbled yard surrounded by two-storey buildings. Built mostly of wood, they looked old and each one was in a different architectural style. Paula detected Spanish influence in the railed balconies on the first floors. Hanging baskets of flowers were everywhere.





They were early but a stocky man in a pale lightweight suit came forward to meet them. He had a cleanshaven face, his hair was trimmed short and he looked to be in his thirties. He had a stern expression.





'Who are you?' he demanded.





'I might ask you the same question,' Tweed responded sharply.





'Detective Jeff Anderson.'





'Hello, I'm Tweed. Do you mind if my assistant, Paula, comes with me to the Standish apartment?'





'Not at all.' Anderson cast an admiring glance at Paula without a trace of forwardness. 'Can I see some identification?' he asked.





Tweed produced his passport. Anderson examined it carefully, then returned it. His manner mellowed.





'Welcome to Carmel. Although this is not a pleasant introduction.'





'I've been here before. Can we see Linda Standish's apartment?'





"This way...'





Anderson led them across to a corner of the courtyard. He was climbing a staircase with wrought-iron railings when Paula called up to him.





'Excuse me. But is this courtyard well illuminated at night?'





'No. Just by those lanterns you see.'





They had ducked under a tape barring off the staircase and a uniformed policeman stood at the entrance to an alley where he could watch. His gun butt protruded from a leather holster. Anderson opened the studded wooden door with a key, led them inside.





The apartment consisted of one large room with a desk and a chair. There were bloodstains on the chair and on the floor behind it. Anderson pointed to the chair, to papers scattered across the table, also showing signs of dried bloodstains.





'We reckon she was working on her IRS returns when she was garrotted from behind.'





'Was the door open?' asked Tweed.





'Yes it was.'





'And you think she was sitting in the chair when the murder took place?'





'She sure was.'





'Then that suggests she knew her killer. Otherwise she'd have stood up if a stranger had entered. She was a private investigator - had she a weapon?'





'Yes. A Colt, loaded, in that drawer to her right.'





'Again it suggests someone she knew, someone she had no reason to fear when the visitor entered. Look at the distance from the door to her desk. And I noticed the door has a loud squeak when you opened it. She had plenty of time to get the gun out - unless she knew her killer and had no reason to fear him.'





'Or her?' Paula suggested.





Anderson stared at Tweed. He rocked backwards and forwards on his heels.





'Who are you? They said you were insurance. You talk like a policeman - the shrewd questions you asked.'





'He was once the youngest superintendent in Homicide at Scotland Yard,' Paula said quietly.





"That explains it. Now, to get back to business. As you see, all the drawers have been pulled out and emptied on the floor. Except for the drawer with the gun. I guess that he decided to leave that alone.'





'Or she did.' Paula insisted.





'We're talking about a serial killer called The Accountant,' Anderson said bluntly.





'I know we are,' Paula snapped back. 'And in Europe there have been several cases of professional women assassins operating successfully. You think America is some special place?'





'I suppose you could be right,' Anderson said doubtfully.





"This place is a wreck,' Tweed observed. 'Obviously the killer was searching frantically for something, maybe for some clue which pointed in his - or her - direction.'





'We thought that. Every piece of paper has been examined. I guess he found what he was looking for.'





'I wonder,' Paula said.





She looked round carefully. Where would a woman hide something she didn't want found? she was thinking. Where would I have hidden it? There was something in her manner which made Anderson keep quiet as he watched her. She stood in the same spot, slowly gazing at every item of furniture.





Then she walked forward to a very tall filing cabinet where the drawers had been burst open. Going up on tiptoe, she felt with her hands along the dusty top of the cabinet. Her fingers contacted a folder. She eased it forward, lifted it down, opened it. There was a sheet of paper inside with names listed in neat handwriting. It was headed Suspects.





After glancing at it, she handed the sheet to Tweed. Anderson peered over his shoulder at the names.





Vincent Bernard Moloch. Joel Brand. Luis Martinez. Byron Landis. Vanity Richmond.





'You men didn't find this,' Tweed said, handing the sheet to Anderson.





'No, they damned well didn't.' He looked at Paula. 'Sorry if I was a bit rough with you.'





"Think nothing of it.'





'I'm pretty sure the killer is on that list.' Tweed observed. 'I gathered from Linda Standish in London that she'd been on the case for a while.'





He stopped speaking as the uniformed policeman from the alley came into the room. He spoke respectfully to Anderson.





'Sorry to interrupt you, but there's a guy who tried to get under the tape and come up the staircase. He's waiting in the courtyard. Wouldn't give me a name.'





'Send him up - after you've checked him for weapons.'





A minute later a bald man with steel-rimmed glasses entered the room. He stared at the three people who were looking back at him.





'I'm Byron Landis..'.' he said. 'What the hell goes on here?'









'Please sit down, Mr Landis.' Anderson said with exaggerated politeness. 'I'm Detective Anderson.'





'Detective? Where is Ms Standish?' he asked as he sat down.





'In the morgue.' Anderson threw at him.





Watching him, Paula saw no change of expression on Landis's face at the news. But that could be put down to shock.





'What do you mean?' he said eventually.





'I mean.' Anderson said, leaning over him, 'that someone came to her office in the evening and damned near sliced her head off with a garrotte. You knew her?'





'Slightly.'





'So slightly you called on her now? She was your girl friend.' he hammered away, making it a statement.





'She was not.' Landis protested, his manner tougher now. "That's an outrageous suggestion. I resent it.'





'He resents it,' Anderson sneered, addressing Tweed. 'So maybe I ought to apologize to him.' He put his face close to Landis's. 'And yet you were both seen two nights ago at a nearby discotheque. We have witnesses. You're lying.'





'I was at a disco.' Landis admitted, 'two nights ago. But I was not with Linda ...'





'So, it's Linda now, is it? On intimate terms with Linda, were we?'





'I've just told you I wasn't.' snapped Landis, who had now recovered his poise. 'And I'd appreciate your moving your face away from mine...'





'It will be a pleasure. You've got bad breath. Oh, by the way, where were you two days ago? In the early evening?'





'Doing my job at Black Ridge.'





At the mention of Black Ridge, Anderson's attitude changed. He became quieter, stood well away from Landis, staring down at him.





'Have you some identification?'





'Driving licence.'





Landis slapped it down on the desk. He saw the red stains. His manner had become aggressive.





'What are those red marks?'





'Bloodstains.'





Landis hastily removed his licence, which was resting on one of them, and placed it on a part of the desk without any stains. Anderson examined it, handed it back.





'I may want to interview you again, Mr Landis.'





'You know where to find me.' He looked at Tweed





and Paula as he stood up. 'I don't know who you are but you saw what I was put through. I'm leaving now. Anderson, you said your name was.' he ended, looking at the detective before leaving.





When they were alone Paula stared round again at the cheap furnishings. She supposed private investigators didn't have the money to make the room more comfortable.





'What a place to die in,' she said. 'And so horribly. The poor woman.'





'It happens.' Anderson was all business. 'Mr Tweed, normally I'd have had an assistant to witness what was said. I hope you're not thinking of leaving the States for a while - I might need both of you for back-up. Where are you staying?'





'The Spanish Bay Hotel,' Tweed answered promptly. 'Give me your particulars in case I want to get in touch with you.'





He took the card Anderson produced from his wallet, slipped it inside his own.





'We have to go now,' he said firmly. 'Another appointment.'





Saying which, he departed with Paula. They were approaching the car when Paula made her remarks.





'Anderson never thanked me for finding that list, which could be vital in his investigation. And did you notice how Byron Landis walks? He has a duck-waddle.'





'Yes, I did notice ...' Tweed seemed sunk in thought. Then he stopped. Paula glanced at him, saw a certain expression on his face.





'What's the matter?' she asked as Newman got out of the nearby Merc.





'Quack. Quack. Those were the words the Standish sister who was dragged from the sea in Cornwall used. I know now what she meant. I was right, Heaven help us. A cauldron of monstrous magnitude is about to explode.





We must hurry and interview Mrs Benyon. She might be able to tell us something...'









With the BMW behind them, Newman drove beyond Carmel along the most magnificent coastal road in the world. Highway One followed the very brink of the Pacific, perched about a hundred or two feet above it. Paula gazed, fascinated by the serene ocean on their right, the high near mountain-like hills climbing steeply to her left.





As they proceeded south the highway swung round curving bends, some of them right-angled, some with steel barriers to protect motorists from going over the edge, some without any barriers at all. Newman estimated they were now about five hundred feet above the ocean. Some drop if they went over.





'This is spectacular.' Paula enthused. 'I've never seen anything like it.'





'I remember it from a visit a few years ago,' said Tweed. 'I agree it's unique. And we have it all to ourselves.'





Which was true. To Paula's surprise they had encountered hardly any other traffic in either direction. Ahead and below them a series of deserted coves with beaches were tucked under the cliffs. No sign of anyone.





She switched her gaze from the ocean sparkling in the sun out of a clear sky to the hills dropping almost precipitously above the highway. Rounded hill after rounded hill rolled away into the distance. Bleached by the sun, they had a piebald appearance.





Here and there she caught sight of a strange isolated house clinging to the hillside high up. She found the architecture weird. Every form of contorted shape seemed to have been used to make an expensive-looking dwelling unique. Roofs dropped at a sheer angle above spacious terraces built of stone. Tweed saw her looking up.





'Millionaire stuff.' he remarked. 'Each one trying to outdo the other. An American characteristic. If you've got the dollars, then show them. Look at that one near the summit - it has copper-sheathed chimneys.'





'And a huge swimming pool.'





'Oh, yes. Always a swimming pool, often of marble and with a fantastic shape. I've been phoned by people out here who start with, "I'm calling from poolside." Just like Hollywood. Money doesn't roar out here - it bellows at the top of its voice ...'





They drove on and Tweed suddenly leaned forward in his seat. Swinging round yet another curve, the highway began to descend. Below them in the distance was a giant bridge with an immense rainbow-shaped arch just below the highway which crossed it. He called out to Paula, sitting in the back next to Marler.





"There's the famous Bixby Bridge. If I remember correctly it's over two hundred and fifty feet above the creek which flows out under it into the ocean.'





'I've seen lots of photos of it,' Paula replied. 'Exciting to actually cross it...'





The highway dropped and dropped, Newman skilfully swung the car round more curves, then the road was level. As they crossed the vast structure the wheels were thumping.





"They've put struts of some material across the road over this bridge,' Newman explained, 'to slow down motorists...'





They drove on and the scenery grew more hypnotic. Paula kept turning her gaze from the ranges of hills sweeping down to the Pacific to the coast of rugged capes, the sea throwing up surf as it hit great rocks. She checked the map, remembering she was supposed to be navigator.





'We're approaching Big Sur,' Tweed warned.





'Mrs Benyon's house, The Apex, is marked as being close to it. What's that old house perched above the ocean on our right? Looks triangular. Could that be it? Alvarez has marked it as somewhere near here.' said Paula.





'And what's that huge crazy mansion of black stone near the top of the mountain on the other side?' Newman asked.





'I'd say that's Black Ridge.' Tweed said grimly.





"That's really weird.' commented Paula. 'All on its own and with a black stone wall which appears to run all the way round it.'





'Mullion Towers in California.' Newman commented.





'And look at the Gothic chimneys and then that enormous picture window on the first floor. It's a caricature of architecture.' Paula exclaimed.





'What isn't round here?' Marler drawled.





'I think this is The Apex, Bob.' Paula called out quickly. 'Yes, it is. Rather a crude wooden sign at the entrance to the drive.'





Take us up that mountain slope.' Tweed ordered. 'I wonder what Mrs Benyon will have to tell me?'
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Tweed pressed the bell beside the strange front door, pointed out to Paula the peculiar cabbalistic signs on the paving stones which formed the terrace. 'We've got a real nutter here.' he said to himself. He had decided to bring Paula, who might help to reassure the occupant.





Pressing the doorbell caused cathedral-like bells to peal continuously inside the house. While he waited Paula took a pair of small field glasses from her shoulder bag. She focused them on a large ship motionless about half a mile off the coast.





Take a look,' she invited.





"The Baja California V,' said Tweed, reading the name of the vessel. 'Looks like some sort of large dredger.'





From the far side of the door he heard three locks being opened, followed by the removal of two chains. He lifted his eyebrows at Paula and the door swung inwards. Framed in it was the grossest woman he had ever met. 





Small, her grey hair tied back in an old-fashioned bun, she was immensely fat, in her early seventies he guessed, and wore a purple dress which had a high collar and draped to her ankles. A jewelled brooch with a strange sign held her collar together.





She had heavy jowls and above a strong nose two dark eyes peered at him. He detected intelligence in them. In each hand she was carrying a walking stick.





'My name is Tweed. I'm English.' He took a chance. 'I've reason to believe your son, Ethan, is in danger.'





'Come in, both of you. I've just made some lemon tea. And I am British. You look like a high-ranking policeman.'





"This is Paula.' Tweed introduced her. 'My assistant.'





He ignored her reference to his being a policeman. The idea seemed to please her. They waited in a curving hall while she relocked the door and refastened the chains.





'My stepson, Vincent Moloch, has somehow obtained a key to my door,' she explained. 'I had a locksmith come from Carmel to secure the door against him. Follow me.' she commanded.





They walked behind her as she proceeded, tapping her sticks. In a large sitting room she sagged into a thronelike chair. With her sticks she indicated two chairs which Tweed and Paula occupied. On a table by her side was a silver pot and one Meissen cup.





'If you would like tea.' she suggested to Paula, 'perhaps you would fetch cups from the kitchen...'





'Thank you, but not for me,' Tweed said hastily.





'And I'm not thirsty.' Paula added.





'While I remember.' Tweed said easily, 'that big ship out at sea, the Baja California ...'





'Never been near Baja.' Mrs Benyon snapped. 'It belongs to Vincent. One of his evil schemes.'





'Evil, Mrs Benyon?'





'All his schemes are evil. The ship is supposed to be bringing up core samples from the ocean bed. Something to do with testing the age of California. Fiddlesticks! I don't know what it's doing but it won't be what he says it's there for.'





'How long has it been there?' Paula enquired.





'Over a month, my dear. I had a terrible shock once, in the middle of the night. Heard a great thump. I got out of bed and a small tidal wave was rushing ashore. Yet the ocean was calm as a lake. I saw it by moonlight.'





'Some kind of underwater upheaval?' Tweed suggested.





'Why did you say Ethan was in danger?' she demanded, ignoring his comment.





'Because I have been told VB is a dangerous man.'





'He is!' Her manner became animated. 'He thinks I know too much - and I do. He put guards round my house to keep me in here as a prisoner, but Ethan persuaded him to remove them, bless his heart. It's good to talk to English people again.'





'You said he thinks you know too much?'





'I do. I paid the guard master, a nasty piece of work called Luis Martinez, several hundred dollars to let me see inside Black Ridge. I know the routine over there and the rest were all away at a meeting in the AMBECO building in San Francisco.'





'So what did you find out?' Tweed asked as she paused for breath - she talked so quickly.





'First, that chain of so-called observatories he has erected along the mountains are fakes. I got inside the one behind Black Ridge and the so-called telescope is nothing more than an empty barrel - looks like the real thing but has no lenses.'





'Curious.' Tweed remarked.





'He has one real big telescope in the observatory down the coast which he shows astronomers over.'





"Then what is it all about?' Paula enquired.





'Something sinister - and poor Ethan has been forced to use his genius to work on it. Martinez was drunk and is boastful. He took me down an elevator deep underground. There is a tunnel they have dug under the mountains. I saw a lot of Ethan's sort of equipment down there. Charts to record earthquake tremors. Vincent believes he can predict the next earthquake. So many machines in the tunnel I don't know what they do. All evil, evil - and Ethan forced to work on them.'





'Have you told anyone else this?' Tweed asked.





'Not a living soul. Vincent has brought up so many important Americans I might speak to the wrong man. But you are British. I trust the British. Do you know, you're the first Englishman I've talked to in years? In Carmel they have the Anglo-Pacific Club, that's for the Brits.' She corrected herself, 'I hate that word they use out here. I never joined that club,' she went racing on, 'I didn't like the members. All British people who fled their own country and settled here because the climate is good, the living is easy. Why do you keep looking round my room?' she suddenly demanded.





'I was admiring your furniture. You have turned it into a real home.'





Which was not true. Tweed had been examining the room for any sign of monitoring devices. So far as he could see there weren't any.





'I took a lot of trouble over making it comfortable.' Mrs Benyon replied, and she smirked.





'This Anglo-Pacific Club you mentioned. Who runs it?'





'A Brigadier Grenville. Comes here for the winter but he is the leading light. Half the members give themselves airs and graces, give themselves fake titles you won't find in the reference books back home. Lady this and Lady that. My foot! I hear from an old friend that now Vanity Richmond flaunts herself at their parties.'





'Who is Vanity Richmond?' Tweed enquired innocently.





'Vincent's latest fancy piece. Supposed to be his personal assistant. She has quarters up at Black Ridge. British, too.'





Mrs Benyon was showing signs of tiring. Tweed stood up, said they had an urgent appointment so he hoped she would excuse them.





'Pity, I could have talked to you all day. You will come back and see me?'





'Of course. Mrs Benyon, maybe it would be best if you didn't let your stepson, Vincent, know we've been here.'





'Won't say one damned word to that man.'





'And, if it's not presumptuous, I'd like to pay you a fee for your time. May I?'





'If you insist.'





Paula also had stood up as Tweed moved away from Mrs Benyon's chair a few paces while he brought out a sheaf of one-hundred-dollar bills. He was clumsy, dropped five on the floor which scattered over a Persian rug.





Mrs Benyon leapt out of her chair, bent down to retrieve the money. Then, with her sticks still perched against the chair, she sank back into it.





'I can walk just a few steps without my sticks.' she felt obliged to explain. 'Now I'll suffer for hours. Any sudden movement shakes me up.'





'You are all right?' Paula asked, leaning over her.





'Yes, my dear. I'll just rest awhile.' She looked at Tweed. 'I much prefer your assistant to Vincent's Vanity. Yours is a real lady.'





"Thank you.' said Paula.





'Curious name, Vanity.' Tweed remarked.





'Oh, her real name is Vanessa. She got the nickname Vanity over here because she thinks so much of herself.'





'I don't think we can get out of the front door.' Tweed reminded her.





'Of course. Just let me get to my feet.'





She made a great performance of slowly standing up, using the sticks. Paula, playing along with the act, took her by the arm. As the front door eventually closed on them while they walked along the terrace Tweed heaved a sigh of relief.





'I don't like her. Greedy.' Paula said.





'I like the information she gave us.' He looked out to sea where the giant so-called dredger ship was in the same position. Using Paula's glasses, he quickly scanned the vessel, then handed them back to her.





'I don't like the look of the Baja,' he said. 'I don't like the look of it one bit...'









Outside at the top of the drive Newman had stood waiting patiently by the Merc., leaving the engine running for a quick getaway. In the rear seat Marler had lowered a window a few inches, had poked the sniperscope out, resting on the edge of the glass. He was looking up at Black Ridge.





'Bob.' he called out. 'Use your field glasses. We're under observation. First floor of Black Ridge, immediately to the left of the picture window.'





Newman focused the glasses looped round his neck. The window came up close. His grip on the glasses tightened. He was staring straight at Joel Brand, who was looking back at him through his own binoculars. Newman dropped his glasses and began to whistle.





Inside Black Ridge, Brand left the window, ran along a corridor, opened the door to a room. Two tough men in windbreakers sat reading girlie magazines. Each also wore shabby denims. Brand gave them precise orders.





Tancho, Antonio, there's a blue Merc., parked at the top of Mrs Benyon's drive. My bet is it will sooner or later return to Carmel. I don't want it to get there. Use the two juggernauts which brought in explosives for the Baja. Got it?'





'On Highway One, simple,' Antonio answered. 'Accidents will happen. We're on our way.'





"There's a big bonus for both of you.' Brand called after them as they hurried from the room.





Returning to the window where he had looked at The Apex, Brand smiled unpleasantly. It was fortunate Moloch had earlier taken off in the chopper on one of his frequent flights to the AMBECO building. Brand had an idea VB would not have approved of his decision. No reason he should ever know about it. He waved through the window to the tiny figure which stood with his back to him.





'Goodbye, Mr Newman.'









From his high viewing point Newman saw two huge juggernauts crawling down the drive from Black Ridge.





The automatic gates opened for them and they trundled off towards Carmel. He glanced at Marler, who nodded.





Earlier, when about to turn up the drive to The Apex, Newman had waved a hand to Butler behind him, indicating he should drive on. Butler, behind the wheel of the BMW, had understood at once. Instead of following Newman up the drive he had proceeded along Highway One a short distance to where a sandstone gulch reared upon either side of the road. Performing an illegal U-turn, he parked the car inside the gulch, where it was invisible to any watcher up at Black Ridge. Then he waited, chatting to Nield by his side.





Tweed emerged with Paula to find Newman looking grim. He asked him what was the matter.





'Nothing.' Newman grinned. 'Just awestruck by the scenery. Back to Carmel and Spanish Bay?'





'Yes. We can get lunch at the hotel.' Tweed glanced up at Black Ridge, not convinced by Newman's sudden return to his normal cheerful self. 'I'll tell you on the way what we learned from Mrs Benyon. The visit was invaluable...'





'Brigadier Grenville?' Newman queried some time later. 'He seems to have promoted himself - if it's the same chap. It has to be, come to think of it. That cricket-playing lad I talked to at the pub near Constantine said Grenville spent his winters in Monterey. Can't be two Grenvilles - both with a military title. Where does he fit in to what's going on our here?'





"That.' said Tweed, 'is what we're going to find out. And I don't suppose you noticed that ship anchored about half a mile out beyond The Apex.'





'You suppose wrong. I had plenty of time to wander round the side of the terrace. I had a look at it with my field glasses. Something odd - unrecognizable - about the structures on the foredeck. Interesting that the Baja belongs to Moloch. Reminds me of the strange canvas-covered equipment aboard the Venetia off Falmouth.'





'You mean the equipment looked the same on both vessels?'





 'No, it didn't. On the surface the Baja looks like the standard type of dredger - but not when you check it as I did. What the heck is going on?'





'Maybe Mr Moloch could tell us.' called out Paula from the back seat, where she sat alongside Marler.





'I'm probably the last person in the world he'd want to meet,' replied Tweed in the front passenger seat.





Newman checked his rear-view mirror. The BMW was following them some distance away. They had left Bixby Bridge behind and had climbed high up some time before. The Pacific was now to their left, beyond the other side of the highway. Newman had his hands lightly holding the wheel as they approached a particularly sharp curve with no barrier on the ocean side. He had only to travel a strange route once to be able to recall every twist and turn on the way back.





'What a contrast to San Francisco,' Paula remarked. 'It is so peaceful out here.'





'Let's hope it stays that way,' said Newman.





"That's right.' she shot back at him, 'spoil my enjoyment. I think this is one of the most wonderful parts of the world I've ever seen.'





'It's pretty unique in its grandeur.' Newman agreed.





They were approaching the steep bend, high above the sea. Newman was halfway round when he saw the juggernaut coming - on the wrong side of the highway. On his side. A frightful head-on collision seemed inevitable. The massive vehicle would crush the Merc. Tweed showed no reaction. In the back Marler gripped the Armalite. By his side Paula clenched her hands, unable to take her eyes off the advancing colossus.





 At the last moment Newman swung his wheel hard over, taking the car into the other lane. The juggernaut missed them by inches. Then Newman saw another juggernaut coming - again on the wrong side of the road. They'd planned back-up. Behind the wheel Antonio grinned in anticipation. He began to swing his juggernaut to the right to intercept Newman. At that moment Newman rammed his foot full down on the accelerator. The Merc, shot forward like a rocket. It raced past the turning juggernaut. Again there were inches to spare. Antonio had swung his wheel to an extreme angle. The weight of the juggernaut carried him forward. His grin vanished. He saw the cliff edge looming as he desperately tried to turn the wheel back. Too late. Carried forward by its own momentum the juggernaut drove through a hedge and Antonio had a brief glimpse of the three-hundred-foot drop before him. The vehicle toppled over the brink, fell like a propelled missile, dropped vertically three hundred feet, hit the rocks below. The petrol tank exploded. Flames engulfed the cab, a searing spire of flames. The vehicle was smashed, the cab breaking away, catapulting into the ocean where a large wave broke, spilling surf over the funeral pyre, quenching some of the fire. Then the only sound was the next wave breaking.
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The moment Newman reached a lay-by he pulled in, parked and pressed a button on the black box. The aerial elevated above the Merc, the spider's web of wires spread out. Grasping the microphone hidden under the dashboard, he sent his message.





'Newman here. Emergency. Two juggernauts tried to smash us up. Well north of Bixby Bridge. One vehicle went over the cliff. The first one now heading south along Highway One. Juggernaut hauled by separate cab attached to it. We are waiting in lay-by on Highway One. Over...'





'Message received. Understood. I'm on my way. Stay in the lay-by. Out.'





The distinctive voice of Alvarez had come over very clearly. Tweed turned to look at Paula.





'How are you?'





'Just fine.' she managed. 'I knew Bob would get us out of it. He's great in a tight spot.'





'I agree.' Tweed replied. 'A brilliant manoeuvre, Bob.'





'Compliments will get you nowhere...'





He got out of the car to smoke a cigarette and Marler, carrying his Armalite, joined him. Paula, aware of tension in her legs, also left the car. They waited awhile and then a chopper circled overhead, landed on the highway, let out a passenger, took off and settled on a nearby hillside. Alvarez ran to the car.





'You guys all OK?'





'We're very OK.' Tweed assured him through the lowered window.





'I've got news. Due to your information we set up a roadblock south of here. The juggernaut tried to smash its way through. A policeman shot the driver dead. A Mexican. Name of Pancho Corona. We think he was an illegal and was heading for the Mexican border.'





Paula had walked across to greet Alvarez and thank him for his quick arrival. He smiled at her, said it was all in a day's work - another English phrase.





'What are those men doing?' she asked.





A police truck carrying men with ropes looped over their shoulders had just passed in the direction of their attack. Alvarez shrugged.





"They are specially trained. They will go down the cliff with the aid of the ropes to where the other juggernaut crashed into the sea. I saw the wreckage from the air. It is nothing.'





'You seem to be very well organized.' she commented.





'We do our best. Now, you have all had a bad time. I think you need lunch. I will show you the way to a scenic restaurant. It is dramatic.' He looked out to sea. 'Black clouds. The weather is changing. Rocky Point could be quite dramatic. Can this gentleman travel in the BMW, your escort car?'





"This gentleman can,' Marler told him.





"Then I will travel with you in the Mercedes and show you the way. To Rocky Point...'









At Black Ridge, staring out of the window, Brand had seen Pancho's juggernaut hurtling along the highway and past towards the south. He guessed that something had gone wrong. He hurried to the room which contained the staff records.





Pancho Corona was not an illegal, but he felt it wise to destroy all evidence that he had been employed at Black Ridge. Extracting the file containing Corona's details, he shredded the sheets inside and hurried back to his own office. From a safe he took a packet of cocaine. He was not a user of drugs but he kept a quantity to plant on enemies. Then a quick anonymous call to the police destroyed his target.





He had put on a pair of surgical gloves before picking up the packet from the safe. No fingerprints. Still hurrying - VB might return at any time - he ran down a staircase leading to the back of the mansion. Outside was a huge garage where the juggernauts had been parked. He casually threw the packet into a corner and strolled back to his office. Now he had a story ready to tell VB about the missing vehicles.









In the restaurant at Rocky Point, Alvarez led them to a table by a huge picture window. Paula looked round at the lavish and modernistic way the restaurant was furnished and decorated.





"This is very impressive.' she remarked.





Tweed insisted he joined them for at least a drink after he had refused lunch. Alvarez explained as he sat down next to Paula.





'You recall when I asked Newman to pause? Then I waved to my chopper perched on the hillside and it took off?'






'Yes, I did wonder what all that was about.'





'The chopper followed your cars and landed on the hill near here. After my drink I'll board it and fly to the roadblock. I prefer to see to everything myself. That way it goes good.' He lifted his glass. 'Cheers! Welcome to California - although I would have hoped it would have been a more peaceful visit.' He downed his drink. 'Now, if you will excuse me...'





He had just gone when a distinguished-looking man in a cream linen suit entered. Newman grinned, stood up, called out, 'Good to see you again, Brigadier Grenville.'









Grenville was badly shaken. Hard as he tried he couldn't disguise his discomfort. Newman went over to him, hand outheld.





'It's a small world, to coin a phrase.' He grinned. 'Come and join us.'





'Well...'





Newman, still grinning, took him by the arm, guided him over to Tweed's table. He made introductions as Grenville sat down and smiled at everyone. He had made a quick recovery, Tweed thought.





'And, of course, you know Paula.' Newman concluded, sitting down. 'You danced with her the other side of the pond.'





'You're a long way from Forth Navas, Colonel -excuse me - Brigadier.' Paula teased him.





"The locals started calling me Brigadier, so I just let it go.' Grenville explained with a hint of embarrassment.





'And who are the locals?' Paula asked.





'Oh, quite a few Brits have emigrated to the Monterey Peninsula. The climate and all that. Someone had to take the initiative. he went on with growing confidence, 'so I have founded the Anglo-Pacific Club. You're all welcome to join in. No membership fee. Just have to be British. We have get-togethers in the evening, dancing, too. You'd adorn the company.' he said, looking directly at Paula.





"Thank you.'





'What do the Americans think of your club?' Tweed enquired.





'You're Tweed.'





"That's what they call me, so I suppose I must be.' he replied with a twinkle in his eyes.





'What do the Yanks think? That we're a bunch of snobs. I don't mind. Keeps out some pretty unpleasant people.'





'What sort of people?'





'You're a direct chap. More like an American.'





'What sort of people?'





Paula had the impression Tweed had decided he wasn't putting up with any nonsense from fake brigadiers. Grenville flushed.





"There you go again. Well, the area is floating with aggressive millionaires and their even more aggressive bejewelled wives. Not the sort of people you'd invite 





to your club back home.'





'How did they make their money?'





'Oh, in all sorts of industries. They're a rough lot when it comes to business. Maybe they have to be.' He stared at Tweed. 'Now, sir, it's my turn. What do you do?'





'I'm Chief Claims Investigator for an insurance company.'





'Really?' Grenville seemed impressed. 'You must see a lot of the seamy side of life.'





'And the crooked side,' Tweed responded, staring back at Grenville.





'Imagine you do.'





Grenville had paused before he made this response. On the surface it seemed to Newman Grenville couldn't quite make out Tweed, who had a steely look.





Another man walked rapidly into the restaurant, wearing a beige linen suit. Then he stopped as though he'd walked into a wall. Newman jumped up, went over to him as he was turning to leave the restaurant.





'Well, well, if it isn't Maurice. The clan is gathering. I insist you join us.'





He used the same tactic as he had with Grenville, taking Maurice Prendergast by the arm, guiding him to the table. Again Newman was grinning.





'Brigadier, you must remember Maurice - he escorted Paula to your dance in Cornwall. And, Maurice, you had a brief acquaintance with Paula?'





'Nice to see you again, Paula.' Maurice said in a cold voice.





'And to see you,' she replied with a brief smile.





'Hello, Maurice,' said Tweed. 'Do sit down and join the happy party.'





He studied Prendergast. He appeared to have changed since he had met Maurice at his house, The Ark, in Forth Navas. Though he was six feet tall, his strong, clean-shaven face looked haggard. His fair hair was a mess, hadn't been brushed. The humorous smile was gone. His movements, previously slow and deliberate, were jerky.





'Hello, Tweed.' he replied dully.





'Do sit down. How about a drink?' Tweed suggested cheerfully.





'A large brandy.'





He sagged into the chair Newman had hauled over for him. As he put his elbows on the table for support, Paula contrasted him with Grenville. The so-called brigadier was his normal confident self. He pulled at his neat grey moustache as he glanced at Maurice, who was downing the drink Newman had ordered for him.





'Like another.' Maurice said, slurring his words.





Newman ordered another large brandy. The service at Rocky Point was first-rate. The second drink was served instantly. Maurice drank half of it, stared at Paula.





'What are you doing in this bloody lair of runaways?'





'Now, Maurice.' Grenville chided him in a stiff voice. 'No bad language in front of a lady.'





'If you say so.'





'I think we'd better have lunch.' said Tweed, still cheerful as he closed the menu. 'I know what I want.'





The rest of them ordered. Except for Maurice. Marler, who had not said a word since he sat down, was watching Maurice. Paula was also studying Maurice without appearing to do so.





The waiter stood by Maurice, waiting for his order. Maurice glanced up at him.





'I'm not hungry.'





'Better eat something.' Marler suggested.





'Who asked you?' Maurice demanded.





'No one did. Just a thought. People usually eat at lunch.'





'I'm not people.'





Maurice stared at Marler, who gazed back at him. Maurice was the first one to drop his eyes. He spoke to the waiter, who was leaving.





'Come back a moment.' He glanced at Newman. 'I could do with another large brandy.'





Newman looked across the table at Tweed, who nodded his agreement. Maurice glanced at Newman.





'You have to check with the boss?' he sneered.





'Frequently.' Newman smiled and ordered another brandy. 'I have the odd brandy myself. After lunch with coffee.'





'Maurice,' Grenville said grimly, 'I wouldn't if I were you.'





'But you're not me, are you? You're the flaming brigadier.'





'I'm just that.' Grenville laughed. 'A pretty good description. I'm sure the Americans would agree.'





The tension at the table was beginning to get to Paula. She gazed down through the large picture window at the scene immediately below. The view was vertiginous -staring down at the ocean, which had become rough. Great waves exploded against huge jagged rocks, erupted into geysers of surf flung high into the air. Water surged into narrow rocky channels, then submerged the defiles round them. She could see why this was called Rocky Point. There's another cauldron, she thought, recalling Tweed's words. The sight disturbed her. Maurice drank his third brandy.





'Gotta go, folks.' he announced, imitating American speech.





He stood up, rested his hands on the table. Newman was by his side immediately. He took hold of Maurice round the waist, guided him up two large steps, was taking him towards the exit when Maurice protested.





Take your hands off me. I can make it.'





'Certainly you can.' Newman assured him, not letting





At that moment Butler and Nield, who had tactfully slipped into the bar for a sandwich lunch, appeared. Newman nodded his head for them to come forward.





'See this gentleman to his car. He's not feeling well. Harry, drive him home, wherever that may be.'





'Got a dog kennel of an apartment in Carmel.' Maurice mumbled. 'I can drive...'





'So can I.' said the sturdy Butler. He took hold of Maurice, relieving Newman of his burden. 'I'll see him home. There are patrol cars along Highway One.'





Butler easily manoeuvred Maurice out of the restaurant. As they disappeared Pete Nield wandered over to Newman and splayed his hands in a gesture of resignation.





"That same chap was in the bar before he came in here. He downed a couple of large brandies one after the other.'





'Harry will get him safely home. Want to come and join us?'





'I'll wait outside in the BMW...'





Grenville was speaking to everyone as Newman resumed his seat. His manner was apologetic.





'Can't understand what's got into Maurice. Never seen him like that before. Would have thrown him out of the club if he'd behaved like that. Will do if it happens there.'





'You've never seen him drink too much?' Tweed queried. 'Is that what you're saying?'





'Up to a point.' He pulled at his moustache, glanced towards Paula, who was gazing down through the window. 'He knocks it back a bit, but who doesn't, eh?





By the by, we're having a bit of a shindig at the club HQ this evening. Why not come along, all of you? Here's a card giving the details. You'll be most welcome.' He looked at Marler. 'You don't say a lot, sir.'





'Sometimes I find it more interesting listening.' Marler drawled.





Paula took all this in automatically as she gazed down at the seething ocean. She was convinced Maurice had only pretended to be drunk. An immense wave crashed into the tip of the cape which was Rocky Point. It seemed to symbolize the heaving cauldron of California.
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They were leaving the restaurant when Newman excused himself and went towards the entrance to the bar. Paula glanced in that direction and stiffened. A familiar and attractive woman was greeting him warmly. Dressed in a pale green trouser suit, Vanity Richmond looked her usual glamorous self.





'Look who we have here,' Newman said as he brought her over to them. 'Again it's a small world.'





'Hello, everyone.' Vanity had a roguish smile as Newman introduced her to Paula. 'I remember you,' she said. 'You had a table to yourself at Nansidwell back in Cornwall. We never got a chance to talk.'





'You both have now,' Newman commented cheerfully.





Tweed merely nodded when they shook hands, saying nothing. Paula was observing Vanity, her long, well-shaped nose, the greenish eyes which seemed to notice everything, the good figure. Her full red lips were smiling constantly and she seemed delighted at meeting them.





'Where are you off to?' Newman enquired.





'Spanish Bay. The hotel on the coast outside Monterey. I'm staying there, as I did during my last visit.' she said as she looked at Paula. 'Maybe this time we could get together? Last time you seemed abstracted.'





'Last time I had a somewhat grisly experience,' Paula said, looking directly at Vanity, who had thrown back her mane of blazing red hair from the side of her face. 'I dragged a dead woman out of the sea.'





'So it was you who found her? How horrible. I read about one of two twin sisters being found - and the other washed ashore in Cornwall. Must have shaken you up...'





'You two can chat in my car,' Newman suggested.





'I've got my Audi parked outside ...'





'Let me borrow your keys and I'll drive it back for you,' Marler suggested.





'I'm also staying again at Spanish Bay.' Paula told Vanity.





It seemed to Paula this was a good opportunity to get to know more about Vanity. She'd also noticed with amusement that Newman never stopped smiling. Vanity thanked Marler, gave him her keys and a warm smile as she gazed straight at him.





On their way back along the highway the dark clouds had disappeared and it was a glorious sunny afternoon. Paula sat in the back with Vanity and they chatted away animatedly. In the front, Tweed, sitting beside Newman, remained silent.





Behind Newman followed the Audi, driven by Marler - and a distance behind him Butler was driving the BMW with Maurice beside him and Pete Nield in the back. Tweed wondered what had caused their delay in departing.









*  *  *  *









Maurice had felt ill before he climbed into the BMW back at Rocky Point. Butler had accompanied him to the toilet and looked after him. Now, as they drove along Highway One he was surprised by Maurice's swift recovery.





'Sorry to put you to this inconvenience, old chap,' Maurice said to Butler. 'But you were right. Don't often make a fool of myself like that, but I'm worried.'





'Worried?' Butler glanced at him. 'What's on your mind?'





"The situation here - in California and at the Anglo-Pacific Club.'





'Something odd about the situation?' Butler enquired.





'Very. Can't make it out. I've got a premonition of a terrible disaster.'





'What kind of disaster?' Butler asked casually.





'Don't know. There's tension among certain people I know. Can't give you any names.'





'Very informative,' Butler commented. 'Why not?'





'Because I want to be sure I've pinpointed the right people.'





Sounds like Tweed, Nield was thinking in the rear of the car. Gives us a glimpse and then drops the curtain.





'We're nearly at Carmel,' Maurice warned Butler. 'You turn off the highway in a minute. If I could guide you...'





'Do that.'





'I'm here - on Junipero,' Maurice said after a few minutes. 'If you could pull in here.'





'I'll come with you,' Butler said firmly. 'See you safely in your dog kennel.'





'No need ...'





Butler ignored the suggestion, got out with Maurice, walked alongside him into a small complex courtyard, cobbled and with hanging baskets. Maurice pointed to an iron staircase.





Tm living up there now.'





'Now?' queried Butler.





'Just moved in. Place became vacant suddenly. The rent is reasonable - a murder took place here and the police have just gone away. That's why the rent is cheap. Most people don't like the idea of staying somewhere where something like that has happened. The landlord wanted quick occupation.'





'I'll see you up the staircase. Who was murdered?'





'A private investigator called Linda Standish. I'm not at all worried about ghosts walking. And thank you for seeing me home.'





'All in a day's work ...'





Arriving at Spanish Bay, Paula was surprised to discover the hotel had given her the same spacious apartment she had occupied on her previous visit. The organization of top hotels in the States was quite something.





Tweed, whose luggage had been taken to another apartment, came in at her invitation and Paula beckoned to Vanity to join them and inspect her quarters. The two women were examining the complex while Tweed fiddled with the large picture window, slid it back and stepped out onto a terrace with a table and chairs. He sank into a chair.





"This apartment is swell - I mean super,' enthused Vanity as they went into the bathroom. 'I'm trying not to pick up Americanisms. Look at that Jacuzzi, and the shower stall. This is great.'





'Care for a drink?' Paula suggested.





She investigated the large minibar in the living room, brought out a bottle of Chardonnay, held it up to show Vanity.





'Any good?'





'Very good. One glass will do me.' She wandered out through the open window where Tweed was sitting. 'Fancy a glass of wine, Mr Tweed?'





'No, thank you.'





He resumed the brooding look Paula knew so well, staring at a line of pine trees. Then he got up, wandered along a path crossing the grass. He soon had a panoramic view of the Pacific beyond trim, rolling golf links. The flat roofs of golf carts moved along a lower level, looking as though they were floating by themselves. The calm Pacific was a startling blue. He could see why people would be hypnotized by the sheer beauty of the scene.





Tweed refused a drink.' Vanity announced merrily as she rejoined Paula. 'Doesn't seem very sociable.'





'He's probably working on an insurance problem.' Paula told her. 'He's got terrific powers of concentration.'





'And I thought it was me. Cheers!'





They sat down on a couch by a fireplace with a large gas-operated log fire which was unlit. Vanity looked round the living room.





"This place oozes comfort. It's so relaxing.'





'Not bad.' Paula agreed. 'You know what I do for a living, so give - how do you earn your daily crust of bread?'





'Like you, I'm a personal assistant. My boss is tough and very successful. You've heard of Vincent Bernard Moloch?'





"The quiet billionaire? You work for him?'





'Yes. And I earn my daily crust like you do, I imagine. Vincent is a workaholic. Makes the average American go-getter look like an idler. I'm at his beck and call both day and night. Luckily I can get by with very little sleep.'





'Does sound a tough job. What does it involve?'





'Keeping his daily paperwork and appointments in order.' She laughed. 'Keeping him in order. I don't know much about what he does. Very secretive, VB is. Always working on some new project.'





'Got one on the go at the moment, has he?'





'Yes. Something which seems to take up a lot of his time. I haven't a clue what it is. There's a borderline I don't cross. The salary is enormous, so I'm careful not to put a foot wrong.' She finished her drink, checked her watch. 'Hope you don't mind. I must fly. Maybe we could have dinner together this evening? I'll call you.'





She looked up as Tweed returned, leaving the sliding window open. It was hot outside. He nodded to Vanity as she got up, held out her hand.





'Sorry that we couldn't talk together. I have to go.'





'Another time, perhaps,' Tweed replied.





'You weren't very amiable with her,' Paula chided him after Vanity had left. 'She's admitted to me she works for Moloch.'





'She's smart. Now we're here she'd know we'd find that out. I'm going along to my room to unpack.'





'You look tired. I'll come and help.'





They were walking along the wide carpeted corridor when a man came round the corner. Brigadier Arbuthnot Grenville stopped, surprised as he tweaked his moustache.





'You people staying here?'





'For a short time,' Tweed said quickly.





'Don't know whether you read my invitation card. We've taken over the Bay Club here for the dance tonight. Good that you are on the spot. See you 2000 hours. Sharp. Do you know whether Maurice got home safely?' he enquired as though not really interested.





'Yes, I gather he did,' Tweed assured him.





'Don't do anything I wouldn't,' Grenville said with a broad smile, looking at Paula. "That gives you all the latitude in the world c'









Tweed was sitting down in his own apartment, his brow furrowed in thought. Paula swiftly unpacked everything. Then she insisted on showing him where everything was.





He had just thanked her when the phone rang. Paula automatically picked it up.





'Could you please repeat that?' she requested. "Then I'll see if Mr Tweed is available. Thank you.'





She turned to Tweed, her hand over the mouthpiece while she spoke.





'It's Hoarse Voice. Monica told me about him.'





'I'll take it.'





Tweed suddenly was alert, took the phone from her, gave his name and listened for several minutes without speaking. The conversation closed when Tweed spoke for the first time.





"Thank you. I'm grateful - very - for that data.'





"That was the mysterious Waltz.' Paula commented. 'Monica swore me to secrecy when I took a call from him and I was alone in the office at Park Crescent. He refused to say a word when I told him he must have got a wrong number. Later Monica warned me about the caller she had nicknamed Hoarse Voice. Sounds as though he smokes a lot.'





'Maybe.' Tweed paused. 'I've just been warned that time is running out. Whatever project VB is working on should soon be ready for launching. We may. have arrived too late.'









Paula called Room Service, ordered coffee. She could sense that Tweed was very worried, which was unlike him. When the coffee arrived she poured two cups, sat in a chair close to him, started talking.





'How did you know Maurice had arrived home safely? When you told Grenville?'





'Butler and Nield arrived soon after us. They're upstairs in two smaller rooms. I saw Harry give me a thumbs-up sign. That meant he had delivered the drunken package.'





'If Maurice was drunk.'





'Why do you say that?'





'It struck me he was putting on a very clever act. Possibly for Grenville's benefit.'





'An interesting thought.'





'Oh, come on. What do you think of Grenville - of Maurice?'





'I think Grenville is deliberately acting out a caricature of the stiff-necked military type. Probably goes down well with the Anglo-Pacific Club lot.'





'So two of them are not what they seem? Grenville and Maurice.'





'No one out here is what they seem. Same applied to Cornwall.'





'Well, what about Vanity Richmond?'





'On the surface she appears to be working hard at a big job. She spends money on expensive clothes. She appears to have a soft spot for Newman. That's all I can make out about her.'





'On the surface,' Paula repeated. 'She appears ... she appears. You sound very dubious about her. How did you know she's working hard at a big job?'





'Because I listened from outside the window. My job is to gather data on everyone who could be suspect.'





'And everyone is suspect,' Paula probed.





'Guilty until proved innocent. Remember that list of suspects you winkled out from the top of the filing cabinet in Linda Standish's apartment. Moloch, Joel Brand, Luis Martinez, Byron Landis and Vanity Richmond. Alvarez told me Martinez is guard master at Black Ridge.'





'Well, at least Grenville and Maurice weren't on the list.'





'A curious omission,' Tweed observed.





'What does that mean?'





'What I said. Now I want you to accompany me to Newman's Merc., parked out of sight of the hotel. The two of us together will look less conspicuous. I have something very important to do. Call Bob in his room next to mine and ask him to go to the car immediately. I have to make swift contact with Langley.'









They found Newman had arrived in the car park. He was standing by the Merc., its front door open. He had even taken the precaution of summoning Butler and Nield, who were strolling round at a distance to make sure they were alone at this remote spot beyond the hotel. The aerial on the car was elevated.





'I need to get into secret touch with Washington.' Tweed explained. 'Can it be done? It has to be one hundred per cent safe.'





'Easily. Alvarez explained to me how to do it. If he's near a patrol car a special signal will alert him, unless you don't want him to hear. He carries a device which he can attach to any police radio - it scrambles the message so far as the outside world is concerned.'





'Let's get on with it quickly. Show me how - and I have to be alone...'





Newman waited until Tweed was sitting in the front passenger seat, then leaned in, pressed a certain combination of buttons on the black box, handed the microphone to Tweed, shut the door and walked away with Paula.





'Cord here.' the familiar voice said. 'Is that you, Tweed?'





Tweed here. I have information that two juggernauts which are no longer at Black Ridge were both carrying explosives. IRIGHT SQUARE BRACKET'





'Jesus!' Dillon burst out. 'Are you sure?'





'My informant is exceptionally reliable. The juggernauts are usually parked in a hidden garage behind the mansion - but one was been stopped by a roadblock south of Big Sur, the other crashed over the cliff into the ocean.'





'Alvarez is now listening in. Alvarez, investigate urgently. Tweed, we are checking an unauthorized explosion which took place in the Nevada desert. One of the abandoned silos which housed missiles was used. We can't identify the explosive. It's something new.'





'How powerful?' Tweed asked.





'Brace yourself. Washington is crazy with fear. The new unknown explosive has the force of ten hydrogen bombs.'
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For several minutes Tweed sat motionless in the car when Cord Dillon had gone off the line. Even from a distance Paula could see how grim his expression was. She made a move to go towards the car. Newman stopped her.





'When he's ready he'll join us.'





'I've never seen him look so grim.'





'Leave him alone. He's taking a major decision.'





'He's sitting so still...'





As soon as she had spoken Tweed lowered the window, beckoned to them. His whole attitude had changed, had become ferociously active.





'First, Bob, I want to talk to Alvarez urgently. Second, I want you to drive me to the nearest public phone. Third,' he looked at Marler, who had appeared out of nowhere, carrying a golf bag which Tweed guessed contained the Armalite. "Third, I want maximum protection. I'm sure Moloch knows now where I am. Paula, get in the back.'





'I'll drive the BMW.' Marler decided, 'and take Butler and Nield with me. I'll be close behind you. Don't be surprised if I suddenly overtake you if I see trouble ahead.





Newman was already behind the wheel of his Merc. He drove up the long winding drive away from Spanish Bay. In the back Paula checked the action of her .32 Browning. Tweed was holding the microphone in his hand.





'Alvarez here ...'





Tweed speaking. Where are you?'





'Still at the roadblock just south of Big Sur ...'





'Stay there until you hear from me - if you can ...'





'I can.'





 'Not possible, I imagine, to get scuba divers who could look under the hull of that ship, the Baja, offshore?'





"They'll be here in thirty minutes. From police HQ in Monterey. Will do ...' ,   "Thank you.'





Paula was surprised. Never before had she known Tweed to ask for maximum protection. She knew him well enough to realize he was not bothered about himself - he was worried about what he had to do. The momentum was building up.





'I need to phone Professor Weatherby, the seismologist, at his Holland Park home,' Tweed explained tersely.





A few minutes later Newman parked close to a remote phone box. Tweed was out of the car almost before it stopped moving. He ran to the box, began to call Weatherby.





Outside Marler had jumped out of his car to join Newman, followed by Butler and Nield. Marler looked round at the dense pine forests closing in on all sides.





'Not the safest spot,' he observed. 'Harry, Pete, take up positions at the edge of the forest. Stay out of sight and have your weapons ready. Regard any vehicle approaching us as potentially hostile, but be careful - we don't want to shoot up any innocent travellers.'





Newman took up his own position close to the phone box, his Smith & Wesson revolver in his hand by his side. Paula joined him. She found the heavy silence of the forest disturbing. Inside the box Tweed had got through to Weatherby.





Tweed here. I know it's midnight in London. Hope I didn't get you up.'





'I am up, will be for hours. You sound serious.'





'Can you explain to me - in simple language, please -if it would be possible to trigger an earthquake under the sea off the California coast? Area Carmel-Big Sur?'





Triggered? Well, recent research has detected movement under the Pacific in that area. You have to understand there are immense tectonic plates, as we call them - vast slabs of the ocean bed - which can grind up against each other. Or even against the coast. It's an event which is highly unlikely.'





'If it happened,' Tweed pressed, 'what would cause it?'





'I suppose a gigantic upheaval underwater could shift a tectonic plate.' He paused. 'I didn't tell you, but Ethan Benyon was working on one such theory, which I find too advanced. Found it in the files he forgot to take with him.'





'A gigantic underwater upheaval,' Tweed repeated. 'Assume it happened. What would be the result if the plate did hit the coast?'





'It would have the power to force its way under the coast. Nature's power is awesome. The result? A catastrophe. But, Tweed, this is so unlikely.'





'Thank you, Weatherby. You've been an enormous help.'





'Don't see how. Where are you now?'





'California. Must go.'





Tweed ran back to the car. Newman was in the driving seat as he sat down. He told Newman briefly the content of his conversation, then asked to be put through to Alvarez again.





Tweed here. I definitely believe the Baja's hull should be thoroughly investigated.'





'It's OK. Scuba divers are on their way, plus a small launch on a trailer.'





'Can I have a word with him?' Newman asked quickly.





Tweed handed him the microphone. Newman identified himself.





'Alvarez, could you wait till I arrive? Be there thirty to forty minutes.'





'I'll see you, Newman...'





Driving back to the hotel, Newman had Paula and Marler, who had jumped in at the last moment, in the back. Butler, with Nield by his side, followed in the BMW. As they pulled in to the car park Butler jumped out, came up to Tweed who was climbing out.





'Pete and I are staying with you. No argument. We've been known to disobey orders.'





'You certainly have,' Tweed agreed. "Thank you.'





Time to disembark, Paula,' Newman said.





Time to get moving. I'm coming with you. You'll have to throw me out of the car.'





'And you'd put up a good fight if I tried it. Marler?'





'I'm comfortable where I am.'





Newman sighed, drove off for his destination. Big Sur.









At Black Ridge Grenville left the mansion, walked down the long drive to where his car was waiting at the entrance. In the front passenger seat was Maurice Prendergast.





'I invited Moloch to the dance. He said he'd be delighted to come.'





I'm astounded.'





'Poor chap doesn't have much social life.' Grenville remarked as he got behind the wheel.





'Poor chap!' Maurice sneered. 'He's a billionaire.'





'Money doesn't always buy happiness. Often the very reverse.'





'He can always cry all the way to the bank, to use a rather hackneyed phrase.'





'Come to think of it.' Grenville recalled as he drove along Highway One towards Carmel, 'he showed most interest when I told him the names of some of the other guests, including Tweed and Paula Grey.'





'Was that the real reason you visited Moloch? You were there a long time.'





'What other reason would I have?' Grenville demanded stiffly.





Neither of them was aware that a figure at a first-floor window had watched Grenville leaving. Byron Landis only left his viewing place as Grenville's car disappeared.









Newman arrived in his car to find that Alvarez had hidden his cars and a trailer vehicle in the gulch Butler had used when Tweed and Paula had visited Mrs Benyon. Instinctively he had glanced up at The Apex as they passed the weird house. The curtain in one window twitched. Mrs Benyon was keeping an eye on developments.





 'We have planned it carefully.' Alvarez informed Newman and his companions as soon as they left their car. "The launch is in the water out of sight of the Baja RIGHT SQUARE BRACKET and out of sight of Black Ridge. The scuba divers, three of them, are on board.'





'I'd like to come with you.' Newman suggested.





'Of course you can. Why else did I wait?'





'I'm coming, too,' said Paula. 'Newman needs someone to hold his hand.'





As she spoke with a smile she extracted a grenade from inside her shoulder bag and slipped it behind her back into Newman's hand. He still played cricket occasionally and was, like Tweed, an ace bowler.





'I may as well tag along,' said Marler.





Alvarez stared at him. Marler looked straight back into the dark eyes. Alvarez, impressed by the calm, easy way Marler held himself, nodded and led the way off the highway down a steep grassy bank to a concealed cove with a small beach. A large launch was tethered to a makeshift landing stage.





Aboard, three frogmen in full gear gazed at the newcomers from behind goggles. One carried an underwater camera. Newman wondered if they were some kind of special service. He boarded the launch, the grenade in a pocket of the lightweight jacket he was wearing. Paula, Marler and Alvarez stepped on the deck and a policeman ashore untethered the rope as Alvarez started the engine, took the wheel.





Rounding a point, they saw the Baja starboard-on to the launch. The sea was calm - calm enough even for Tweed, Paula thought. At the stern of the huge dredger a big powerboat was moored. As they came closer Alvarez picked up a loudhailer to give the warning 'Police...'





He never had a chance to speak. Men from the dredger had dropped into the powerboat. Its engine started with a roar and it headed towards them at increasing speed. Paula recognized the large man behind the wheel. Joel Brand. This was going to be a repeat performance of the attempt to run down the dinghy on the faraway Helford River in Cornwall.





The powerboat soared towards them with increasing momentum, its prow lifted out of the water. It was big enough to slice the launch in two. Alvarez swung the wheel, but so did Brand, heading straight for them at terrifying speed. Newman took out the explosive grenade, removed the pin, counted seconds, hurled it. The grenade landed inside the powerboat towards its stern.





Paula saw Brand, wearing a woolly cap, which concealed his hair, dive overboard, abandoning the wheel, abandoning the other men aboard. He began to swim towards the shore with the ease and strength of a practised swimmer. The grenade exploded.





There was a dull crump! followed almost immediately by a shattering roar as the fuel tank went up. Flames engulfed the powerboat in seconds. A section of the stern rocketed skywards, trailing a flame like a meteor, then fell back into the Pacific where it hissed before vanishing below the surface.





'Proceed with the mission.' Alvarez ordered.





He guided the launch round the wreckage floating on the surface. They were close to the Baja when he ordered the frogmen overboard. They disappeared below the sea, heading for the underwater section of the hull. Paula had taken out her small pair of field glasses, was scanning the deck of the dredger.





"That's funny,' she reported. 'Doesn't seem to be anyone aboard.'





"They're all staying below deck.' Alvarez told her.





'Looks like a ghost ship.' she commented.





'More than ghosts aboard that hulk.' he replied. He looked at his watch. 'Should take them a maximum of five minutes to complete the check...'





They cruised slowly up and down along the starboard side and still no one appeared. Worse still, after ten minutes the frogmen had not surfaced. Alvarez looked worried, guided the launch away from the dredger's prow and round to its port side. He was just in time to catch a glimpse of a figure in a wetsuit disappearing up a ladder and onto the deck.





'Was that one of your men?' Paula asked. 'He was carrying what seemed like a farmer's prong.'





'Not one of mine.' Alvarez said with a grimace.





'And I think he carried one of those electric prongs divers use to ward off marauding underwater life,' warned Newman.





Paula was leaning over the side, grabbing hold of a floating object. It was the camera one of the frogmen had carried. She handed it to Alvarez. He looked at it, then at Newman.





'More and more sinister. These special cameras are expensive. If a frogman loses its grip on one it floats to the surface. So what happened to the man holding it?'





'He was electrocuted - like the others,' Newman said quietly. 'Like the other two. They have an underwater defence team, which means there's something under the hull they don't want us to see. The bodies should float to the surface.'





'No, they won't,' said Alvarez. "There's a strong current here below the surface. The bodies could be carried miles away, maybe never recovered.'





'Let's board the ship,' Marler suggested. 'We're armed.'





'Can't do that,' Alvarez told him. 'We have no authority. No evidence.'





'What about that powerboat that tried to run us down?' Paula insisted.





'What about it? I noticed all the wreckage had vanished. No evidence,' he repeated.





"There's the camera,' Paula went on. 'Could Tweed look at copies of any pictures it took?'





'Have them delivered to him today.'





It was a depressed group which headed back for the hidden cove and no one spoke until it had landed. Alvarez acted at once. He handed the camera, which he had placed inside a strong plastic bag, now sealed, to a police officer standing by a patrol car.





'Get this to the photographic laboratory in Monterey fast. I want original prints and three copies last night...'





Paula watched the patrol car take off at high speed, siren shrieking, lights flashing. It reminded her of the nightmare drive from the airport to San Francisco when they had arrived.





'That was Joel Brand who swam ashore.' she said, refusing to give up.





'You could swear to that in court?' Alvarez asked. 'A positive identification?'





'Well, no. He was wearing that woolly cap which concealed his hair. I recognized his movements.'





'His movements?' Alvarez shook his head. 'Any shyster attorney could cut you to ribbons in the witness box.'





'Well, didn't anyone see him coming out of the sea?' demanded Paula, turning to a policeman standing by his patrol car. 'He must have crossed the highway to reach Black Ridge. He'd be soaked to the skin.'





'Sorry,' the policeman answered, 'but our attention was focused on waiting,for you folks to come back.'





'No evidence,' Alvarez repeated for the third time. 'All in a day's ...' He stopped. 'No it isn't. I hate losing one man. Now we've lost three. Newman, you'd better get back to Spanish Bay. I'll get those photos - if any - to Tweed.'
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At Black Ridge in Moloch's office Vanity had heard the sound of the explosion. She jumped up, ran to the window, was just in time to see the powerboat going up in flames. She told Moloch, seated behind his desk, what she had seen.





'Defective engine, I suppose.' Moloch was absorbed in his work. 'Come back, I want to talk to you.'





'What about?' she asked as she sat facing him.





'I'm thinking of handing over some of the key accounts for you to check. You know about figures, don't you?'





'I worked in an accountant's office in London before you hired me. I think I could cope. But won't Byron be resentful?'





"These are key accounts handled by Joel.'





'Doesn't the same objection apply? I don't want to make an enemy of him.'





'I decide who handles what. There are people here who seem to forget I built up AMBECO with my own sweat and energy. Incidentally, I'm going to Grenville's party at the Anglo-Pacific Club tonight. I'd be happy for you to join me. I can take you in the Lincoln Continental.'





'Travelling in luxury,' she teased him. 'But why are you going to this party? Not like you at all. To appear in public.'





'Grenville told me among the guests will be a man called Tweed. I'd like to get to know him.' He smiled drily. 'If I'm escorting you the whole place will be abuzz. The idea amuses me.'





'I'll have to change, have a shower. What time do you want me to be ready?'





'How long do you need?'





"Thirty minutes.'





'Most women would need a couple of hours. The party starts at eight o'clock. Allow three-quarters of an hour to reach Spanish Bay. Half an hour for you to get ready. We'll leave 7.15 p.m. precisely.'





Inwardly Vanity smiled to herself. VB was always so precise about timing. Which was probably one of the secrets of his amazing success. He never wasted a minute.





'I'll be happy to come with you.' she said. 'Time you got out more into the outside world. You lock yourself away too much.'





His pale eyes looked at her. Besides her ability at her work, one of her great attractions to Moloch was the way she never hesitated to talk back to him. He hated staff who fawned. He smiled cynically.





"The outside world? California is a sewer. But I'm sure we'll have an enjoyable evening.'









Newman had just parked the car back at Spanish Bay when a red light started flashing. After making sure no one was in sight, he pressed the button which elevated the aerial. He knew it was Washington. He reached for the microphone. 'Newman here.'





'Cord speaking. How is life in California?' 'Sunny,' Newman replied quickly. He wasn't sure whether Tweed would want him to report the tragedy near Big Sur. 'Can I help?'





'If Tweed is available I need to speak to him urgently.'





'Hold on. He'll be here in a couple of minutes ...'





He asked Paula to fetch Tweed. The moment he had elevated the aerial Marler had left the car, gesturing to Butler and Nield to fan out. The three men took up observation positions. The car was hidden from the hotel by a high wall and was parked in a rarely used section.





More quickly than he'd expected he saw in his mirror Tweed running to the car with Paula close behind. She took up a position a distance from the car indicated by Marler. Newman handed the microphone to Tweed, left the car.





Tweed here.'





"This is a very secure line.' Dillon began. 'I assume no one else can hear us at your end ...'





'Correct.'





'What I have to tell you is top secret. We managed to insert an agent inside VB's armaments factory in Des Moines. A most delicate operation. He's still there.'





'Understood.' Tweed assured him.





'The agent has reported Moloch has perfected an explosive of enormous power. Ten times the power of a hydrogen bomb - as I mentioned earlier. He smuggled out a small sample.'





'Raid the plant.' Tweed said immediately.





'We can't. VB's under government contract to produce the most powerful explosive he can. He hasn't told us he has succeeded. The explosive is called Xenobium. He tested it at that old silo in the Nevada desert.'





'How do you know that?'





'We compared traces of the Nevada explosive with the sample smuggled out of the Des Moines plant. They match.'





'I still don't see why you can't check Des Moines.'





'Because Moloch's accumulated so much political power on the Hill. If we did raid he'd say he'd just perfected it. He would then retaliate by using his political muscle to make sure the existing President lost the coming election. Our hands are tied behind our backs.'





'Xenobium, you said?'





'That's what the stuff's called. Sends shivers down my spine.'





'Doesn't exactly make my day, to paraphrase Clint Eastwood.'





Tweed, are you getting anywhere?'





For the first time in their long relationship Tweed detected a note of desperation in the American's voice. He replied carefully.





'Pieces of the jigsaw fall into my lap every day. I think I am close to the whole picture. I need to meet Vincent Bernard Moloch. I have to be sure of his motive. We'll keep in touch...'





He had a cheerful expression when he left the car. More cheerful, Paula thought, than she'd seen him look for several days.









Moloch chatted away amusingly to Vanity as he drove his cream limo along the highway towards Carmel. He wore a smart dinner jacket and his manner was animated.





'When you met Tweed what was your impression of him?' he asked suddenly.





'Formidable,' she replied promptly.





'I think he must be to hold down the job he does. I want you to introduce me to him. Not as soon as we arrive but later in the evening.'





'I'll do that,' she promised.





'The idea is not for me to go round chatting to other guests,' he warned. 'I'd like a table to myself - just for the two of us.'





'I'll arrange that with Grenville as soon as we arrive.'





"The point is,' he explained, driving expertly, his headlights flashing round the curves, 'I want to observe who is there. I can't rely on anyone else to spot what I'm looking for.'





'Understood.' said Vanity.





What's he up to now? she was wondering. He's got some idea in that complex brain of his. Maybe I'll detect what it is after we've been there awhile.









Tweed was late leaving for the party. The photographs from Alvarez had been delivered by a plainclothes detective who showed him identity.





A handwritten note from Alvarez informed him that the scuba diver with the camera had obviously reached the seabed before disappearing. The photos showed, he had assumed, the sealed core hole the dredger had made when penetrating the floor of the Pacific.





'Make anything of these pics?' Tweed asked Paula.





She examined them using a magnifying glass. Shaking her head, she returned the photos.





'I can't make it out. It looks as though a giant round plate of some material has been used to close the hole.'





'In his note Alvarez says his experts estimate it is six feet in diameter. Beyond that they're stuck. Get Newman in here. I want to talk to Cord Dillon...'





Fifteen minutes later he had told Dillon he needed to send the photos to an address in London as fast as possible, that the photos could be the key to the whole mystery. Dillon asked him to hold on. Tweed sat in the Merc, with the aerial elevated. Newman had posted his team at strategic positions round the car. Tweed noticed that Butler and Nield wore new business suits, and called over Newman.





'Why are Harry and Pete dressed to go out on the town?'





'Because they're coming with us to the party. No argument, please. A crowd is just the place to shoot down a target.'





He left the car as Dillon came back on the line. His answer startled Tweed.





'We can't wire these photos. The detail is too important. Give the photos to Alvarez, who is driving to where you are. Should arrive in ten minutes. Give him the package with the address on it. A very new, fast aircraft will be waiting at Monterey airport to fly them to London. A car will be waiting at Heathrow to rush them to the Holland Park address. Will be in touch. Oh, ETA about seven hours from now...'





He was off the line before Tweed could thank him. Calling over to Paula, Tweed told her what was happening, to pack the photos and address them to Professor Weatherby. As she dashed off he beckoned to Newman.





'Drive me to that public phone box again. I have to call Weatherby.'





Marler slid into the back seat just before the car took off. Tweed ran to the phone box the moment the car stopped and Marler ran after him, then waited in the shadows. Above them was a star-studded night. Newman wondered why the constellations looked so much dearer in California. Lack of smog in this area, he assumed.





'Weatherby? Tweed here ...' He explained the new development. The seismologist listened without saying anything until Tweed had finished.





'Very interesting,' he responded. 'Of course, I know a bit about this technique of sinking a special rotating tube to extract a core from the earth deep down, or from the seabed. But I'm not an expert. Luckily I happened to have a John Palister on the line a few minutes ago. He's an old friend, an insomniac, and is coming over for a drink with me in the wee small hours. He's a world expert on drilling cores. When will the photos reach me?'





"They'll shortly be leaving Monterey airport. I calculate they will reach you in about seven hours' time.'





'Seven hours? How are they coming? By rocket?' 'I've got government cooperation. They must be using one of their incredible new supersonic aircraft.'





'Right. I'll get John to stay until they arrive. He'll know what those photos mean. I'll give you a call. But where are you?'





'Spanish Bay. A hotel outside Carmel...' Tweed gave him the number, warned him to wrap up what he had to say since the call would be coming via a hotel operator. Emerging from the phone box, he took a deep breath of chill night air. They drove back to Spanish Bay, picked up Paula, who was wearing a short coat and drove the short distance to where the party was being held. Butler and Nield followed them on foot.





'Now I wonder what this is really all about?' Tweed mused.









The party was in full swing by the time they arrived. Grenville met them at the door, in an evening suit with a scarlet cummerbund. He greeted them warmly, kissing Paula on the cheek.





'More of you than I expected,' he commented, looking at Marler with Butler and Nield behind him.





'We've come to help with serving the guests,' Marler drawled.





Tweed made brief introductions, scanning the large roomful of guests over Grenville's shoulder. At a corner table sat a small neat man, his dark hair brushed back over his high forehead. With him sat Vanity Richmond. Newman, catching Tweed's gaze, whispered to him as Grenville ushered his guests to a large table at the edge of the dance floor.





"That's Moloch. I took a picture of him once, had my camera snatched out of my hands by his bodyguards.'





Tweed followed Paula, who was being escorted to the table by a buoyant Grenville. He noticed Maurice at a table by himself, emptying a glass with a morose look. Sitting down between Paula and Newman with Marler opposite while Butler and Nield occupied each end, Tweed surveyed the room. It seemed to him Moloch was doing the same thing.





The company was made up of mostly elderly and middle-aged men and women. He sensed an atmosphere of forced gaiety. There was a lot of drinking going on. Younger couples were dancing on the floor in the middle looking bored. A hand fell on his shoulder. Turning, he looked up into the lined face of a white-haired man.





'You're new,' the man said. 'Not come to live out here, I hope?'





'Why?'





'Look around you.' He had a perfect upper-crust English accent. 'They're all miserable, like me. They've come out here for the climate, left their friends at home behind, left their lives behind.'





'Then why don't they go back?' Tweed asked.





'Too late. They've lost touch with their friends, have sold up their homes in Britain. It's cheaper to live out here and they couldn't afford to return. They hanker after old things - the pubs, the villages, even London. It's not the same out here. Don't do it.'





'Thank you for your advice,' said Tweed.





'Sounds tragic,' Paula whispered.





'Probably is. Vanity appears to be coming this way.'





Smiling cheerfully, she addressed Tweed, who simply nodded.





'Mr Moloch would be honoured if you would join him for a few minutes. He's at the table I've just left, the one in the corner.'





"Then why doesn't he come over here?' demanded Paula.





'He would like a few quiet words.' She smiled again at Paula, not losing her poise. "The music is rather loud over here.'





Tweed glanced at the four youngsters perched on a platform, hammering out rock-and-roll. He nodded again, stood up and edged his way between the tables. Vanity sat down next to Paula in the chair Tweed had vacated. Grenville came up, a smoking cigar in his hand.





'Everyone having the time of their lives?' he asked, his voice hoarse. He waved the cigar. 'Smoke too many of these things. Still, you can't give up everything. Start with cigars and you find you've gone off drink ...'





Moloch stood up courteously as Tweed arrived, invited him to sit down in Vanity's chair. He resumed his own seat after swinging it round so he could look straight at Tweed, who gazed back into the pale clever eyes.





'I've wanted to meet you, Tweed.'





'Why?'





'Vanity described you as formidable.'





'Depends on the circumstances.'





'I suppose it would. Do you expect to be staying at Spanish Bay for long?'





'As long as it takes.'





Moloch paused. He lifted his glass. He was drinking orange juice so far as Tweed could make out. He put the glass down.





'Can I offer you a drink?'





"Thank you, but I have one at my own table.'





'Are you enjoying the party?' Moloch enquired.





'Not much.'





'Neither am I. I'm going to leave in a minute. Grenville would insist I came. Mr Tweed, we could talk more frankly if you'd be kind enough to visit me at Black Ridge, my home over here near Big Sur. I find the noise distracting.'





'I'll be glad to come and see you.'





'Good. What about eleven o'clock tomorrow morning?





There are gates at the entrance. I'll have them open so you can drive straight in.'





'Thank you. Eleven tomorrow morning. Please excuse me -I have friends waiting for me ...'





Tweed noticed that Butler was standing against the wall a few yards away, looking at the dancers. Not a man to take any chances, Harry Butler. Tweed returned to his table in time to hear Vanity saying something to Paula.





'We could go into Carmel together. I know the best shops. A lot of them are selling junk. I'll give you a ring.'





"That would be nice,' Paula said without enthusiasm.





'Sorry I pinched your chair, Mr Tweed.' Vanity said, standing up and giving him a beaming smile.





"That's all right.'





Vanity hurried back to Moloch who was standing up prior to going. They left together and Moloch moved quickly to avoid Grenville who was heading his way. Then they were gone.





Tweed left soon afterwards, glancing again at Maurice, who was downing another glass of wine. He looked more morose than ever. Am I wrong, Tweed thought -he had noticed earlier that Moloch was staring straight at Maurice.





On the way back the short distance in the car Tweed told Newman about his appointment with Moloch. Newman's reaction was swift.





'Are you mad? Once inside Black Ridge you may never leave the place alive.'





'I'm going,' Tweed replied. 'I must get inside that man's mind. Time is running out...'
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It was almost dawn when Tweed was woken by the phone ringing. Instantly alert, he sat up, grabbed the phone.





'Hello?'





Tweed? Weatherby here. I have John Palister here with me. I'll do the talking - because of what you said. Palister has examined the photos. There's something peculiar going on. He has never seen a hole six feet in diameter. It doesn't go with the sort of operation you described.'





'Why not?'





'Because he has never come across so large an instrument of the sort which you said had been used. This is not the sort of cavity you could excavate with existing equipment as he knows it.'





'Has he a theory to explain it?'





'Only a bizarre one. That a special new instrument was used to make the hole and bury something huge. Sounds crazy.'





'Yes, it does.' Tweed agreed, for the benefit of anyone who might be listening to the call. 'We can dismiss that out of hand, I'm sure. Please thank Palister for his help. And thank you.'





'What's going on out there?' a worried Weatherby asked.





'I've no idea. Thank you so much for calling...'





Tweed got out of bed, stripped off his pyjamas and went to the shower stall. Towelling himself, shaving, then dressing he replayed the conversation in his mind.





Dismiss that out of hand?  It was the last thing he was going to do. Clearly a massive drill of unprecedented proportions had been invented. He recalled AMBECO -M standing for machine tools. They would have all the facilities to create a giant drill which was undoubtedly aboard the Baja. Another piece of the jigsaw had slotted into place - he recalled his recent conversation with Cord Dillon. A catastrophe was imminent.









Tweed slid open one of the large glass doors he had unlocked. He wandered out from the living room onto the terrace and across the grass. He wanted to see dawn rise over the mountains, to get his thoughts in order. He was now thinking of a conversation he'd had with Weatherby earlier about tectonic plates.





'Early bird.' a voice behind him said. 'Up to see the dawn.' Paula went on.





He swung round, saw she was dressed in a turtle-necked sweater and a dark trouser suit. She tucked her arm in his, smiling. As they walked towards the main terrace overlooking the links and the sea he asked her the question.





'Did you use the precaution I asked Alvarez to supply you with when he called after we'd got back from the party?'





In reply she glanced around. Then she rolled down the turtleneck below her neck, waited while Tweed looked at her, then rolled it up again.





'Good.' said Tweed. 'Did you notice Joel Brand last night at the bar which served the party?'





'Yes. Looking very smart, wearing a duck suit.'





'Quack, quack.' said Tweed. 'That poor sister of Linda Standish's washed ashore in Cornwall knew what she was talking about.'





'I don't. You last said those words when we saw Byron Landis had a duck-waddle.'





'So I did. Look at the view. Magnificent.'





A new day was dawning, the sun, still invisible, rising behind them. It coloured the ocean with weird light, a mix of rainbowlike tints. They stood watching it as the colours changed and the ocean glowed.





'I can understand why people come to live here.' Paula said. 'Pity they don't just visit it instead of settling down here. Then they're trapped. An evil paradise.'





"There's a lot of misguided evil here,' Tweed replied. 'Or so I suspect.'





'Misguided?'





'Just a thought.'









It was eight o'clock in the morning when Joel Brand burst into Moloch's office at Black Ridge. Moloch made him wait, checking a sheaf of papers which he eventually inserted into a file. Only then did he look up.





'What is it, Joel?'





'We have to do something drastic which will throw Tweed off balance. I think he's getting too close.'





'I doubt it. What do you propose?'





'Haven't worked it out yet. Something to shake those friggin' glasses off his nose.'





'I thought you were due to fly to the AMBECO building this morning. Time you departed and got on with your work.'





Without a word Brand left the room and walked rapidly along to where Byron Landis was working. He slammed the door behind him as the accountant looked up from his desk.





Moloch heaved a sigh of relief. He'd been careful not to tell him Tweed was visiting him later in the morning. Joel was getting out of control.





He stood by the window later when he had polished off a mountain of work. At precisely eleven o'clock he saw a BMW drive in through the open gates and up the steep drive. Moloch appreciated punctuality. He sat behind his desk, waiting for Tweed to be shown up. He was surprised his visitor had come alone.





'Mr Tweed, welcome to Black Ridge. Please do take a seat, and what can I get you to drink?'





'Nothing at the moment, thank you. What did you want to talk to me about?'





'You've probably heard some wild tales about me. I thought I ought to set the record straight. I came here from Ghent in Belgium with great hopes. I met a man who had invented a new form of microchip - more advanced than anything on the market. I backed him with money borrowed from a bank, built a plant, went into production. That microchip was so revolutionary it sold like wildfire. I paid the bank back the loan. I was prospering - because I'd worked night and day to get my company off the ground. Then the opposition struck.'





'The opposition?' Tweed enquired.





'Five of my biggest competitors up in Silicon Valley combined to ruin me. First, they produced a microchip similar to mine - but sufficiently different so I couldn't take them to court. They undercut me by fifty per cent -far more than I could do to fight them. They were making huge losses but they had the money to stand them. That, Tweed, was just the beginning.'





Moloch sipped tea which had been brought in by Vanity Richmond. This time Tweed accepted tea himself. He had been watching Moloch as the words poured out. In his office, his host radiated a dynamism he hadn't noticed at Grenville's party: he seemed to exude energy and determination. His shrewd pale eyes stared at Tweed's as he continued.





'The next move my competitors made was to sabotage my trucks carrying supplies to customers. Brake fluid was tampered with. Three drivers died. Six more trucks exploded and four more drivers died. I had trouble finding good drivers who would work for me - the word got around that I wasn't a safe employer. I'll never forgive them for the lives they took. Finally, a bomb exploded inside my plant - seriously injuring ten key workers. My losses in profits mounted and I was ruined. But it was the loss of lives which changed me. I learned one thing.'





'What was that?'





'How to win in America.'





'How do you do that?'





'By being tougher than the competition. I borrowed money again from a bank. That took some fast talking. I rebuilt my plant, but this time it had the most sophisticated protection systems. I hired tough men like Joel Brand to run a security system, to hit back at the opposition. I gave orders...'





He paused as Vanity returned with tea for Tweed. She smiled at him.





'I liked your assistant, Paula. Makes a change to have a nice English friend.'





'I'm sure it must do,' Tweed said briefly.





'I gave orders.' Moloch continued, after Vanity had left, 'to send in saboteur teams to the opposition's plants. They had strict orders to overpower any guards without hurting them. Tear gas was used. Then they entered the plants and sabotaged key machinery, holding up production. I'm being very frank with you.'





'You certainly are.' Tweed agreed.





'Visitors from Britain make the mistake of thinking they're coming to a larger version of their own country. They couldn't be more mistaken. Especially where business is concerned. And American society - especially in California and New York - is unstable. I keep meeting women •who've got married four, five, six times. They think marriage is a pastime, not a permanent relationship. This is an alien land with alien customs and ethics.'





'Things aren't too good back in Britain.' Tweed observed.





'You're right. But the rise of a great leader is overdue





-  someone who will clean up the mess, laying the emphasis on self-discipline, order and stability. It will come. Over here it may have gone too far. The drug epidemic started in California.'





'It's arrived in Britain,' Tweed reminded him.





'I know. Another thing about American business and politics. Corruption here is a way of life. It's gone so deep many Americans don't regard it as corruption - it's just business, Tweed. I found out that to succeed I had to get down into the pit with the hyenas. I didn't like it, still don't. But this is a jungle and the toughest fighter wins. When the bank I'd borrowed money from called in the loan at what they thought was an awkward time, I paid it back. Then I bought the bank. They hadn't realized how powerful I had become. Which sounds immodest. But this is America. Then I branched out into armaments





- because that gave me a grip on the government. I hired top men from other companies in the industry, stole them by offering huge salaries. It paid off. They produced armaments more advanced than any other company -and I got government contracts. Can you tell now how I built up AMBECO?'





'I'm beginning to get the idea. Why keep on expanding? You must have enough money to last you a dozen lifetimes.'





'Because work is my only pleasure. I was married once. My wife was killed in a motor accident. Now I just have girl friends





'Seven of which have been murdered, so I heard.'





"That's true.' Moloch looked concerned. 'Why should they be a target? I don't know. I hired a private investigator to track down the killer, known as The Accountant...'





He paused as Byron Landis entered the office with a sheaf of files under his arm. He excused the interruption, put the files on VB's desk.





"The latest figures,' the bald man said, blinking at Tweed through his glasses.





'Give them to Vanity to check.' Moloch ordered.





'Vanity?' A resentful look crossed Landis's face. 'Why her?'





'Because I say so. Now take the files and leave us alone.'





Landis retreated with the files, his expression venomous as he closed the door. Moloch shrugged.





'Another problem. Rivalry among top members of the staff.'





'Have you a deputy?' Tweed asked.





'I mentioned him. Joel Brand. He's flown to the AMBECO building in San Francisco. You must visit that with me. It's a weird shape, but it impresses the Americans. That's the name of the game over here - to impress Americans. As you'll have noticed, I only have a small office. What was I saying when Landis barged in? I remember - that private investigator I hired, a nice woman called Linda Standish, was also murdered by The Accountant. That fiend has to be tracked down. I'd shoot him.'





He jumped up from behind his desk as a lean olive-skinned man came in. Moloch stared at him.





"This is Luis Martinez, the guard master. He works under Joel Brand. What is it, Martinez? I'm busy.'





Martinez studied Tweed, who stared back without any expression. He didn't like the look of the man. Martinez grinned at Tweed, showing his flashing teeth, then turned to Moloch.





'I'm going into town to interview a new recruit.'





'Why not interview him here?'





'If he's any good he'd ask for more money if he saw this place first.'





'He probably knows about it anyway. Still, it's your job.'





Martinez left after another glance at Tweed. Moloch picked up his visitor's tray, went towards the door.





'I'd like you to see where I meet an American businessman I need to impress ...'





Tweed followed him out of the room, along a corridor and down some steps when Moloch had opened double doors. He looked round as Moloch placed the tray on a solid marble slab. The room was vast, had curved walls of marble, a huge picture window overlooking the drive and the Pacific beyond. Green leather button-backed couches were spread along the walls and a marble statue in a pool gushed water down into an oval pool.





Tweed sat down on a couch by the slab where Moloch had placed the tray. He stared up at a huge crystal glass chandelier. Moloch sat beside him, gestured.





'A load of hooey, but millionaires have been impressed out of their socks. I find it vulgar.'





'Must have cost a mint of money,' Tweed ventured.





'All put down to promotion. Landis is a strange man but he's good at tax rebates. You find it impressive, Tweed?'





'Maybe a bit overdone.'





'A whole lot overdone. But I had a wealthy businessman who wanted to photograph the whole room so he could reproduce it in his home. I told him he hadn't the money. He ended up signing a contract I had ready for him. Crude, I know, but we're in California.'





Tweed looked at Moloch and realized he was expressing his real feelings. He remembered the modest office his host worked in. Moloch looked at him.





'Maybe you shouldn't have come here. You might never be seen again,' he teased.





'Look out of that window.' Tweed suggested.





Moloch stood up, stared down to the highway by the entrance gates. A Mercedes was parked with Newman behind the wheel. The aerial on the roof was elevated.





'If I'm not out of here in one hour the Marines arrive.' Tweed remarked.





'Formidable, Vanity said you were. I can see why now. And I gained that impression when you were listening to me in my office.' He had just returned to the couch when a lean-faced man with his hair all over the place rushed in.





'What is it, Ethan?' Moloch snapped. 'I have a guest.'





"There's been a technical hitch.'





'Fix it. Just a minute. Our guest might be interested in your chart recorders. Unlock the chamber door and we'll be with you ...'





He jumped up a minute later, escorted Tweed up the marble steps and along the wide corridor. A steel door hung open and Moloch warned Tweed to watch the staircase. Beyond the door a steel spiral staircase twisted its way down into a large room. On tables screwed to the floor stood machines with rolls of graph paper. Tweed followed Moloch and stared as a needle traced a fairly regular line across the paper. The needle jumped up suddenly, then dropped, creating a steep triangle. Ethan, who seemed to take a liking to Tweed, pointed to it.





'A small earthquake tremor.' he explained. 'I use an advanced form of the VAN system. We have stations all along the coast both north and south of here. A series of really steep reactions like that, much larger, indicate a major earthquake is imminent. WeRIGHT SQUARE BRACKET'





'I don't think our guest wants to hear a lot of technical jargon.' Moloch interrupted him.





'What is that huge steel door over there?' Tweed asked.





'A safe.'





'A safe?' echoed Ethan, sounding puzzled.





'Where I keep a lot of money.' Moloch whispered to Tweed. 'For bribes. Now we'd better go ...'





'And I'd better take leave of your hospitality.' Tweed said as they reached the hall. 'Thank you for a most interesting conversation.'





As he walked down the drive towards Newman's car - the gates had opened - Tweed was a worried man. He'd found the chart recorders sinister. But now he knew Moloch's terrible motive.
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Vanity drove down the drive from Black Ridge as Tweed walked towards the exit. She pulled up alongside him, smiling as usual.





'Mr Tweed, can I give you a lift somewhere? I'm off to meet Paula in Carmel.'





"Thank you, but I have transport.'





'So long as you have wheels, as the Yanks say.'





She drove off and Tweed climbed into the front passenger seat beside Newman, who had retracted the aerial as soon as he saw Tweed coming.





'She certainly moves.' Newman remarked, nodding towards where Vanity was swinging at speed round a bend and up a hill before disappearing. 'Like a whippet. Get anywhere with VB?'





'Drive me to Spanish Bay.'





Newman started the engine, drove off, realizing he was going to get nothing out of Tweed. In the back Marler, hunched up on the floor behind the front seats with his Armalite, waited until they were out of sight of Black Ridge before settling in the rear seat.





Behind them the BMW appeared, driven by Butler, who had collected it from outside Moloch's house. Nield sat alongside him. Tweed realized that the whole team had been watching over him. All the way along the highway he sat without saying a word, thinking of his recent experience. Nothing in his expression gave away the anxiety he was feeling.





'Go through Carmel.' he said suddenly. 'Drive around it. I want to get thoroughly familiar with it. Go up and down the streets and avenues.'





'Something wrong?' Newman enquired.





'I just have a sixth sense something unpleasant is going to happen...'





It was brilliantly sunny when they began. Newman drove along the avenues which climbed up from the sea, turned along the streets which intersected the avenues. The attractive town was laid out very precisely, its pavements lined with shops and restaurants.





"There's Paula with Vanity,' Newman said.





As they cruised past slowly Paula turned her head, waved a hand and smiled at them. Tweed told Newman to drive on.





'Still got that feeling something unpleasant is going to happen?' Newman asked.





'More than ever c'









'What a glorious peaceful day,' Paula said to Vanity as they strolled along, stopping every now and again to look in shop windows.





'It's wonderful.' Vanity agreed. 'We're on Junipero now, near the top of the town. Here's my Audi. Would you mind if I slipped off for half an hour to see a friend? She's had a bad time of it - lost her husband to another woman. I don't think you'd find the conversation entertaining.'





'Meet you on that far corner. Then we can have coffee together...'





Paula was not sorry to have time to herself. She had recognized Junipero and was close to the courtyard where Linda Standish had been murdered. She wanted to see if she could get inside the apartment Linda had occupied in case she could find something else the police had missed.





From a sunny street where locals were -walking and chatting she turned into the narrow entrance to the courtyard, stepping into a different world. The sun had gone, a disturbing silence filled the deserted courtyard and her heels echoed on the cobbles.





There was no breeze and the hanging baskets of flowers were motionless. She walked on into the main courtyard, turning a corner. When she looked back the streets of Carmel had vanished. She paused, gazed at the shops on the ground floor and they all had 'Closed' notices. The memory of Linda's horrible death hung over the place like a sinister shadow. Clearly business was temporarily at a standstill.





She looked up at the apartments above the shops. No sign of life anywhere. The silence, the lack of people, of movement gave her a creepy feeling. Why on earth had she come here? It had been purely on a whim. Then she stared at the iron staircase leading up to Linda's apartment. The door was slightly open.





Gritting her teeth, she opened her shoulder bag, gripped the butt of her Browning nestling in its special pocket. Then slowly, step by step, she began to ascend the staircase.





She wished she'd worn loafers. On the metal treads the soles of her shoes made a noise. She paused again, took off her shoes, held them in her left hand, crept silently up the remaining treads. The police had obviously abandoned the place - the tapes across the bottom of the staircase had been removed. There were no longer any signs of the macabre event which had taken place inside the apartment.





'Anyone at home.' she called out, standing by the open door.





She didn't want to walk in on Anderson, the detective who had been there when she had visited the apartment with Tweed. If startled, he might draw a gun on her. There was no response. Only an uncanny silence. She eased the door open with her foot.





In the gloom - the curtains were half-closed - the room looked just as she had last seen it. The empty desk with the chair pulled back gave her a weird sensation. Linda Standish had lived and worked here for heaven knew how long. She walked in, put on her shoes, held her automatic in her right hand, looked all round. The door to the toilet was closed.





She approached it cautiously, turned the handle, tried to push it open but it stuck. She remembered Anderson had used his shoulder to push open the door when she was last there. She stood surveying the room, trying to imagine any other hiding place Standish might have used to hide a vital document. She couldn't see anywhere she had missed.





With a certain trepidation she sat down in Standish's chair behind her desk, pulled it in. She had a hope that from this angle she might see a fresh hiding place. Her mood was not helped by the fact that the police had left the IRS tax returns Standish had been working on scattered across the desk. They were soiled with fingerprint powder. They never clean up properly, she thought, but she had had the same experience in Britain.





She noticed the faint bloodstains which still covered the desk in different places. Opening the top right-hand drawer she found it empty. The police had taken away the gun Standish had never had a chance to use.





'There has to be something here they overlooked.' she said to herself. 'Why didn't they send a policeman to check the place? Maybe they did.'





The silence in the room was stifling. She felt cut off from the outside world. But she was determined to stick it out, to stay until she was sure there was nothing more she could find. Then she noticed the camp bed, folded and standing against a dark corner. Beside it was a pile of blankets and a folded sheet. Had an American version of a squatter taken over the place?





She opened all the other drawers in the desk and found them full of notebooks which appeared to concern previous cases Standish had worked on. Paula skim-read each one, hoping that she might find something which would give her a clue as to why Standish had been killed.





Behind her the handle of the toilet door began to revolve. It was turned with great care from the inside. The freshly oiled door opened a few inches. The handle was released with the same slow care. A hooded figure in loafers emerged as Paula crouched over a notebook, rejected it and selected another. The figure made no sound, the feet clad in loafers. The gloved hands held a garrotte.





Paula was still crouched over the notebook when, too late, she was aware of another presence in the room. Two hands whipped the garrotte over her head, pulled it tight round her throat. The pressure increased. For a few seconds Paula was in shock.





The wire had immediately cut through the turtleneck of her jumper. Then it met the fine-mesh collar of chain metal Alvarez had supplied at Tweed's urgent request. Even so, it began to affect her breathing. She snatched the Browning out of her shoulder bag, still slung from her shoulder. Resting the barrel on her right shoulder, she pulled the trigger, firing at random. The bullet missed the hooded figure but the pressure on her neck relaxed as the garrotte was dropped to the floor.





The assassin stepped back, took hold of her chair, tipped her over sideways. Falling, Paula always subconsciously went limp. She took the force of the fall on her shoulder, but still held on to the gun as she heard soft footsteps running for the door leading to the outside staircase.





Forcing herself upright, she took a deep breath to counter shock. Then, gun in hand, she ran to and down the staircase. Her attacker had disappeared. She ran on towards the exit from the courtyard, held the gun behind her back as she was confronted by a coachload of tourists who had just disembarked, crowding the pavement. She pushed her way through them, looked up and down the street. The only people she could see were normal couples, strolling in the sun.





Concealing the gun inside the shoulder bag she had thrust back into position, she ran to the nearest corner, stood looking down an avenue. More couples, some stopping to gaze into shop windows. She waited, breathing heavily. No one seemed to notice the ragged tear across her turtleneck. Then she saw a familiar Mercedes approaching. She stood in the road, waved it down.





Tweed was out of the car almost before it had stopped. He noticed the tear immediately.





'What happened? Are you all right?'





'I'm OK. Could I get into the car?'





Like Newman, Marler had jumped out of the back of the car. Tweed helped her into the rear seat, joined her. Peeling down the damaged turtleneck, he carefully unfastened the zip at one side of her neck. All he could see were faint imprints where the chain mail collar had pressed against her neck. Again he asked her if she was all right.





'I'm OK.' she repeated and then told him what had happened. 'My throat's a bit sore but apart from that all is well.'





Newman had returned to his seat behind the wheel. Marler sat beside him. Tweed's reaction surprised them both.





'Drive me to the nearest phone booth...'





'Take Paula into that restaurant, both of you.' he ordered as the car stopped. 'Get her plenty of still water - no alcohol.'





He leapt from the car, dived inside the phone booth. He pressed numbers from his memory of a phone he had seen on Moloch's desk. The rough voice of a guard answered the call.





'I wish to speak urgently to Luis Martinez.' Tweed snapped.





'He's gone into Carmel to interview someone.'





"Then I'll speak to Byron Landis.'





'Gone to a lunch, also in Carmel. Say, who is this?'





'A close friend of VB. Obstruct me and you've lost your job. Put me on to Joel Brand.'





'He flew to the AMBECO building earlier this morning.'





"Then put me on to Mr Moloch.'





'He's not here. Look, buddy...'





He was talking into air. Tweed had put down the phone to join the others in the restaurant. Any of the people he had asked for could have been involved in the attempt on Paula's life. When he sat down opposite her he was surprised how normal she seemed. She was polishing off an omelette and drinking the strong American coffee. He waited until she used a napkin to wipe her lips.





'How are you feeling now?'





'Perfectly all right. Incidentally, when The Accountant - it has to be the person who tried to kill me - bent over me from behind I caught a whiff of an aroma I thought could be perfume. As you know, I have a good sense of smell. I was not able to identify it but I'd recognize it if I whiffed it again.'





'I see.' He looked at Newman. 'Where is Marler?'





'I sent him back to the Standish flat. Oh, here he is. Did you find anything, Marler?'





'Only the weapon - whoever tried to attack Paula dropped something I have inside a sample bag I took from the car.' He held up a large plastic carrier. 'I bought something from a shop to disguise, it. Inside here is a garrotte - with two wooden handles at either end of the infernal wire. I think there's blood on the wire - it could be the garrotte used to murder the Standish woman. There's also old blood on one of the wooden handles -probably used to inscribe the letters AC on her.'





'We'll hand it to Alvarez,' Tweed decided. 'His technicians will be able to check whether it's Linda Standish's blood.'





'I have to go.' said Paula, standing up. 'Vanity will be wondering where I have got to. I arranged to meet her.'





'Not by yourself.' Tweed warned.





'It would look peculiar if I turned up with a bodyguard.' she protested.





'She'll never see the bodyguard.' Marler informed her as he also stood up. 'But I'll be close to you c'









Vanity was not waiting on the corner where they had arranged to meet. Paula began to wander down into the town, peering in every shop. She already knew from Vanity that she had a passion for shopping.





She was passing a perfumery when she saw Vanity inside. A saleswoman was showing her a new perfume. As Paula watched, the saleswoman sprayed a small quantity of perfume and Vanity sniffed at it. She smiled warmly as she saw Paula entering the shop.





'Sorry I wasn't on the corner. I waited a while and then had a look at the shops down here. What do you think of this? It's a new perfume called Paramour. At least the name's enticing.'





'A bit strong, isn't it?' Paula suggested.





'I think you're right. Not quite me.' she said to the saleswoman. 'I'm in a rush. Come back another day.'





As they walked out Vanity chattered on in her engaging manner. Paula was very thoughtful as they continued to explore the shops. The spray of Paramour had effectively masked whatever perfume Vanity normally used.
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Vanity had gone inside an antique shop and Paula was looking in the window of another shop when Marler approached her, appearing out of nowhere. He stood a few feet from her and lit a king-size, then spoke quietly.





'Get back to Spanish Bay immediately. A Yellow Cab I've called will arrive any minute. Ah, here it is. Tell Vanity you've just realized you're late for a meeting with Tweed.'





Trouble?'





'Yes. We're being followed. Don't let Vanity take you back in her Audi. Tweed, Newman, Butler and Nield have gone to Spanish Bay in the Merc. I've borrowed the BMW.'





'Didn't see you.'





'Didn't intend you to. Go and tell the driver of the cab you'll be with him in a minute. Then go in that shop and make your apologies to Vanity





He turned, had gone before Paula could say anything else. From inside an alley he watched until she was safely inside the cab. Then he ran to the BMW parked among other cars higher up the street.





As he took off he glanced in his rear-view mirror. The grey Chrysler which had been tracking Paula moved faster, overtook Marler, followed the Yellow Cab which had Paula as a passenger. When, later, the cab took the road towards Spanish Bay the Chrysler gave up, soon turning on a route which would take it back to Highway One. Luis Martinez was behind the wheel.





'Thickhead.' Marler said to himself. 'You were so busy following the girl you never dreamt I was on your tail...'





There was more traffic on Highway One. Marler kept one vehicle between himself and Martinez, whose appearance had been described to him by Tweed. The Chrysler kept up a good speed along the magnificent coastal road. Marler presumed Martinez was returning to Black Ridge but he never relied on assumptions.





The wisdom of this attitude was proved later when Martinez suddenly swung left off the highway and vanished. Marler slowed down, glanced up the side road where Martinez had disappeared. Palo Eldorado, a signpost proclaimed. He continued driving along the highway until he reached a safe place to make a totally illegal U-turn.





He glanced up Palo Eldorado again as he paused. Narrow, the side road was shrouded in trees on both sides and mounted the hillside before going out of sight at a bend. Marler also noticed that near the exit from the side road, oil slicks smeared the road surface. He wondered whether this was where the two juggernauts had waited before attempting to push them over the cliff. Worth mentioning to Tweed.









In the living room of his apartment at Spanish Bay Tweed was holding a battle conference. Present were Newman and Nield. Outside in the corridor Butler strolled up and down to make sure they were not overheard. When Paula arrived Tweed began again.





'Time we summed up the present position. What we do next.'





Track down this bastard, The Accountant?' Newman suggested.





'No! Moloch remains the main target. And we must find out definitely what he is planning. I don't think we have much time left.'





'What did you think of him when you were at Black Ridge?' Paula asked.





'He has a first-rate brain, tremendous drive and the most persuasive personality - especially when he is being frank, which he was with me. I want you to look at these maps.'





He spread out on a table a detailed map of California and the map with zigzag lines given to him by Professor Weatherby. He waited while his team gathered round and looked at the maps, comparing one with the other. Tweed's index finger stabbed down on an area in northern California.





'That's Silicon Valley.'





'The main zigzag line runs right through it,' Paula observed.





'Exactly. Let me tell you what Moloch told me...'





They listened while he recalled every-word of his conversation at Black Ridge. When he had finished he gave his own reaction.





'This man came to America with high hopes. He worked like a Trojan to build up his first plant. With the new microchip he was a great success. Then five top firms in Silicon Valley combine to smash him. They use every dirty trick in the book, as you'll have gathered. They ruin him. Before that I'd say he was a decent, hardworking man who honestly built up his own company. It all turns to ashes. What more could turn him into an embittered man - determined to destroy those who destroyed him? With the help of Ethan Benyon, a genius in his field, he plans to wipe out Silicon Valley wholesale.'





'But how?' Paula asked.





'By triggering an earthquake along the San Moreno fault - and that, as you observed, Paula, runs straight through Silicon Valley.'





'But is it possible?' Newman asked. To do that?'





'A month ago I'd have said no. Now I'm not so sure. Science is advancing by leaps and bounds in so many fields. So why not in seismology? When a man like Professor Weatherby is worried about what Ethan is working on, then so am I.'





'Sounds so unlikely,' Pete Nield commented, fingering his moustache. 'But there was a time when landing on the moon would have seemed a pipe dream.'





'So how do we go about finding out?' Newman asked.





'We explore every avenue...'





He had just spoken when Marler walked in. He had heard what Tweed had just said.





'One avenue I suggest we explore now is Palo Eldorado. For two reasons c'









Tweed agreed immediately that they should check the mysterious road. Paula pressed to be allowed to join them and he decided it might be safer if she was with them. It was mid-afternoon when they were driving along Highway One. Paula sat in the front of the Merc, beside Newman while Tweed and Marler occupied the back seats.





Behind them Butler and Nield followed in the BMW. Marler had warned them all to have their weapons ready when they reached their destination. He hadn't liked the look of the strange side road.





The Pacific was not living up to its name. As they drove further and further from Carmel great waves rolled in and broke against the jagged capes which spread away along the coast. A strong wind was blowing offshore and storm clouds were building up.





'You're close to it.' Marler called out to Newman. 'Next turning on your left. You're on it before you realize it.'





Away from the scenic wonders of the highway Newman turned into a strange world. On the tarred road near the exit he saw the dried-out oil slicks Marler had noticed. He thought Marler had been right - that this was where the two juggernauts had waited in ambush.





As soon as they entered the road they were hemmed in on both sides with a dense screen of redwood and eucalyptus trees. In a gap a strange house was built on the slope, three floors, each stepped one above the other. They turned a corner and the highway was gone. They were driving through a dark tunnel where foliage from the trees arched over the winding road.





'Look at those weird places.' Paula called out.





To their left, where a slope rose steeply, were several tumbledown shacks which had an abandoned look. There was even an ancient stone fireplace among the trees. It had a chimney but the rest of the building had gone. More shacks, scattered at random and different levels, appeared amid the trees. Here and there old wooden bridges spanned stream beds. Paula thought she saw movement behind the shacks, shabby figures in bedraggled clothes, one carrying firewood.





'We've left civilization behind, I suspect,' joked Tweed.





He glanced at Paula in front of him. She looked recovered from her ordeal at the Standish apartment. As they climbed higher under the tunnel of trees Paula saw moss-covered walls, huge motionless ferns. The wind off the ocean had no chance of penetrating this wild place. This was a side of California the tourist never saw.





'And just look at that.' Paula called out again.





They had rounded a bend, still climbing, when she saw a small bus sagging to one side under the trees. Without wheels, its sides were smeared with psychedelic signs. More shacks came into view and crude fences made of bark, tilting over and covered with green from damp. Other figures lurched across the slope, dressed like scarecrows, and there was a lot of scrub oak, stunted, miserable versions of oak trees.





A propane gas cylinder perched on wooden struts stood on the slope - presumably for heating and cooking. Again shacks were piled up the slope, some with sagging balconies. Newman gestured upwards where overhead power cables were slung from ancient posts alongside the road.





'People live here,' he said with a note of wonderment.





'I think they're drop-outs,' Tweed commented. 'Relics of the hippies in the nineteen-sixties. They're the debris of so-called Californian civilization. We've gone back a good thirty years.' His voice sharpened. 'Look to the right, Bob.'





Parked up a track was a modern cream Jaguar. A uniformed driver with a peaked cap was slumped behind the wheel, so fast asleep he never noticed the two cars passing. Tweed spoke again, this time sharply.





'Stop, Bob. Switch off the engine. Look to your right.'





Paula was already looking. The trees were now giant sequoias, mighty trunks soaring up towards the invisible sky. Under them, on a level area halfway up the slope, a figure familiar to Tweed was dancing with a girl as a ghetto-blaster spewed out rock-and-roll.





The man was stripped to the waist, wore only a pair of denims and loafers. Without touching the girl, he was dancing back and forth, waving his arms, his hair all over the place. The girl had dark greasy hair, wore a shabby dress and tights with holes in them. Neither seemed to have heard the cars coming.





"That's Ethan Benyon.' Tweed said grimly.





'One way to get your kicks.' Marler drawled.





As they watched, Ethan approached more closely to the girl, his hands reaching out to clutch her. She retreated up the slope, picked up a heavy branch as he came after her. Using the branch as a weapon, she hit him across the ribs. Ethan froze, then let out a chilling scream which went on and on.





'Drive.' Tweed ordered. 'Find a turning place and get out of this Dante's Inferno ...'





He said nothing else until Newman had turned back on to Highway One. Paula took a deep breath of sea air through the window she had opened. The total silence inside Palo Eldorado had got on her nerves - until she heard the scream.





"That was Ethan Benyon.' Tweed said again. 'A genius, Moloch called him. No doubt he is in his own field of science. But he's as mad as a hatter. Not a comforting thought...'









The hammer blow fell when they returned to Spanish Bay. In the car park Tweed said he wanted to get in touch with Cord Dillon. He told Paula, Newman and Marler to stay in the car. Butler and Nield had just returned in the BMW. Newman waved to them to act as lookouts, then pressed buttons on the black box. Tweed automatically reached for the microphone.





'Is that you, Cord?'





'Speaking. Recognize your voice, Tweed.'





'It's time we took action. Urgently. I'd like Alvarez to send more frogmen down to the sealed hole under the Baja. They can be armed this time. I want to know whether there's some kind of wireless transmitter attached to the plate sealing the hole. It really is urgent...'





'Sorry, Tweed, I can't do that. The special unit which went down has already lost three men.'





"They weren't armed,' Tweed persisted. 'It's a vital act.'





'No can do. Tweed, I have bad news for you. I've been ordered not to harass our friend in any way. Powerful senators have visited the President in the White House. They threatened to veto any future bills he wants passing. You know who has put the pressure on them. I was called to the Oval Office myself, told to leave the target strictly alone. I felt like ignoring the order, but then I'd immediately be replaced. So where would that get us?'





'What about Alvarez?'





'One of my best men. I've recalled him to Langley.'





'What you're saying is we get no more cooperation from you,' Tweed said forcefully. 'Even though I'm sure a national disaster is imminent?'





'You've concrete evidence for that statement?'





'It's inside Black Ridge, I'm sure, and on the seabed, under the Baja.'





'Storm into Black Ridge? Risk more lives on the seabed? I can't do it. I have a wife and children to think of. I'd be had for gross dereliction of duty. I told you. I had to go to the White House. Urgent summons. Read the riot act.'





'We're on our own, then? Is that what you're saying?'





'Sure is. And my best advice is for all of you to get out of the US of A pretty damned fast.'





'I understand your position.' Tweed said more quietly.





'Just run. Run like hell. While you're still alive ...'
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Tweed held a second battle conference in his suite at Spanish Bay. Everyone was present except Butler, who was patrolling the corridor outside. With his hands clasped behind his back, Tweed, standing, faced the others, who were sitting down. For Nield's sake he recalled what Dillon had said.





'We're on our own,' he concluded.





'We've been there before,' Nield commented in his cultured voice. 'Sometimes it's better that way. Then we have total secrecy. Don't see how that affects the situation.'





"Thank you, Pete.' Tweed looked at Paula. 'I think we had better put you on the first flight home.'





She stood up, her nostrils flaring. Under her elegant dark brows her eyes glared. She stood with her hands on her hips.





'You want to try it? Carrying me aboard a flight kicking and screaming that I'm being kidnapped?'






'I gather I have no option.' Tweed smiled drily. 'You will be staying.'





'You're too damned right I'll be staying.'





She sat down, her face flushed with indignation.





Crossing her legs, she stared, at Tweed, who began speaking again.





'You have to understand, all of you, we're in a hostile land. No help from anyone.'





'Been there. So we're there again. So what?' asked Nield.





There was a knock on the door. It was opened by Butler and Alvarez walked in. He flashed a smile at Paula, sat down on the couch next to her.





'We've heard from Langley ...' Tweed began.





'So have I.' Alvarez replied. 'I thought about it, then I just called Cord again. Told him to stuff his job where the monkey put the nuts.' He glanced at Paula. 'Sorry, but it is good English?'





'Perfect.' she assured him.





'I've resigned.' Alvarez went on. 'Moloch may be able to put pressure on Washington, but he can't put it on me. You folks need someone who knows the territory. I know it like the back of my hand. Let's say I've put myself on temporary assignment to you. I presume you're going on with this?'





'We are.'





'I guessed you would. I handed in my gun to police HQ in Monterey, told them I didn't care how they got it to Langley. Then I went out and bought myself another gun. With a permit. I'm at your disposal.'





'We're all very grateful...' Tweed began again.





'None of that stuff.' Alvarez held up a hand, smiled again. 'I smell great danger. I happen to think enough of my country to stay in the act. So what has been happening?'





Tweed explained their visit to Palo Eldorado. Told Alvarez what they had seen. He frowned.





'Took a chance going up there. Not the most dangerous place in California, but risky. Ethan Benyon sounds like a crazy.'





He is. And I'm sure he's a key figure in VB's operation.'





'I've just worked something out.' Paula intervened. 'Moloch invited you to Black Ridge to weigh you up. "Formidable" was how Vanity described you. She probably passed that on to him - and when he saw you he agreed with her assessment. His next move was to pressure the politicians he's bought. I had wondered why he wanted to see you. He's scared of you.'





'I suppose you could be right.' Tweed said dubiously. 'I had a call from Vanity just before you all came in here. She wants to meet me at a place called The Ridge, a restaurant and hotel up the Carmel Valley. 12.30 p.m. tomorrow.'





'We'll all come with you.' Newman said.





'He isn't going to let pass a chance to meet Vanity again,' said Paula, introducing a lighter note deliberately.





'We don't know this place.' Newman warned.





'I do.' said Alvarez. 'A top restaurant. Run by a nice guy. I think I ought to come, too. I know how to get there.'





'You would be welcome to join us for dinner this evening.' Tweed suggested. 'Unless being seen with us would put you in danger.'





Alvarez laughed. 'I'm going to be seen with you a whole lot. What the hell do I care? I'm a civilian now. I accept the invitation with thanks. Where would you like to go?'





'I've heard that there's a very good restaurant in Carmel called Anton & Michel. After today, I feel like a really good meal. Grenville told me about it.'





'You'll get it there.' Alvarez assured him. 'If it's OK by you guys I'll make a reservation for all of us. Time?'





'8 p.m..' Tweed said promptly. 'Takes Paula an hour to tart herself up.'





'It does not.' she rapped back.





'Don't forget Butler.' Meld suggested to Alvarez.





'How could I forget a tough guy like that?'





He was going to the phone when Tweed asked him to wait a moment. He looked round at everybody.





'I think I should tell you I'm convinced Moloch has a spy, identity unknown, outside his immediate organization. We can trust no one.'





'I never do,' replied Alvarez and smiled again at Paula who smiled back warmly. 'One other thing before I make the call,' Alvarez warned. 'I don't know why Vanity Richmond has asked you to lunch, Tweed. We'd better watch that one c'









'Did you invite Tweed to lunch at The Ridge in Carmel Valley?' Joel Brand asked Vanity.





Working late in her office at Black Ridge, Vanity looked up in surprise. She had thought Brand was going in to Carmel for dinner.





'Yes, I did. You said VB wanted me to assess Tweed to confirm his own opinion.'





'So Tweed will be there at 12.30 p.m.?'





'I imagine so. He agreed to have lunch with me.'





"Thank you.' Brand gave her a big smile. 'Don't work too late. It will spoil your beauty sleep.'





"That would be a tragedy,' she said sarcastically.





When he had gone she tried for the third time to call Moloch at the AMBECO building in San Francisco. Once again he was engaged on another call. She decided to give up checking Brand's instruction. Later, her not calling VB again was to have momentous consequences for several people.









A very satisfied Brand soon left the building, climbed into his Citroen to drive to Carmel through the evening dark. He was not only aggressive but also very thorough. He knew that VB would not have approved of what he had planned, but he was Chief of Security.





Brand was not convinced that the fact that VB had caused all official support to be withdrawn from him in Washington was going to compel Tweed to leave the country. Better to make sure he was no longer a menace.





In an emergency, experience had taught him, when springing one trap on a target, it was best to have a backup - in case the first trap failed. Still, with a bit of luck Tweed would not survive the next few hours.









Anton & Michel was hidden away in another of Carmel's many courtyards. But this one, once you were inside, was far more open than the courtyard where Linda Standish had been murdered. Paula was relieved by the different atmosphere.





It was called Court of the Fountains. As they turned a corner she saw why. In a large open space was an oblong pool full of water. Fountains, spurting water, were illuminated. The whole place gave her a relaxed feeling. Great tall windows lined the outside of the restaurant -long slabs of glass which gave those with window tables a close view of the fountains and the pool.





'This is lovely.' she said to Alvarez.





'It's great,' he replied.





After parking the cars Alvarez had remained behind for a short time, looking up and down the street, empty at this evening hour. Then he had hustled ahead, alongside Paula, and was the first to enter the restaurant after a quick excuse to Paula. Following him, she saw his swift glance round the restaurant, checking every table.





'Looks OK,' he said to Tweed who had caught them up.





They were shown to a large table by the window. The whole team was there. Newman, Marler, Butler and Nield. Paula sat by the window, opposite Tweed. She noticed Alvarez took the end chair furthest away from the window, presumably so he could scan any newcomers.





The restaurant was almost full and many of the guests had by now reached an advanced stage of their meal. The interior was luxurious and comfortable at the same time. Paula leaned towards Tweed.





"This is a marvellous place. The decor is perfect. And it's got this wonderful view of the fountains. What more could we want?'





'A menu.' said Marler.





A moment later the head waiter appeared, handed out a menu to each guest. Paula noticed Alvarez merely glanced at his, then he was casually gazing round again. She leaned again towards Tweed, keeping her voice low.





'Why is Alvarez on edge?'





'Well ...' Tweed hesitated, then decided he'd better tell her the truth. 'He says we were followed here from the moment we had left the exit from Spanish Bay.'





'I've just lost my appetite.'





'Would you sooner I hadn't told you?'





'No. I like to know what's going on.'





"That's what I thought. Now, decide what you want. Choose something good.'





Paula gradually relaxed as she consumed an excellent meal, drank a little wine. Newman seemed to be in a good mood and cracked jokes with her, but she knew he was capable of appearing without a care in the world when inwardly he was worried. Tweed drank orange juice and she noticed Alvarez also avoided taking any wine.





'You know.' she said as coffee was served, 'the Americans are wonderful at creating original and high-class restaurants. This place is a good example of their skill in that field.'





'I agree.' said Tweed.





'Everything here is just right.' she went on.





'Perfect.'





Paula was aware that the conversation was stilted, that they were making an effort to appear to be enjoying themselves. Marler smoked more king-sizes than was usual. Butler and Nield joined in the conversation but only Nield had a light-hearted way of talking.





'Paula.' he called out, 'spoil yourself. Have a liqueur with your coffee. That should get the corpuscles running around in circles.'





'It would probably get me running round in circles.'





"That I'd like to see.' Nield continued. 'We could dance the samba, create a sensation. People at other tables seem to be taking life far too seriously. The idea of going out for a meal is to enjoy yourself. And you're looking particularly ravishing tonight.'





"Thank you, Pete. You're dangerous. In a minute I'll order a Grand Marnier.'





'I'll order it for you now ...'





'I said in a minute.'





She liked Pete Nield. He was good-looking, always calm in a critical situation. He gave the impression of really finding life a great entertainment.





'Glad you think I'm dangerous.' he chaffed her. 'I'm told women can't resist a man who has a reputation for being dangerous. You know why?'





Tell me.' She laughed. 'You sound like an expert in that way of life.'





"They are attracted to dangerous men because ...' he leaned forward '... they believe they can tame them. They are a challenge. Few women can resist a challenge.'





'If you say so.' She laughed again. 'Are you challenging me, Pete?'





'Don't take him on, Paula.' Newman joked. 'Behind that suave manner is a very experienced Casanova ...'





Paula was laughing again when a shadowy figure appeared in the courtyard. It wore a wide-brimmed slouch hat pulled down over the forehead, large dark glasses, a scarf wrapped round the lower part of the face, a short trenchcoat and denims.





At first sight there was nothing strange about the garb - it was very chilly outside and Paula had worn her fur coat. Shuffling along at a rapid _ pace, the figure approached the window. Paula froze in mid-laugh. The invisible eyes behind the dark glasses stared at her. Then both hands were raised and she saw they were clutching a circular object the size of a large soup plate. The figure thrust the object against the glass and it remained there, like a turtle poised at right angles to the ground.





Only Alvarez had noticed her sudden change of expression. He saw the turtle clinging to the window as the figure began to leave the courtyard, its shadow enormous in the illumination from the fountains. He jumped up, kicking his chair back, shouted at the top of his voice.





 'On the floor, everybody. It's a bomb!'





Having delivered his warning he dived out of the restaurant into the courtyard. He heard footsteps running away but all his attention was concentrated on the turtle. Grasping it with both strong nimble hands, he prised its suckers off the glass, threw it into the pool, dropped flat.





The detonation was deafening. Large fragments of the pool's floor were hurled into the air. One slab crashed close to Alvarez's head, but he was unhurt. Gallons of water burst out, headed skywards, then fell like a huge waterfall. The windows of Anton & Michel were splashed with water which poured down the outside of the glass like heavy rain, but the glass stayed intact.





Inside the restaurant Paula had dived under the table with the others. Panic gripped the restaurant, which had been shaken by the blast. Women screamed, men pushed each other out of the way to find space under tables. Plates of food littered the floor, red wine like blood stained the tablecloths.





Outside, Alvarez had jumped to his feet. He was soaked to the skin, but a mild discomfort like that did not affect in the slightest his abundant energy, his endless determination. With his Walther concealed by his side, he ran like the wind after the strange figure which had appeared like an apparition outside the window.





Reaching the exit, he was just in time to see a Chrysler's rear end disappearing round a corner at speed. He swore. Then he ran back to the restaurant. Time to get Tweed & Co. out of the place before the police arrived.





Tweed had already foreseen the importance of a swift departure. The bill was on the table and he quickly dropped several one-hundred-dollar bills on the plate, which included a generous twenty per cent tip. No waste of time with a credit card, no risk of his being traced through its use.





The team had crawled out from under the table very quickly. The only injury was a bruised left elbow Marler had sustained as he dived for cover. Alvarez ushered them out as confusion still gripped the restaurant.





They hurried to the exit from the courtyard. Paula's last memory of the grim experience was seeing a damaged fountain still spurting water against the restaurant window, which masked their flight.





Reaching the parked cars, they piled inside. Overhead was a starry night and there were no pedestrians on the street. They were driven out of Carmel at normal speed and then on to Spanish Bay.





Tweed, in need of company, asked Paula to come with him to his apartment after thanking Alvarez for saving them. The ex-CIA man shrugged as though it was nothing, told Tweed his room number and left them.
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The truth was Tweed had felt depressed even before the bomb detonated. He had been careful to conceal his feelings from the others. It was the job of the man at the top to maintain morale.





Now his mood was one of cold, controlled rage. He paced back and forth in the spacious living room while Paula lit the gas log fire. It ignited at once, creating warmth and a cheerful blaze. Then she opened the curtains the staff had dosed earlier, opened them a fraction to check the locks. Outside, walking slowly on the wide grass verge, illuminated briefly by a lamp, was Nield. She threw him a kiss, closed the curtain again. Presumably Butler would take over the night-watch later.





Next she went to the extensively stocked minibar, chose a bottle of Chardonnay, then a miniature of Grand Marnier. Without asking, she poured Tweed a glass of wine and, for herself, a small glass of the liqueur. She only spoke after settling down on a couch near the fire.





"The wine is for you,' she told him. 'I think it might help you think, relax.'





"Thank you.'





He was still pacing with slow, deliberate steps, a certain expression on his face. She sipped at her Grand Marnier.





'If I get tiddly you can help me back to my room,' she joked.





As she had hoped, the glass of wine persuaded Tweed to stop pacing. He sat down in an armchair opposite her, drank a little, put down the glass, stared at her.





"They think they've seen us off.' he growled.





'With the bomb, you mean?'





'No. I mean Moloch and his staff. I'm referring to the pressure Moloch put on Washington. As to the bomb, I'd be surprised if he knew about it.'





'What makes you say that?'





'My assessment of his character. The fact that the electronics plant blown up in the Thames Valley back home was carefully planned to avoid casualties. That was undoubtedly his work. It was an American competitor who was the target.'





'You said they think they've seen us off,' she reminded him.





'Yes. Moloch is wily and cunning. He's had to be to survive in this jungle of American business. We're going to also be wily. In the morning I want you to go to the reservation desk. Tell them to book six seats on a flight from San Francisco to London. Open tickets to be used at any time. In our names. Include Alvarez. Don't be discreet. Raise your voice a bit. Then ask them to hold our rooms here, explain you'll warn them if and when we have to depart.'





'We're leaving?'





'We're staying,' Tweed growled.





'It's a smokescreen.'





'Precisely. I'm sure Moloch has a watcher permanently in the hotel, a guest or guests to check our moves. He'll think we have decided to give up.'





'But we haven't.'





'No, not by a long chalk.' he said more quietly. 'We're now going on the offensive at every opportunity against Moloch and all his works. We're in hostile territory. No more help from Washington. So we'll play tough. Very tough.'





It was the bomb which had supercharged Tweed. The thought of it exploding next to Paula had enraged him. He was going to fight back - with gloves off. His mind was now filled with ice-cold ruthlessness. This was America. So he'd play it in the American way.





"That lunch with Vanity Richmond tomorrow could be a trap.' she reflected.





'It probably is. So we walk into it and wipe out the trappers.'





'You think Vanity knows that it is a trap?'





'Maybe, maybe not.'





He dismissed this possibility with a wave of his hand as being of no importance. Then he sipped more wine. She had never seen him more alert.





'I think Moloch has an innocent-seeming person, apparently outside his organization, as a spy. I can sniff him, but so far I can't identify him. It wouldn't surprise me if whoever it may be is also linked with Cornwall.'





'That narrows the field.'





'Not enough. From now on. There are several people now out here who were in Cornwall when we were.'





'Including Vanity Richmond, who is a she.'





'Including Vanity.' he agreed. 'So the watchword is trust no one, suspect everyone. I shall warn the others about this separately in the morning. A remarkable man, Vincent Bernard Moloch. A network in Cornwall, another here in California.'





'What about The Accountant?' she asked.





'That killer must be hunted down - located first -then he, or she, must be eliminated.'





Paula stared at him. She had never heard him speak like this before. But having escaped death by inches at the hands of the assassin she agreed with Tweed's attitude. The murder toll - including many women - had been too great, the method used too grisly.





'Another anxiety,' Tweed explained, 'is Ethan Benyon. You saw how he was behaving in Palo Eldorado.'





'Maybe he was on drugs,' she suggested.





'I don't think so. There's something wrong inside that clever head. And his finger is on the trigger.'





"The trigger of what?'





Tweed recalled for her his visit to see Moloch. He described how he had been shown the chamber below Black Ridge, how Ethan had described some of his work with great enthusiasm, his eyes glowing, until Moloch had veered him off the subject.





'Moloch said that steel door in the wall of the chamber was a safe,' Tweed continued. 'I'm sure it wasn't. In a bank vault a door that size swings open on hinges - this one had runners on the floor. The kind of door which leads to an elevator. I think the elevator leads to something under the earth's surface. If Dillon had agreed to our storming Black Ridge - or had done the job himself -we'd have found out what the secret of Black Ridge is. Because I'm convinced there is one - a very diabolical secret.'





'Well, that avenue is closed to us. Seems all avenues of approach are closed to us now Washington has shut down on us. I think...'





She never did say what she was thinking. The phone rang, she picked it up, answered, then handed it to Tweed, one hand over the mouthpiece.





'It's Hoarse Voice again.'





Tweed here.'





He listened without speaking, thanked the caller, put down the phone. He leaned back in his chair, picked up his glass, drank a little more wine. His eyes were gleaming.





'Don't forget to make those BA bookings on the plane home in the morning. Open bookings. Choose a time when the lobby is crowded.'





'You've already told me. I hadn't forgotten.' When he didn't speak for a short time she asked, 'Who is Hoarse Voice? Or shouldn't I ask?'





'You shouldn't ask. The caller gave me a message, a warning. "Don't go to McGee's Landing in the Ventana wilderness." Just that.'





'I've never heard of the place.'





'Neither have I. That is, the exact location. But when I was last here an American told me about the area. It's very wild and dangerous, I gather.'





'And if we get invited out there?'





'We'll go.' Tweed couldn't keep still. He stood up, began pacing again. 'We'll face whatever is waiting for us. From now on this is war c'









In the morning Paula was up early, despite only a few hours' sleep. After showering, taking only minutes to put on make-up, dressing, she went along to the spacious lobby and stopped at the reservations desk. They directed her to the concierge desk opposite. The lobby was crowded with people going to breakfast, sitting chatting on couches. An arm encircled her waist. She froze. Surely not another attempt on her life in such a public place? Her right hand dropped to her shoulder bag.





'Hope I didn't startle you, Paula.' a cheerful voice said. Grenville's. She turned round.





'As a matter of fact, you did.'





'Sorry, and all that. Thought we might have a bit of breakfast together. You're looking like the cat's whiskers. A dream come true.'





"Thank you. For the invitation. And the compliment. But I have to dash off somewhere.'





'Bad luck, for me. That chap Tweed keeps you on the go, I suspect. Really ought to relax now and again, you know. I won't detain you.'





Paula was staring at him. Grenville could be very charming. Since arriving in California he seemed to have developed a very likeable personality. If she hadn't had a job to do she'd almost have been tempted to accept his invitation - to find our more about what he was really like. She was heading for the concierge desk when Grenville returned, grinning.





'Our friend Maurice never learns. He's over there behind that plump lady drinking coffee.'





'Why shouldn't he?' Paula enquired.





'I just saw him emptying something from a hip flask into his coffee. Brandy would be my bet. Maurice starts early in the day. Sorry, I'm intruding on you again. I'll shove off.'





Paula went to the desk, asked in a clear voice for the air tickets to be booked. She made a great palaver about it, asking the girl behind the counter several questions. Then she turned to head back for her room to order breakfast from Room Service. Only way to avoid Grenville.





The first person she saw as she was crossing the lobby was Vanity. Dressed to kill, she greeted Paula warmly. Paula wondered how long she had been in the lobby.





'Isn't it the most wonderful day?' Vanity began with her warm smile. 'I went out onto the terrace. There isn't a cloud in the duck-egg blue sky. Sea's like the proverbial millpond. Still, I mustn't hold you up. You look as though you are in your usual rush.'





Paula smiled, turned to go, almost ran into Newman, who was looking very buoyant. Smartly clad, he wore beige trousers with a knife-edged crease and a blue-and-white check sports shirt. Smiling at Paula, he then took hold of Vanity with his hands on her shoulders, kissed her on both cheeks.





'Sorry if I've held you up for breakfast.' he said.





'Yes, you have. And you have a starving woman on your hands.'





'We'll soon attend to that. See you, Paula ...'





She watched them walking together to Roy's, the restaurant. Paula felt a twinge of uneasiness. Newman seemed enchanted by Vanity. Was he going overboard? Well, it's his affair, literally, she thought. I just hope he hasn't lost his normal detached judgement.





She went back to report to Tweed what she had seen and heard in the lobby.









Within thirty minutes of Paula booking the open air tickets Moloch had been informed of her action by phone. He told Joel Brand who had just entered his office.





'So the whole lot appear to be ready to take off for home,' he remarked.





'Don't believe it,' Brand replied curtly.





He was wearing a lumberjack's outfit, minus the tool belt. On his feet were a pair of tough leather boots with metal studs in the toecaps.





'Why not?' Moloch enquired, staring at his deputy.





'They're trying to bluff us. You said yourself Tweed struck you as a man who never gives up.'





'I did. But now he finds himself in an impossible position since I persuaded Washington to withdraw all support. He has no authority in America. No status. He has obviously realized this. Hence the booking of air tickets back to Britain.'





'I still don't believe it.'





'You're beginning to bore me.' Moloch's eyes gazed at Brand's. 'Why are you dressed like that? You know I like my staff to wear proper clothes on duty.'





'I ain't on duty,' Brand responded insolently. "This is one of my rare days off. You agreed I could take a day when I felt I needed it. I feel I need it. Mind if I borrow the chopper? I'm goin' fishing. You said you'd be here all day.'





'Use the chopper. Try shark fishing. You might have an accident.'





Moloch was already back at examining his papers. Brand was pleased with himself. He had stage-managed that well. Made VB so irked he was glad to be rid of him. With his back to Moloch, he smirked. His chief couldn't handle Tweed. Brand knew he could. Permanently.









'Any of several people could have been eavesdropping on me when I ordered those tickets.' Paula reported to Tweed in his living room. 'Grenville was there, so was Maurice - although according to Grenville he'd already started drinking brandy at that hour. Then Vanity was hanging around behind me.'





'But according to what you told me a moment ago the lobby was full of people. It could have been someone else we don't know about.'





Tweed was examining a map as he spoke. He asked Paula to join him as he pointed to the map.





"There is Carmel Valley. As you'll see it runs a long way inland. Alvarez came in while you were away. That cross shows the hotel called Robles Del Rio Lodge. The Ridge - the restaurant where we're meeting Vanity for lunch - is part of the hotel. Down here' - he pointed to a second cross Alvarez had drawn - 'is a small airfield for light aircraft near what they call the Village, as you'll see.'





'The road along Carmel Valley then continues for miles - to a place called Greenfield. Seems to be in the middle of nowhere.'





'It is. Approaching Greenfield the road is close to the notorious Ventana wilderness. That's where the Rednecks prowl.'





'Rednecks?'





'Alvarez will explain them to you. He's very good on the early history of America - which throws a light on California today. Had your breakfast?'





'No. Grenville wanted me to join him but I evaded the invitation.'





'Then what are you waiting for? Order it from Room Service for both of us here. I feel like the full English.'





Paula was surprised by Tweed's robust attitude. He seemed to be looking forward to the prospect of what lay ahead of them. He was even humming to himself. She paused before picking up the phone.





'I have a feeling this trip up the Carmel Valley could be dangerous.'





'Possibly. Which is why, after we've finished breakfast, everyone is assembling in Marler's room. I've put him in charge of the whole operation. He will be handing out certain equipment.'





'Bob Newman is usually in charge.'





'I know. But he's had a lot to cope with.'





'You're worried his mind might not be totally concentrated on the job? That he's so carried away by Vanity he might make a mistake? An infatuated man doesn't think straight.'





'Bob is thinking more clearly than you obviously realize. I just feel it is time Marler played a greater role. He's a cool man in an emergency.'





'You think there will be one, then? An emergency?'





'I sincerely hope so. It's time we confronted the thugs and gave them a taste of their own medicine.'
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It was another glorious sunny day as they drove towards the entrance to the Carmel Valley. It was also very warm. At Tweed's suggestion Paula was seated in the rear of the Cadillac alongside Alvarez, who had attended Marler's conference.





In the front Newman was behind the wheel with Tweed next to him. Behind them Marler drove the BMW. In the front passenger seat sat Nield, smoking a cigarette, looking out with interest at the countryside. Butler, carrying a canvas holdall looped by a strap over his back, occupied the rear. Inside the holdall, with other equipment, was a Heckler and Koch MP5 9mm sub-machine-gun. It had been handed to him by Marler during the conference in his room.





'Where on earth did you get that?' Paula had asked.





'Don't ask embarrassing questions,' Marler had reproved her with a glance at Alvarez. 'It has a firepower of six hundred and fifty rounds a minute. Standard weapon used by the SAS back home...'





The others were also carrying canvas holdalls -including Nield, Marler, Newman and Alvarez. Paula's shoulder bag was bulging. The only passenger not carrying any weapon was Tweed. He had rarely been known to carry a gun, although he was a crack shot.





"That building down there on your right is Mission Ranch,' Alvarez told Paula. 'A very nice restaurant with a superb view over the estuary of the Carmel River and the hills beyond, to say nothing of its ocean view. We might call there for a drink on the way back.'





If we ever get back, Paula thought, but kept the idea to herself.





Warm as it had been during the drive to the Carmel Valley, the heat became subtropical when Newman turned off the main road along the entrance to the valley. The further they drove along a well-surfaced wide road the more the temperature climbed. Paula remarked on it.





"That's true.' Alvarez agreed. "The reason is the valley is cut off from ocean breezes. It is like a funnel. The sun beats down on it, builds up the heat for which there is no escape.'





'No escape is right.' replied Paula, mopping perspiration off her forehead. 'Yet there are some pretty luxurious-looking properties high up.'





"The higher up you are, the cooler you are. And with a good view we are talking of properties worth a million dollars, maybe two or three.'





"This part of California seems loaded with dollars.' she commented.





'It is. People who have made it come here because of the climate and the magnificent scenery. Here you have it all.'





'Including contentment?'





'Ah!' Alvarez let out his infectious laugh. 'Who is content in America? There is always a restlessness, a seeking of a new sensation. Maybe a new wife, a new lady friend. Women are infected with the same disease, always looking for something new, someone new. I believe the trouble is that America is not a country, as in Europe, it is a continent. The sheer scale dwarfs people, so they scuttle around like ants.'





Paula fell silent. She was watching the endless new views which appeared as Newman kept driving round bends, opening up a fresh panorama. On both sides high rolling hills folded behind each other and she had distant views of the valley which seemed to plunge into the interior for ever. Then she remembered what she was going to ask him.





'What are Rednecks?'





'Rednecks.' replied Alvarez gravely, 'are primitive people. You leave behind the California of the tourist posters. They are very tough, carry shotguns - and don't hesitate to use them on strangers. They live in and on the edge of the Ventana wilderness. They are usually big men with thick red necks. Hence the name. Best if we don't meet up with them. But they are a long way down the valley from where we are lunching. Oh, here we are. Newman, be ready to turn right up a winding road. Off the highway.'





Following the instructions, Newman turned, began to climb a steep winding narrow road. The road carried them higher and higher past open hill country. Gone were the wayside hamlets, the turn-offs to general stores and other shops Paula had seen at intervals on the valley road.





 Just when she wondered where their destination was they swung round another steep slope and she saw Vanity's Audi parked below a flight of white stone steps. A wooden sign suspended from a post proclaimed Robles Del Rio Lodge. At the top of the steps a large trellis of wood framed the entrance to a terrace beyond.





Newman was parking the car with the BMW pulling up behind him when Vanity appeared, running down the steps. She wore a summery white sleeveless dress which emphasized her blazing mane of red hair. Round her waist was a wide leather belt with a gold buckle.





'Welcome, all of you.'





She was smiling constantly. Newman held out his hand, grinning as he kissed her on one cheek. The scene amused Paula. She realized he didn't want a great display of public affection. Vanity turned to Paula, hugged her, and Paula caught a whiff of faint perfume, quite different from the aroma she had experienced when The Accountant attempted to garrotte her.





'I've booked Table Four.' Vanity said to Tweed. 'I've had it enlarged. It gives us the most terrific view while we enjoy lunch. But first you will all want drinks. The heat is exceptional today.'





'It would be,' Tweed replied in a mocking tone as she gazed at him. 'It knew we were coming.'





After greeting the others, Vanity folded her arm inside Tweed's, escorted him up the steps with Paula by her side. At the top Paula paused, gazing in admiration at a large oblong swimming pool to their right. She thought she had never seen water so intensely sapphire.





"They have swimming outfits you can borrow,' Vanity told her. 'You could have a dip after lunch.'





Alvarez had a wary expression as he surveyed the place. He took an especial interest in several people sitting by the pool. One slim girl in a swimsuit and a robe had the most amazing legs he had ever seen. She was surrounded by three men and he wondered who the lucky one was - if any of them. She caught his gaze and smiled. He gave her a little wave with his hand.





The proprietor, a good-looking man with a warm extrovert manner, greeted them.





'Lunch is ready to be served only when you are ready to be served. Do look around the place. A waiter is here to provide drinks...'





Paula was standing at the inner edge of the terrace where she could look at the view, which was vertiginous. Far below she could see a hamlet called the Village. Nearby was an airfield. A light aircraft took off, climbed into the sky like a dragonfly, vanishing over the summits of pyramid-shaped hills. Then a chopper appeared out of nowhere, dropped, landed on the airfield.





'What have we here?'





Alvarez was suddenly beside her. He produced a pair of field glasses, focused them as the helicopter stopped on the runway.





'Bring Tweed over here. Quietly and quickly.' he requested.





Tweed left the others strolling round the pool, was alongside Alvarez in no time as Paula followed on his heels.





Trouble?' he enquired.





'I fear so. See those men disembarking from that chopper? The big man is Joel Brand.'





He handed the glasses to Tweed who studied the men alighting from the machine. They all carried golf bags. As he watched, a second chopper dropped out of the sky, landed, disembarking more men. He handed the glasses back to Alvarez.





"The guard master at Black Ridge, Luis Martinez, has left the second chopper,' Alvarez reported. 'More golf bags. You know what that means?'





'Spot of bother?' drawled a fresh voice.





Marler had strolled over to them from the pool. He held a glass of wine in his hand. Alvarez quickly explained what they had observed. He handed the glasses to Marler, who perched his wine on a nearby table then glued the field glasses to his eyes.





"They're all piling into two vehicles,' he remarked. 'A Chrysler and a four-wheel job. Like a Land-Rover. Now what would they want with that? They're off now. Driving at speed up the valley. Intriguing.'





He handed the field glasses back to Alvarez, rescued his glass of wine.





'You know,' he remarked, 'this American wine is really very good.'





'You saw the golf bags?' Alvarez said grimly.





'Of course. Usual method of carrying concealed weapons. Used it myself in the past. Rather effective in this neck of the woods. Just a bunch of chaps off to play a game or two of golf. Merges rather well into the landscape.'





Even though she knew Marler well, Paula was impressed with his off-hand manner. He was probably the coolest person present.





'It does not augur well for us.' insisted Alvarez.





'No.' Marler appeared to agree. 'It doesn't - the fact we haven't had lunch and it must be waiting for us now. You really should throw away that orange juice, Tweed. Do try a glass of wine c'









Paula was glad that Newman had gone inside, presumably to chat up Vanity. It meant that Vanity had not overheard their conversation, that she had not observed the landing of the choppers - and had not seen that they had observed the arrival of hostile forces.





The enlarged Table Four was the best one in the restaurant. By now they had the place to themselves. From her chair Paula could see straight down a section of the valley and across it - where range upon range of hills rolled away like a giant frozen sea.





As they ate an excellent lunch she saw Newman staring at Tweed. He had caught on that something had happened and was wondering what it was. Which showed her he was not completely under the spell of Vanity. Paula drank more wine as Marler, chatting and joking, refilled her glass.





Tweed was quiet. He joined in the conversation enough so he would not appear to be disturbed. Near the end of the meal Vanity reached inside her handbag, brought out a long white envelope, handed it to Tweed.





'I was asked to give you this,' she explained.





'By whom?' Tweed enquired amiably.





'Byron Landis. He said he had been told it was important.'





'Who told him that?'





'You sound just like a detective.' She chuckled. 'I'm sure you would have made a very good one.'





Tweed balanced the long white envelope in his hand. It was expensive paper. He turned it over and found it carried a red seal. Embossed in the seal were the letters VB. He opened it, holding it close so no one else could see its contents. The message was typed on flock paper. No address at the top.





I need to meet you urgently and secretly. At McGee's Landing. Please do not fail me .





The letter ended with the initials VB in handwriting. He looked up at Vanity. There was a sudden silence round the table. Nothing in his expression had given a clue to his reaction. He was still amiable when he spoke to her again.





'You didn't answer my question, I believe. I asked you who told Byron Landis it was important?'





'He didn't say. I didn't see any point in asking him. I saw VB's seal on the back, so I presumed it was VB who had told him.'





'Are you familiar with VB's signature?'





'Of course. I've seen it frequently.'





Tweed folded the letter so only the written initials were visible. He held it close to her, not releasing the sheet of paper.





'Would you say those were his genuine initials?'





Vanity studied the shortened signature. For once she looked quite serious and took her time before replying.





'They look genuine.' she said eventually.





'Not so difficult to forge, though. Does he often sign his communications with only his initials? That is, with the initials of his first two names?'





'All the time,' she answered promptly.





'Thank you.'





She was reaching for the bill when Tweed took hold of it. She looked surprised, put out of countenance.





'This is my treat.'





"Thank you for your generous offer. But I will be paying this bill. Incidentally, if you don't think it impolite I'd like to remain here a little longer. It's the sort of place I wouldn't mind staying at. I think I'll ask to see some of the bedrooms. Would you mind driving back by yourself?'





Vanity stared at him with a look Paula found difficult to interpret. She's not best pleased, she thought. Then Vanity recovered her poise, tossed her head.





'If you insist. Come to think of it I've a pile of work waiting for me.'





Newman stood up to escort her out. He had an annoyed expression. They heard the Audi start up and Newman returned, sat down.





'Have another glass of wine, Bob.' Tweed said genially.





'You didn't treat her very nicely, did you?'





'By taking the bill off her?'





'And by telling her to shove off - because that's what it amounted to.'





'Calm down, Bob. Another glass of wine will make you feel better.'





'I think I need another glass to get over that incident...'





Tweed seemed in no hurry to leave. He asked the proprietor to show him several rooms. Paula accompanied them. The bedrooms were beautifully furnished. No expense had been spared to make guests with money comfortable and at home.





'You've created a wonderful hotel.' Tweed remarked, holding a second glass of wine. 'If you'd let me have the brochure and tariff? This is just the sort of retreat I would like to visit when I need some relaxation...'





Relaxation? Paula could hardly believe her ears. She could never remember Tweed having a holiday. They went outside and found Marler with the other members





of the team by the pool. Marler had been talking to Butler on his own. Now he switched his attention to Nield who sat by himself in a chair. Paula had the impression Marler was instructing them. Then Marler gestured to Tweed and Paula. Earlier Tweed had spoken privately to Marler.





'What have you been up to?' Paula asked.





'I shall be driving the Merc..' Marler informed her. 'Alvarez will be by my side. You will travel in the back with Tweed. Newman will follow us, driving the BMW with Butler and Nield as passengers. I shall drive the lead car.'





'What is all this in aid of?' Paula persisted.





'We're off to McGee's Landing. Alvarez will identify the place for us - when we ultimately get there. Now, Paula, this is what you have to do when we leave the cars...'





She listened with growing excitement. Marler's orders were very precise, as though he had foreseen every possibility. He then told Tweed what to do. Tweed nodded his approval.





'You might tell me where we are going,' Paula demanded.





'Probably to somewhere beyond McGee's Landing. I gather from Alvarez the road from there to distant Greenfield passes through some pretty wild and lonely country. Redneck territory.'
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They drove down the steep winding hill to the valley road. But this time, instead of turning left back towards Carmel, Marler turned right, heading even further and deeper into the valley. Paula asked Tweed to show her the letter Vanity had delivered. She read it, frowned.





"There's no time given for this so-called appointment.'





'I noticed that myself.' Tweed replied.





'Why have we left so late? You seemed to be wasting time at the Lodge deliberately. It will soon be dusk, then dark.'





'Marler's idea, which I agree with. Messrs Brand and his cohorts will have been waiting for hours, wondering whether we're coming. Waiting gets on people's nerves. My aim is to demoralize them before we meet.'





'You really think we are going to meet them?'





I'm sure of it. So are Alvarez and Marler. They have laid a careful trap. Incidentally, Alvarez isn't too happy with our confronting them. Newman has recovered his poise and can't wait to get there. Ditto with Marler.'





'Ditto.' Marler called out.





'From the plans you've laid.' Paula commented, 'and the armoury you've issued, you appear to be expecting something fairly violent.'





'Possibly the most ferocious firefight we've been engaged in so far.' Marler replied. 'Object of the exercise - to hit Moloch for six, to wipe out as many of his troops as possible. Should be fun.'





Paula didn't reply. She was looking out of the window as they passed isolated homesteads perched by the roadside. Lights were on inside the windows and a deep purple dusk was falling over the valley. At the same time the heat of the day was evaporating and night's chill was descending. On both sides the hills seemed to be closing in on them.





'How much further?' she called out to Marler.





'Quite a distance.' Alvarez replied to her. It was the first time he had spoken. "This isn't Highway One. We're going very deep into uncharted territory. No patrol cars roam this area. Too dangerous.'





Very reassuring, Paula thought. Alvarez means we've left civilization behind. Tweed seemed .to read her mind.





'Lack of patrol cars is an advantage.' he remarked. "There will be no witnesses to what happens.'





'Who wants witnesses?' she said with forced flippancy.





The road was now level, on the floor of the valley, twisting and turning round bend after bend. Marler had some while back turned on his headlights. In the beams she saw feeble hedges lining the road, bleak fields beyond. No sign of life anywhere. They had left behind even the odd isolated homestead. They were in the wilderness.





'Won't they see us coming with your headlights on?' she warned Marler.





'Probably. But I can't drive along this road without them. We're not stopping when we reach McGee's Landing. I want to approach that place on foot from the far side. Surprise, I think Napoleon said, is the great element in warfare. Something which meant that.'





Paula reached down into her shoulder bag, rearranged what Marler had given her. She would need a certain weapon the moment trouble started. She forced herself to relax, leaning back against her seat. Tweed put out a hand, squeezed her arm, sensing the tension inside her.





"That bomb against the window at Anton & Michel changed your whole attitude,' she whispered.





'Yes. I decided that instead of us being the sitting ducks we had to go over to the attack. Are you all right?'





'You know I will be when it starts c'









The moon was not yet up, which was a factor Marler had counted on. Looking sideways, across Tweed to her right, Paula saw huge gulches between one hill fold and another. The intense blue of the starry night sky created blue V-shapes which she had never seen before. There was something peaceful in the atmosphere which she found comforting.





'McGee's Landing coming up.' Alvarez called out. 'On our right.'





Marler slowed down, dimmed his headlights. A short way back from the road was a huddled collection of one-storey wooden cabins, each joined to the next. Lights shone in all the windows but there was no sign of a single human being.





"The local boozing joint,' Alvarez explained. 'Although the Rednecks distil their own foul brand of hooch. With that inside them they go stark raving mad...'





Marler drove on round yet another bend, still slowly, leaning forward in his seat. Then he suddenly turned his lights full on for a few seconds. In the brief glare Paula saw a sign. FALLING ROCK NEX'I SIX MILES. He dimmed his lights again.





"The scenery is changing,' Tweed remarked.





The Merc, was creeping along now. To their right Paula gazed at distant black mountains with streaks of what appeared to be snow on their summits. A short distance to their left were sheer cliffs of layered sandstone. The view was grim, bleak and desolate.





Marler suddenly turned his lights on full power. Ahead on either side were old tree trunks, bare of leaves, dripping moss like the tears of death. Tweed leaned forward like Marler. In the blaze of his headlights an immense yellow machine blocked the road. Paula stared at it.





Its engine was chugging away as Marler switched off the motor. A big man with black hair, wearing a blue check shirt, denims and boots was feeding sections of pine foliage into the machine. Paula sucked in her breath and spoke seconds before Alvarez.





"That big man is Joel Brand.'





'And that machine is a chipper.' said Alvarez. 'If we hadn't stopped we'd have had a dense rain of powdered wood spewed over the car, blinding us.'





'Which was probably the idea.' Marler said. "This is it.'





He waved a hand up and down twice out of the window he had lowered, signalling a warning to Newman in the BMW. Then he started the motor, drove forward and swung left off the road through a hedge, speeding up towards the looming sandstone cliffs.





As he had started to turn off Paula had seen strange heavily built men holding shotguns coming towards them from the field to their right. Newman had followed Marler, was close behind him as the Merc, pulled up at the foot of the vertical cliffs.





'It starts now!' shouted Marler and he dived out of the car.









Paula, Tweed and Alvarez left the car swiftly, remembering Marler's instructions back at Robles Del Rio. Paula dropped to the ground, making herself the smallest possible target. She reached into her shoulder bag, produced the vital object, laid it beside her. The timing had to be perfect. Then she hauled out the Browning, gripped it in both hands, remained very still behind a mound of arid grass.





The rest of the team were following Marler's earlier orders. They were fanning out, crouching as they ran. She saw Butler, holding the sub-machine-gun, way over to her right. Marler was standing, protected by a dead tree trunk dripping more hideous moss, Armalite in his hands.





Alvarez was over to her far left, crouched by a huge sandstone boulder. Newman was leaning into a cleft in the cliff face, his satchel slung over his shoulder. Tweed hugged the ground, close to Paula. From the floor of the car he had grabbed a rocket launcher, now pressed against his shoulder. Nield had slipped into another cleft in the cliff. They were all spread out, making a difficult and wide target. Then Paula saw the men advancing towards them.





Six Rednecks were out in front, carrying their shotguns and grinning. Behind them was a second file -Brand's thugs, attempting to use the Rednecks as a screen. More men were climbing off the chipper. Tweed aimed carefully, fired the rocket launcher. The missile exploded against the chipper, blowing it to pieces. Then all hell broke loose.





The Rednecks began firing at random. A sandstone boulder fell, landed close to Paula. She looked up and backwards. High up on the cliff rim another much larger boulder teetered. Brand had positioned a man on top of the cliff. Marler calmly turned round, back to the trunk, aimed with his sniperscope. The man on the cliff rim fell, arms spread out, emitting a chilling scream. He hit the ground and the great boulder he had been propelling over the edge fell, dropped on top of the sprawled figure which had set it in motion, crushing him.





There was a sudden chatter of Butler's sub-machine-gun, fired over the heads of the Rednecks. They panicked. One fired his shotgun, hit nothing as his companions began to flee. Confusion. This was the moment. Paula grabbed the smoke bomb, hurled it to land among the running Rednecks. Newman shot down one Redneck who burst through the spreading smoke cloud which obscured the Rednecks. Paula heard shots being fired by Brand's men at random. The smoke drifted away and the ground was littered with the corpses of the Rednecks -shot accidentally by Brand's thugs.





The sub-machine-gun chattered again as Brand's men began to run away. Five of them fell, riddled with bullets. Luis Martinez rushed forward, his revolver aimed at Paula. She fired first, her target his legs. At the same moment Nield fired, his Walther aimed at the same target's chest. He crashed forward, lay very still.





There was a sudden oppressive silence. A big man in the distance, running, had reached the road. He disappeared behind the wrecked chipper. She heard a car's engine starting up, driving off towards Greenfield. Joel Brand had escaped.









Tweed was the first to walk back to the Merc. He sat inside the back. As he had walked he had looked down at the dead men. Simple men who had not learned to live the normal life others lived. He felt depressed at the scale of the slaughter - but he knew it had been necessary.





He pulled himself together when Paula arrived. As she sat beside him he put an arm round her shoulders. He spoke quietly.





'It was them or us. They were grinning when they advanced towards us. Don't forget that.'





'If this is America I don't want to come back,' she said.





'This is only a part of America - the backwoods. People work hard here to better themselves. It's just not a European system, a European atmosphere. At least, not Western Europe.'





'You're right. I made a bad generalization.' She managed a smile. 'I'm all right, Tweed. It goes with the territory-. What's our next move?'





'Our next move,' said Alvarez, who had just returned and had heard her, 'is to drive straight back to Mission Ranch. It will still be open - and it is a unique experience, in the best sense of the phrase.'
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Paula was relieved to leave the valley. They parked outside Mission Ranch, which was still busy with customers. The moon had risen and Alvarez led them through the main dining room out onto a large terrace. The view almost took Paula's breath away.





Tables were laid on the terrace and Alvarez, taking Paula's arm, led them to a table at the very edge. The night chill made her shiver, then she sat down and wondered why it seemed so warm.





'It's almost hot out here.' she said. 'Gloriously warm.'





'Look up at the heater.' Alvarez said as the others joined them. "The warmth comes from there.'





She looked up at a metal object shaped like a hat, perched on top of a tall column. It was glowing with warmth which radiated over the table. She felt more comfortable already, more relaxed.





'It's a gas-powered heater.' Alvarez explained. 'It's mobile and you can see more of them ready for use over there,- stacked against the wall.'





'What a clever idea.' Newman remarked.





"This is just one instance of where the Americans score.' Tweed said.





While they waited for the wine they had ordered Paula stared at the view. Below them was a grassy plain which had a marshy look. Alvarez explained it was part of the estuary of the River Carmel where it flowed into the sea. Beyond it, silhouetted in the moonlight, steep rounded hills rose up like small mountains. Over to her right was a glimpse of the Pacific. The ocean was calm, a sheet of blue moonlit water which was so still it resembled ice.





'Come over and join us, Harry.' Tweed called out to Butler.





"Thought I'd better stay back there and keep an eye open.'





'No need here.' Alvarez assured him. 'Sit with us.'





Butler settled into a chair, but Paula noticed that when more people came out onto the terrace he checked them. Butler was always on duty.





'Well, we dumped the bits and pieces.' Marler recalled.





He was referring to the fact that he had paused on the way back to throw the rocket launcher down a deep crevasse. That was after he had carefully wiped it free of Tweed's fingerprints. All the smoke bombs they had carried had followed the launcher down into the crevasse. Alvarez leaned over to whisper to Tweed.





'I saw other Rednecks creeping towards the battlefield when we were leaving. They will make the corpses disappear - and get rid of all the relics of the chipper. You see, they won't want anyone to find evidence of what happened. Drugs are grown in that area. The last thing they want is to attract the attention of the police -if someone reported what they had found.'





'That's a relief.'





'Food!' Marler called out. 'We are in urgent need of food.'





A waiter appeared immediately. They gave their orders and sipped their drinks. Paula sat enjoying the changing colours of the superb view. Newman pulled his chair close to Tweed's. No one else was near them but he kept his voice low.





'What is our next move?'





'We've severely reduced the force at Brand's command.' Tweed began. 'Now we can turn our attention to dealing with The Accountant. Also, we must locate the spy I'm convinced VB has outside his permanent organization. Someone who was present in Cornwall, who is now present here.'





'We can start working on that in the morning.'





'I need to know quickly who it is. There are three possible suspects. Grenville, Maurice - and Vanity Richmond.' He looked at Newman. 'I hope you agree.'





'I do agree,' Newman replied. 'Vanity is inside AMBECO, but she was also in Cornwall. There is something about her which worries me, but I can't put my finger on it.'





'Stay close to her. Everyone makes a slip sooner or later. Then I must see Moloch one more time. I want to confirm if he knows about the blood spilt beyond McGee's Landing.'





'He'll deny it, anyway.'





'If he's guilty and denies it I'll know he's lying. I also want to have one more interview with Mrs Benyon. I think she knows more than she's told me so far.'





'Both interviews - assuming you get one with VB -will have to be set up so you have plenty of protection.'





'I suppose you're right,' replied Tweed without enthusiasm.





'I gather we have to move fast.'





'Very fast. Ethan Benyon continues to worry me. I have the feeling that if it comes to the crunch he'll go his own way regardless. That is regardless of Moloch or anyone else. I suspect he's unbalanced.'





'Which is why you want to talk to Mrs Benyon again?' Newman suggested.





'Yes, it is. Whether she'll throw any light on his previous history I'm not sure. I'll have to gain her confidence - not an easy thing to do.'





Paula prodded Tweed. 'When are you going to eat your meal? We may have this marvellous heating device above us but they served five minutes ago.'





"They did?' Tweed asked, staring at the plate before him.





"The evidence is before you.' she joked.





'Women always want you to eat food piping hot,' grumbled Tweed.





'Just get on with it,' Paula told him.





They were completely relaxed after consuming an appetizing meal. Paula drank more wine than was her normal habit but remained sober. She noticed that Tweed seemed self-absorbed, left the others to do the talking, joking among themselves. She nudged him as they were finishing their coffee.





'A penny for them,' she said quietly.





'Sorry. I haven't been a very good dining companion.'





'That doesn't matter. Where did that devious mind of your wander off to?'





'Moloch, of course. I'm wondering whether to drive down the coast to Black Ridge, to tell him what happened at McGee's Landing, see his reaction.'





'Not on your own, you aren't.' She turned to Newman, kept her voice low. Tweed is thinking of visiting Black Ridge at this time of night.'





'Must be out of his mind.'





'I heard that.' Tweed leaned across Paula. 'I'm sure he's a man who works well into the night. His mood might be different.'





'Then I'll drive you and Paula there c'









There were four people in the Merc, when it moved down the coast road. Newman had signalled to Marler, told him what Tweed proposed, and Marler had said he would join the party. 'I feel like a night out,' he had informed Tweed. Newman drove with Tweed beside him.





A fierce wind blew off the ocean, hammering the side of the car. Huge waves rolled in, broke against isolated brutal rocks projecting from the ocean like fragmented capes. The wild sea surged in below them, creating a permanent belt of creamy surf and spectacular geysers as the ocean smashed into cliffs, elevating churning water high into the air like bomb bursts.





'It's turmoil down there.' Paula observed. 'Incidentally.' she said to Tweed, 'what do you expect to achieve when -we do get there?'





T'm going to ask him, among other things, if I could have a word with the guard master, Luis Martinez, about the seven girlfriends who had disappeared - with three already found dead.'





'But Martinez himself is dead.'





'Precisely.' replied Tweed.









There was turmoil inside Black Ridge. Moloch, freshly shaved and in a neat new suit, ready for a night's work, had returned by chopper from his day at the AMBECO building. Joel Brand was waiting for him in his office as Moloch took off his overcoat.





'Trouble? As soon as I get back?' Moloch demanded, seeing the expression on his deputy's face.





'Big trouble. Martinez has disappeared. So have half a million dollars from the safe.'





'I see.' Moloch settled himself behind his desk. 'You think the two events are linked?'





'They have to be.'





'Well, let's analyse the situation.' He counted on his fingers. 'Four people have access to the safe, know the combination. Yourself, Martinez, Byron Landis and myself. Since I know I'm not guilty that leaves three suspects.'





'Why the hell include me?' exploded Brand. 'I am the one who has reported the theft to you.'





'And so often, as the police will tell you, it is the one who discovers a major theft - or the body, when a murder has been committed - who is responsible.'





'I'm not standing for this!' Brand shouted.





'No, you're not. You're sitting down,' Moloch replied mildly. 'Please remain seated.'





He pressed a button on a compact intercom perched on his desk.





'Byron, come to my office at once. Which means now.'





'I'll chuck the friggin' job in,' raged Brand.





'No, you won't. I pay you too much. In any case, no one ever resigns from AMBECO. They are fired - without a reference.'





'I have reported it to you,' Brand insisted.





'Now you're repeating yourself. Who has replaced Martinez as guard master?'





'Hogan,' Brand said bleakly.





Moloch again pressed a button on the intercom. A rough voice answered.





'Hogan,' Moloch said, 'I want you in my office immediately.'





In no time at all the door opened and a short heavily built man with wide shoulders and a large head, covered with red hair, appeared. His whole manner exuded aggressiveness but he addressed Moloch respectfully.





'Is there a problem, Chief?'





'I want the whole place sealed off. No one leaves or enters without my express permission until further notice. Double the guard force.'





'Yes, Chief. The only problem is Ethan left the building an hour ago in his car.'





'Why didn't you stop him? Did he say where he was going?'





For the first time Moloch was furious. But he had schooled himself to conceal his feelings. Lose your temper and you lose control.





'How could I stop him?' Hogan pleaded. He spread his large strangler's hands. 'Ethan is Head of the Technical Division, Head of the Armaments Division at Des Moines.'





'You have a point.' Moloch agreed. 'Anything else?'





'Somehow his mother bypassed the operator here and got through to him. I don't know what she said but he just took off - to go and see her at The Apex.'





Moloch threw up both hands in a gesture of irked resignation.





'I spend one day in San Francisco and everything begins to fall to pieces. Hogan, do as I told you, but when Ethan returns let him in, of course. Warn me immediately he does get back.'





As Hogan left, his stocky legs moving like pistons, Landis came in. The bald-headed man held a bulging file under his arm - as he always did to demonstrate his industry. Moloch thought he looked nervous. Landis adjusted his glasses twice before hauling up a chair at his chief's request. Moloch stared hard at the accountant, who adjusted his glasses once more. An air of tension gripped the room.





'Byron,' Moloch began, 'did you know half a million dollars has been stolen from the safe to which you hold the combination?'





'Half a million?' Landis stuttered. 'You mean in cash or bonds?'





'You didn't specify, Joel,' Moloch remarked, looking at Brand.





'Half a million in one-hundred-dollar bills. No bonds.'





'How do you explain it, Byron?' Moloch asked genially.





'I can't. They were there early this morning. I noticed





the stacks of bills when I went to the safe for confidential files. And I was, as always, careful to close the safe.'





'Did you see Martinez in that room?'





'Yes. He came in as I was leaving. I thought nothing of it. He uses the other safe in that room for his weapons.'





Brand leaned back in his chair, which creaked under his weight. He was smiling as though glad someone else had confirmed what he had said.





Take that smirk off your face, Joel.' Moloch said in a cold voice.





'Where would Martinez head for, assuming he has taken the money, which is pure speculation?'





'Mexico would be my guess.' Brand said offhandedly.





'You can both go.' Moloch said suddenly. 'Just don't attempt to leave the building. No, wait a minute, Joel.' He went on speaking when Landis had left. 'Joel, you have handled many millions of dollars, bribing senators and other key figures in Washington. The same applies to MPs and Cabinet Ministers in London who are in my pocket. Were you never tempted to cream a few thousand off the top before you handed over the money?'





'If I wanted more money I'd ask for it.' Brand flashed back at him. 'Don't forget I know enough to put you behind bars in either Washington or London for the rest of your life.'





'I wish you hadn't said that, Joel.'





'I apologize without reservation.' Brand said quickly. He leaned forward. 'You and I have worked together for years - we have been through bad times and good times. Always I have stood by your side. Naturally I resented your insinuations.'





'Erase them from your mind.' Moloch replied after a long pause. 'What you've said is true. Now leave me alone to think.'





After Brand had left his office Moloch stood up, went to the window which looked down on the raging sea. It reflected his mood. He made up his mind, went back to his desk, unlocked a drawer, took out a file marked Standish.





'Now what was the name of Linda Standish's partner at their San Francisco office?' he said to himself. 'Ah, here it is. Ed KellerRIGHT SQUARE BRACKET'





He pressed buttons on his phone. He didn't think he would be lucky. Few worked like he did and already it was evening.





'Keller here. Who is it?'





'Vincent Bernard Moloch speaking. You're still at your office.'





'Pretty big workload, sir.'





'Mr KellerRIGHT SQUARE BRACKET'





'Ed will do.'





'Ed, could you do me a great favour? A serious crime has been committed here today. Could you possibly drive down at once to see me at Black Ridge?'





"The answer is in the affirmative.'





'When might you arrive?'





'Let's see. A two-hour drive from here to the Monte-rey-Carmel area. I move behind the wheel. Then thirty minutes, say, to get to Black Ridge. If I start now.'





'Start now, please...'
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The trip to Black Ridge didn't turn out as expected - it was very grim. They were approaching Big Sur when headlights began flashing behind them. Paula tensed, grabbed the Browning out of her shoulder bag. Newman slowed down, drove with one hand on the wheel as he hauled the Smith & Wesson out of its holster. It was at this moment that Marler called out.





'Don't panic. It's the BMW - ours. I think Alvarez is behind the wheel. Here he comes...'





Defying all the stringent rules about not overtaking on the coast road, Alvarez drove slowly past, waving to Newman to park in a lay-by ahead. Allowing Newman to pull in first, he dropped back, parking behind the Merc. He jumped out and spoke as Newman lowered his window.





'I was thinking about what you planned back at Mission Ranch. Decided to follow you. Butler and Nield are with me. This is a bad time of night to go near Black Ridge - well after dark. No traffic about. No one to witness what happens to you. May I travel with you?'





'Full house,' Paula called out.





'Maybe Marler would take over driving the BMW, staying close behind us. Then I could occupy his seat.'





'My pleasure,' Marler assured him, getting out. 'I'm always bored as a passenger. Prefer to drive...'





In a couple of minutes they were off again, the BMW driven forty feet or so behind the Merc. Alvarez made his apologies to Tweed.





'I hope you don't regard this as an intrusion, but I do know this area. By night as well as by day. Incidentally, the police back in Monterey are checking the juggernaut stopped by the roadblock - checking it for any trace of explosives. Trouble is I won't get the report. Not officially, anyway.'





'But unofficially?' queried Tweed.





'I may get a tip off. Later.'





'And we welcome your support,' Tweed told him.





They were approaching Black Ridge when from his rear seat Alvarez leaned forward. Searchlights were swivelling over the grounds behind the closed gates. Paula sensed something had disturbed him. He squinted, shielded his eyes against the lights, then stiffened.





'Drive on past, Newman.' he said urgently. 'Don't even slow down. Just keep on driving down the highway. They're on hill alert. The grounds crawling with armed guards, savage dogs. Something has happened.'





Newman obeyed his request, kept up the speed. Behind him Marler followed, also keeping moving. As they passed, Paula saw a large man directing the heavy force of guards, waving his arms. Joel Brand. In the back Alvarez heaved a high of relief.





"That mob looks trigger-happy. I wouldn't mess with them.'





They drove on and moonlight glowed on the savage sea. As they approached a great massif of rock projecting into the ocean, Alvarez touched Paula's arm. The massif reminded her of a small Gibraltar and a narrow road ran off the highway, then spiralled up the massif. A light like a great glowing eye on its summit flashed on and off.





"That is Big Sur Point,' Alvarez told her. 'As you see, it has a lighthouse on top. A very prominent landmark.'





'It's impressive.' Paula agreed.





They had driven further when Paula frowned, staring out of the window with her first-rate eyesight. She leaned closer to the window, gazing out to sea where the rollers swept in like an invading army. Then she was certain.





'Alvarez, there's a body coming in. Look! It just crested a wave-top. Keep watching. It's in a deep trough. There it is again. I'm sure I'm right.'





'I do believe you are,' Alvarez said slowly. 'It's coming in to Pfeiffer Beach. Newman, slow down, we'll come to a narrow road off to the right. You only go a short distance and there's a parking area. We leave the cars there and walk the rest of the way. It's supposed to be closed at sunset but we'll forget about that.'





They turned off the highway. Alvarez reached down, picked up off the floor a large canvas bag he had brought, looped it over his shoulder. They had parked when Paula asked Alvarez, 'What have you got inside that bag? Weapons?'





'Yes, and something more macabre. Not that I think we'll need it. The corpse will be smashed to pieces against the offshore stacks.'





'Stacks?'





'You'll see. I have a powerful torch. We'll need it.'





Butler stayed with the cars while Alvarez led the way on foot, flanked on one side by Tweed and on the other by Paula. His torch illuminated the path running under a canopy of cypress trees overhead. To their left was a dried-up riverbed. Alvarez illuminated it briefly with his torch.





'That's Pfeiffer Creek. Runs down from Sycamore Canyon on the far side of the highway.'





He had to hurry. Tweed was taking great strides, keeping up a cracking pace. Paula thought that had they not seen what was coming in, it would have seemed an enchanted glade. They reached the beach suddenly. No more cypresses. Only soft sand, difficult to trudge across. Alvarez switched off his torch because moonlight was illuminating an amazing scene and Paula gasped inwardly.





Just beyond the tide mark, massive rocks sheered up out of the sea, rocks which were pierced by large arches through which the violent ocean pounded in, broke on the beach. A fierce wind almost blew them off their feet. Tweed, coat flapping round him, pointed. Paula felt a chill which had nothing to do with the icy wind hurtling against Pfeiffer Beach, throwing up the soft sand like a dust storm.





A tall wave, cruising in, carried on its crest the body she had seen from the car. The crest soared on inside the arch, carrying its dead passenger, narrowly missing the rock faces on either side. The bizarre sight reached its climax as the wave plunged through the opening, crashed against the shore, throwing its corpse onto the beach.





Alvarez ran forward, a handkerchief tied round his nose and mouth, gesturing to Newman to adopt the same precautions as he threw him a pair of surgical gloves. He was already wearing gloves himself. Together, they hauled the waterlogged body higher up the beach. It seemed to Newman it weighed a ton, although the man they had dragged out of reach of the hungry sea was slim. Alvarez shone his torch on the face of the man who lay on his back. Paula gasped inwardly. It was the body of Luis Martinez.









'Stay back!' Tweed shouted at Paula. 'There could be infection.'





Out of his large canvas holdall Alvarez produced a roll of cloth which he spread out. It was a body bag. Between them, Newman and Alvarez laid the corpse inside the body bag, which Alvarez, immediately and with care, zipped up. It was a difficult task and Newman was breathing heavily as he followed Alvarez's example, taking off the gloves, throwing them into the sea. The two men thoroughly washed their hands at the edge of the water then took off the makeshift handkerchief masks and threw them after the gloves.





Alvarez walked over to where Tweed waited with Paula and Marler. He also was breathing heavily.





"That is Martinez, guard master at Black Ridge, the man shot by Nield and you, Paula. Give me your handguns,' he went on as Nield joined them. 'Someone later used a shotgun on him but Ballistics might still identify your bullets.'





When they handed over their weapons Alvarez walked back to the water's edge and hurled each weapon a great distance past one of the island rocks. By the time he returned Marler had handed Paula a spare Browning, a Smith & Wesson to Nield - weapons he extracted from his own large holdall. He also gave them spare ammo.





'You did a lot of shopping in San Francisco.' Paula yelled above the wind.





'Spent a lot of money.' Marler grinned. 'Never know when spares will come in useful!'





'The water is very deep where your weapons dropped.' Alvarez told them. 'Now we have to carry that body bag to the cars, put it in one of the trunks. It will be hard work...'





They had a terrible job transporting the body bag. Tweed and Newman had hold of the front end while Alvarez and Nield grasped the back. They had to trudge slowly through the soft sand with the wind battering their backs as it increased in fury, whipping up more sand particles in their faces.





The going was easier when they reached the path beneath the cypresses but the bag seemed to get heavier and heavier. At one point Alvarez called a halt to give everyone a break from their hideous task. Paula, who had borrowed the torch from Alvarez, had led the way, shining the beam along the narrow twisting path.





They resumed their task. As they came in sight Butler saw what was happening. He had the boot opened up and the four carriers eased it inside. With a sigh of relief Newman hammered the boot shut.





'How in God's name did a man shot near McGee's Landing get into the sea?' he wondered aloud.





'I guess Brand came back for the body later, found a shotgun someone had left, emptied it into the body -heaven knows why. Then he must have had a bedroll -something - and used it to heave it into the trunk of his own car. He probably passed us at Mission Ranch while we were eating outside.' Alvarez suggested.





'But why?' Paula asked.





'Probably because he didn't want any evidence found about what happened near McGee's Landing. So he brings the body along the coast road, dumps it over a cliff. His bad luck was in not realizing the current would bring it in to Pfeiffer Beach.' He smiled. 'Plus the sharp eyes of Paula.'





'So what do we do with it now?'





'We deliver it to VB.' Tweed said. 'I don't think he will be best pleased. I suspect Mr Joel Brand has been going into business on his own.'









The atmosphere at Black Ridge had quietened down. The searchlights were still revolving slowly over the grounds, but there was no sign of the small horde of guards they had seen earlier. Despite Newman's protests, Tweed insisted on getting out of the parked Merc, by the closed gates. He walked up to the speakphone built into one of the pillars, pressed the button.





'Who is it?'





Surprised, Tweed recognized Moloch's distinctive quiet voice.





Tweed here. We have a body of one of your men here. Dragged out of the ocean. I think you ought to see it.'





"The gates are opening. Drive in. I'll meet you on the terrace.'





Tweed climbed back in the Merc, beside Newman. The automatic gates were already opening. As they drove in Marler, behind the wheel of the BMW, followed a short distance, then parked by the right-hand gate so it couldn't be closed, providing an escape route.





'I can see why VB has succeeded even in the tough free-for-all which is American business,' Tweed mused. 'He can take an instant decision.'





'What are you doing?' Paula wanted to know.





'Divide and conquer.'





'All right. Be cryptic.'





The searchlights had been adjusted, so Newman was able to proceed up the drive without their glare in his eyes. Moloch, dressed in black tie and a dinner jacket, waited for them under a lantern on the steps. He greeted them with a smile.





'Welcome, Tweed. Your visits here are becoming a habit, I hope. Please come inside. It's chilly out here. And who is the very attractive young lady?'





'My assistant, Paula Grey.'





'I admire your taste.' He shook her hand. 'Can I poach you from Tweed? As my personal assistant. Vanity has handed in her notice.'





'Before we go in,' Tweed suggested, 'I think you should have a brief look at the contents of our boot.'





Newman was already standing at the rear of the car. Pressing a button, the lid elevated. Using another pair of surgical gloves Alvarez had given him, he unzipped the top of the body bag, stood well back.





'Not too close,' he warned.





The lantern on the terrace shone directly on Martinez's dead face. It had a puffy ghoulish look but was still recognizable. Moloch walked forward, stood by Newman. His expression was grim. He stepped back.





'Where did you find him?'





'Floating in to Pfeiffer Beach.' replied Alvarez. 'He hasn't been in the ocean all that long otherwise you wouldn't know who it was.'





Newman zipped up the bag, closed the boot quickly, took off his gloves. Fountains were gushing on the terrace. He went to one of them, dropped the gloves in the water, washed his hands.





'We'd better go inside.' Moloch said in a calm voice. 'Your present is a trifle macabre. This is my birthday, hence my dressing up - something which bores me. Ah, let me introduce you to my deputy, Joel Brand.'





Brand had appeared, also in black tie and dinner jacket. Paula was surprised at how smart he looked. He gazed straight at her, smiling.





'Just what was missing from the party. A desirable woman.'





'Good evening, Bastard.' Paula replied.





Brand threw back his large head, his shaggy black hair falling over his collar. He grinned and Paula detected a certain magnetism. An unsophisticated woman would find him endearing, she thought.





'I like a lady with guts,' Brand told her.





"That will be enough, Joel,' Moloch said in an icy tone. He looked back to where Newman had climbed back in the car behind the wheel. 'Surely you will join us? I am not going to put a bomb under your car.'





'I know someone else who might.' Newman stared hard at Brand. "Thank you, but I'll stay right here.'





Moloch nodded, then led the way into the vast and luxurious room he had shown Tweed. The marble blocks were decorated with crystal vases full of varied flowers. Moloch waved a hand.





"That is the staff's idea. A shocking waste of money. Now do sit down. Champagne for everyone?'





Paula perched on the edge of a couch where she could easily reach her new Browning. She accepted a glass. Tweed asked for orange juice. As Moloch served drinks she looked round at the crowded room. Byron Landis, looking nervous was also perched on the edge of a couch. She counted twenty members of the staff, a mix of men and women, all dressed for the party. Light music drifted across the marble room. Then the atmosphere changed dramatically.





'Champagne, Joel.' Moloch said, holding out a glass.





Brand reached for the glass with one large hand, but Moloch held on to it. Puzzled, Brand stared at his chief. Hie whole room had noticed, the babble of conversation vanished in a deep silence, punctuated only by the music.





'Joel, Martinez has returned. He's outside in the trunk of a car. In a body bag.'





A swift mix of expressions crowded Brand's face. Amazement. Disbelief. Fear. Then he recovered his balance, speaking in a strong voice.





'I don't understand.'





'I thought you might. He was dragged out of the ocean close to Pfeiffer Beach.'





'You mean he committed suicide?' Brand suggested.





'No, I don't. He's been riddled with a shotgun. Not a pretty sight. What's the matter, Joel? Don't you like champagne? You look as though you need a glass.'





Moloch pressed the glass forward. Paula noticed Brand grasped the glass with a steady hand. He was shaken but he had nerve - the dangerous nerve of a man without feeling. Moloch turned away as his deputy drank.





'You know,' he said, sitting next to Tweed, 'one of my problems is with staff - especially those at the top. There is always rivalry - one trying to stab the other in the back. Or maybe they use a garrotte.'





Paula was watching Landis. She saw his hand tighten on his glass so strongly she thought the glass would shatter. Moloch raised his own glass, toasting the whole room.





'This is my birthday party. There isn't enough noise. Enjoy yourselves.'





The babble broke out again, but now Paula detected a false note, as though everyone was anxious to obey the order. Turning to Tweed, Moloch lowered his voice.





'You should see my empire. Come with me. Paula,





you also are invited. And your friend. I didn't catch your name.'





'Alvarez.' said Alvarez stiffly.









Paula was amazed at the grotesque series of events. First, by the iron-nerved way Moloch had reacted to the sight of Martinez's body. Second, by the strange atmosphere of the birthday party. Above all, by Moloch's ruthless confrontation of Joel Brand in public.





As they walked along a corridor a small, tough and stocky man with a large head appeared from a doorway. He had a gun inside a holster hanging from a wide belt round his thick waist.





"This is Hogan, now appointed guard master,' Moloch explained. 'Excuse me a moment while I have a word with him.'





Despite his taking Hogan aside and speaking in a low tone Paula, with her acute hearing, heard every word.





"There is a Merc, parked outside. Ignore the man at the wheel. Take two men, open the trunk and remove the body bag inside. Deposit it in the large fridge inside one of the garages. Then lock the garage and keep the key yourself.'





Paula was watching Tweed. Only because she knew him so well was she able to detect a sense of relief. Tweed felt a load had been taken off his shoulders. He had hoped this was what would happen - before leaving the car he had ordered Newman not to interfere if Moloch's men took away the body bag. He had taken a tremendous gamble back at the exit from Pfeiffer Beach - when he had told his team to transport the corpse to Black Ridge. The gamble had paid off.





'Sorry about that. I'll lead the way. What you are going to see was Vanity's idea. I think it's arrogant, but it does impress American businessmen. In here.' Moloch led them into a room which was not his normal office.





The walls were covered with maps. One of the States. Another of South America. The third of Europe. The last of Asia. On each one were large circles indicating where Moloch had plants.





Tweed stared at the maps. Moloch's empire was vaster than he had realized, greater than the data Monica had unearthed. The sheer world sweep of AMBECO was frightening.





'You cover a fair amount of territory.' Tweed remarked.





"The largest conglomerate in the world.' Moloch replied. 'I am not impressed by its size, but one fight led to another.'





'Where is Vanity, incidentally?' Paula asked.





'I have no idea. Perhaps, like me, she doesn't like parties. Now I want to introduce you to someone.'





He showed them inside his small office where a tall, good-looking American was making notes, checking a sheaf of papers. He stood up as soon as Moloch entered.





"This is Ed Keller.' said Moloch. 'He is the partner in the late Linda Standish's private investigation agency. He came here to look into the disappearance of Luis Martinez. Ed, this is Tweed, a top insurance claims investigator.'





'I've heard of you.' Keller said as he shook hands. 'When Linda visited London you were very kind to her.'





'I hope so. I suppose you are also investigating the disappearance of Mr Moloch's women assistants who are still missing?'





'Never give up. Especially as I'm also determined to track down The Accountant - he murdered my partner. Seems he moves like a ghost.'





'He'll find himself in the wrong place at the wrong time.' Tweed assured the American. 'Now, we really must leave. And thank you for your hospitality, Mr Moloch.'









The strains of dance music filtered into the hall, striking Paula as uncanny when she recalled recent events. A dance of death? Outside, when Moloch had ushered them out and closed the door, Paula saw Vanity sitting next to Newman in the car. She was amused because they swiftly disentangled themselves from an embrace. Newman jumped out, went round to open the door for Vanity to leave.





"The removal men arrived just before Vanity found me here.' he called out to Tweed.





'Removal men?' Vanity queried.





'Furniture.' Newman replied.





'I ought to get back to the party now.' Vanity commented and said good night to everyone.





As they drove down the slope they saw the right-hand gate was still open, blocked by the BMW. Newman continued on to the highway, followed by Marler, turning in the direction of Carmel.





"Three thugs removed the body bag.' Newman reported. 'Never said a word. What's the idea?'





'It was rather a desperate decision I took.' Tweed explained, 'but it worked wonderfully. My aim was to get the top people at each other's throats. Angry men make the wrong move. A form of psychological warfare. Now, what have we up there?'





Parked outside the terrace of The Apex was a car. Mrs Benyon had a visitor. This was the second unexpected twist of the night. Tweed told Newman to drive up the slope to The Apex.
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Tweed's dangerous gamble had succeeded beyond his most hopeful expectations. Moloch returned to his office the moment his guests, including Keller, had left, summoned Brand, Landis and Hogan. He was behind his desk as they came in together.





'Don't sit down!' he shouted at them. 'Stand up and stand still.'





'Something wrongRIGHT SQUARE BRACKET' Brand began.





'Shut your big trap! Martinez's body is in the large fridge in a locked garage. Hogan, give me the key.'





Nervously, Hogan trudged forward, laid the key on the desk.





'Now go back and stand where you were,' Moloch barked.





'Isn't it dangerous to keep a body on theRIGHT SQUARE BRACKET' Brand began again.





'It's dangerous to open your stupid mouth. Don't do it again or you're finished,' Moloch raged.





'Excuse me, but I don't know why I am here,' Landis ventured.





'You're here because one of you murdered Martinez with a shotgun, then walked off with half a million dollars.'





'Shotgun?' Hogan sounded puzzled.





'A shotgun, you ham-fisted cretin. I've checked the roster. All of you were absent from Black Ridge this afternoon.' His voice became an alarming purr. 'Did someone play truant while I was away in San Francisco?'





'I went into Carmel to meet a girl,' Landis mumbled.





'A call girl, I presume?' Moloch sneered. 'Her name?'





'Lola.'





'It would be. Give me her address. I'll have Keller check that out.'





'I was her last customer.' Landis adjusted his black tie, a nervous gesture Moloch noted. 'She'd borrowed a flat on Junipero from another girl. When I left she was off to San Francisco. She said the money was better there.'





'How very convenient. Her last name?'





'Never knew it.' Landis mumbled.





'May I ask a question?' Brand suggested quietly.





'If it's relevant. It had better be.'





'You mentioned the loss of half a million dollars...'





'I wondered which of you would be the first one to pick up on that. Taken from the safe. You gave the combination to Hogan when he was appointed guard master?'





'Yes, I did.' Brand said eagerly.





Hogan looked at him. His face was a picture of uncontrolled hate.





'So, all three of you could have opened the safe.' Moloch said fiercely. 'Now I wonder which one of you is now half a million dollars richer?'





'May I ask you, who is this Keller?' Brand asked in the same quiet voice.





'He's the man who is going to investigate all three of you inside out and upside-down.'





'I don't like that,' protested Brand.





'So what are you going to do about it?' Moloch purred. 'And where were you this afternoon?'





'I went fishing.'





'Gone fishing!' Moloch's tone was like a whiplash. 'Catch anything?'





'No. The wind blew up.'





'Anyone with you who can confirm your thin story?'





'I went alone. I always do.'





'What about you, Landis? Meet anyone during your kicks trip?'





'No, I didn't. Not anyone I can remember.'





'And what happened to you, Mr Hogan?' Moloch demanded.





'I drove up Palo Eldorado. I was looking for that girl Ethan sees. I was going to warn her off.'





'How very noble of you. See anyone who can confirm that?'





'Don't see anyone up Palo Eldorado. The hippies hide when they see you coming.'





'Great!' Moloch threw up his hands. 'So not one of you has an alibi. You're all suspect.' He leaned forward. 'Well, you might like to know why Martinez is having a freezing time in the fridge. I'm bringing in a Medical Examiner to check exactly how he died.'





'But that's dangerousRIGHT SQUARE BRACKET' Brand began again.





'Dangerous for one of you. The ME I'll use is in my pocket. May take a few days before I get his report. Now, all of you - get the hell out of here. Get on with your jobs.'





When he was alone in his office Moloch stood up, stared out of the window down at the coast where the Pacific roared. It suited his mood. The three key men at the summit of his organization would be disturbed, but he'd had no option. At this vital moment when the coming operation was soon to be launched chaos reigned.





Then he remembered that Ethan was missing. Why on earth had he disobeyed orders and gone to see his mother?









Tweed got out of the car as Newman turned off the engine. It was parked just below the terrace running round The Apex. He asked Newman and Alvarez to stay with the car while he visited Mrs Benyon with Paula.





Then he heard above the howl of the wind and through a ventilator by the front door the scream of a voice. It sounded like a soul in the torment of hell.





'I'll kill you! I said I would. I'll kill you, you hideous creature. I'll kill California!'





Tweed pounced on the iron knocker, hammering it down with great force. He glanced at Paula. She took out her automatic, held it by the barrel, slammed at the ventilator with the butt. There was a sudden silence as the wind dropped briefly.





They heard someone on the far side of the door releasing chains, unlocking several locks. The door opened slowly and Paula slipped her automatic inside her shoulder bag when she saw who it was. Ethan stood framed in the doorway, illuminated by an inside light.





His eyes were almost staring out of his head. His tie was loose, his hair all over the place. He gazed at them and then smiled strangely, pointing a finger at Tweed.





'I know you. I showed you the upper chamber at Black Ridge. You were interested in my chart recorders. Yes, I know you.'





'May we come in, please?' Tweed suggested. 'It's rather cold out here.'





'My mother awaits you. Damn her to hell.'





He pushed past them, ran round the corner. As they entered they heard his car engine starting up. Paula closed the door on the elements as Tweed walked into the living room. Just as on his previous visit Mrs Benyon sat upright in her thronelike chair.





'Good evening, Mr Tweed. And Paula. Please do sit down. I expect you heard my son. He's a little upset. There's a party up at Black Ridge. Vincent's birthday. May he never see another.'





'Not very charitable,' Tweed replied. 'And we did hear your son. A little upset? He sounded to be in a manic rage.'





'I don't like the word manic.'





'Mrs Benyon.' Tweed said gently, 'this is important. Has Ethan ever needed medical attention? Has he ever had what they call a nervous breakdown? Doesn't he need help?'





'Oh, no!' She hammered the stick in her right hand. 'Not one of those places. Not again. Thaf s why he hates me.'





'Not again? Then there has been trouble in the past?'





'You are British. I would not tell this to an American. They gabble.' She paused. 'When he was working for a Professor Weatherby back home Ethan was obsessive. He thought he had discovered some new theory in seismology. He didn't let Weatherby know what he was doing. He began behaving strangely. He would shout at me at the top of his voice. He even did it to strangers in the street. They thought he was going to attack them. They reported him to the police. I had to do something.'





'Yes, I understand.' Tweed's voice was persuasive, sympathetic. 'What did you do?'





'A special doctor saw him. He coaxed me into signing a piece of paper. Ethan was taken away for treatment. That was after he had left Weatherby. Ethan has never forgiven me. In a few months he recovered. But he has never forgiven me.' she repeated. "That is why he hates me.'





'Must be difficult for you.' Paula suggested.





'He goes into a trance of rage. The only way I can bring him out of it is to hit him with my stick. Vincent doesn't understand. He came in once when I struck Ethan with both my sticks. Vincent tore the sticks out of my grasp, broke them, threw them on that fire. Luckily I had spare sticks.'





Oh, come on, Paula thought. You can walk as well as I can. You're just trying to intimidate VB. Sounds as though it doesn't work.





'I could talk to Vincent.' Tweed suggested while Paula was thinking, 'but certain events have taken place recently at Black Ridge which would make this the wrong moment. What did Ethan mean when he screamed, "I'll kill California"?'





'I've no idea. Just his bad temper. He doesn't like the Americans. Says they're too brash for his liking.'





'Yet he works for one.'





'No, he doesn't. Moloch is a Belgian. He's kept his Belgian citizenship. Ethan prefers Europeans.'





'Is he rather shy?' Tweed asked.





'Always has been. His whole mind is devoted to seismology and to breaking through new frontiers in his field.'





Tweed sat silent for a short time, deep in thought. Paula knew he was taking a decision. He spoke suddenly.





'You are British, Mrs Benyon.'





'Yes. And proud of it. I lived in Cheltenham before I came out here when Ethan was offered this huge job by VB.'





'I would advise you to be ready to go home at a moment's notice. To transfer all your assets to a bank in Cheltenham. Would you consider doing that?'





'Yes, I'd like to go home,' she said instantly. 'I have faced the fact I can't do anything more for Ethan. And his latest threat was the last straw.'





'I repeat,' Tweed emphasized, 'be ready to leave at a moment's notice. Pack up now as far as you can. Don't forget to transfer your assets back to Britain in the morning. Just hold on to enough to keep you going for a few days.'





'When should I go, then?'





'When I phone you. I will use the code word Angelo so you know it is me talking. Mention this to no one. And I think perhaps we should go now.'





"Thank you, Mr Tweed.' She held out her hand. 'It has taken a load off my mind - talking to you. If I may say so you are a very kind man.'





'I don't know about that.' Tweed smiled at her. 'But one thing is for sure - I am a very realistic man. Your phone number is ...' He gave her a number. 'I noticed it on the phone in the hall.'





'You have a remarkable memory.'





'Just a knack for remembering figures.' Tweed winked at her. 'Don't get up - we can see ourselves out...'









'What was all that about?' Paula asked.





They were sitting in the back of the Merc. Tweed didn't reply. He was staring out of the window at the wild coast below as they moved along Highway One -back towards Carmel. Behind them Marler followed in the BMW with Butler and Nield. After a while Tweed spoke.





'Alvarez, do you think it would still be possible to contact Cord Dillon?'





'I don't know. You mean if we elevated the aerial?'





'Yes. But only when we get back to Spanish Bay.'





'We could try,' Alvarez said in a dubious tone. 'I suppose it would depend on what you wanted. All backup for us has been withdrawn.'





'This would be to request the ultimate support.' Tweed said grimly.





 He didn't elaborate. Paula glanced at him and he was sunk in thought again. The storm coming off the Pacific was increasing in fury. It began to rain heavily. Great sweeping curtains of rain flooded the windscreen and Newman slowed. The wipers were full on. Whip-whap-whip-whap ... They passed again through steep sandstone gulches with walls rising vertically on either side. They were furrowed vertically where previous storms had cut into them. Tweed began to hum a popular song.





'You sound surprisingly cheerful now.' Paula observed.





'I am. I have just made up my mind what to do. I'm going to set a trap for The Accountant.'





'How are you going to do that?'





'By providing bait which will be irresistible.'





'What bait?'





Again he made no attempt to elaborate. Rain was streaming down the windscreen like a waterfall, the wipers were finding it difficult to cope. Newman leaned forward, straining to check where he was. It was only because he had driven along Highway One several times that he knew what was coming next. They passed several cars parked illegally, headlights full on - drivers who had felt unable to cope any longer.





Rivers poured across the road, the Merc.'s wheels sent up great gushes of spray. How Newman was able to continue driving was beyond Paula. Alvarez kept stroking his hand over his dark hair, a nervous gesture. Paula's hands were clenched together in her lap. Only Tweed seemed indifferent to the appalling weather conditions.





'We're approaching Carmel,' Newman said eventually. 'It gets a bit wet here, doesn't it?'





The storm withdrew as swiftly as it had blown up. They were just about to pass Mission Ranch when Tweed tapped Newman on the shoulder.





'Slow to a crawl. There are still lights in Mission Ranch. They must have kept the place open because of the storm. See that car just leaving ahead? Grenville is behind the wheel. Follow him.'









Inside the Standish apartment he had rented cheaply -due to the murder, well-publicized - of the previous occupant, Maurice prepared to leave to keep his rendezvous. His lean face was freshly shaven, he wore a smart two-piece suit, and the last thing he did after putting on a trenchcoat, was to pull an object from the inside of his sleeping bag and thrust it into his pocket.





'I'd make a good hippie,' he said to himself, 'but not in the outfit I'm wearing.'





Inside the metal cabinets where Linda Standish had kept her files on previous cases he had found a blank space. All the files had been carted off to police headquarters. Linda had also used the cabinet to store a few clothes. Maurice had found a rail and on one side several good clothes hung from it. On the other were the worn second-hand clothes he'd picked up from a local thrift shop.






He checked his watch again. He would be in good time for his rendezvous with the man who would be coming to meet him. He thanked Heaven the rain had stopped as he left the apartment and walked down the staircase and into the damp night.









'Can't I persuade you to stay?' Moloch asked Vanity in his office. 'If it's a question of money ...'





'It isn't - not now.' She smiled at him as she sat in the chair facing his desk. 'I've accepted a very lucrative job in New York. I've signed a contract.'





'Contracts can be broken.' Moloch persisted. 'I can break any contract.'





'But I can't.' She smiled again. 'You've found me trustworthy. If I broke my word to my new employer then how could you go on trusting me?'





'Which company?'





'I can't tell you that. Secrecy is part of the contract.' She smiled again. 'I'll be here a bit longer. That gives you time to find a replacement.'





'I'll double your pay.'





Vanity shook her red mane, smiled again. 'No can do. And if you're worried I'll break any confidences between us, I won't. Keeping the faith is part of my way of life. And now, if you don't mind, I'm tired and I'd like to get some sleep.'





When she had gone VB spent a long time staring out of his window, watching the great explosions of surf as the ocean broke against the rocks. Out at sea the Baja, large as she was, heaved and tossed under the impact of the storm. He shuddered, went out into the corridor.





From the direction of the marble room where the party was still in progress, he saw Ethan coming towards him. The boffin glared at him, walked past without a word. There had been a fanatical look in his staring eyes which worried Moloch. His whole world seemed to be crumbling.





Going back to his office, he took a trenchcoat from a hook behind the door, put it on quickly, then hurried to the rear of Black Ridge where a Sikorsky chopper waited. A roster of pilots was permanently on duty so he could take off at any time. The pilot dropped to the ground inside the hangar.





'Any instructions, Chief?'





'Yes. Very important. The machine must be kept fully fuelled for take-off at any hour. A pilot must be on duty here round the clock. I'm sending guards to keep everyone else away from the machine. Check the roster now -inform the other pilots ...'





Inside the building he met Hogan, swaggering along a corridor. Hogan noticed VB's pale face looked even paler than usual.





'Make sure a team of guards is on duty at the hangar where the Sikorsky is waiting. Twenty-four hours a day. There's a bonus if you do a real job.'





He hurried back to his office, closed the door, tore off the trenchcoat, hung it from the hook, ran to his desk.





Opening a deep locked drawer, he took out a radiophone. Within minutes he was instructing the pilot of his Lear jet, standing in an outer area at San Francisco International.





'Ben. Ready the jet for a flight to London. Polar route, of course. Stand by for my arrival at any moment.'
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Grenville seemed so intent on driving to his destination he didn't notice the Merc, following him with dipped lights. There was other traffic about - men and women going home after waiting for the storm to abate - which helped Newman to hide his presence.





'Where is he going?' Paula asked as Grenville entered Carmel.





"That's what we want to find out.' Tweed replied. 'Perhaps he was delayed by the storm. He seems in a hurry to get to wherever he is going.'





'Maybe he's going to the police station on the corner of Junipero and 4th.' Alvarez said sardonically.





'I doubt that.' replied Tweed.





'Well, that's where we are. On Junipero.'





Newman was crawling. He suddenly turned down 5th Avenue, parked just beyond the corner. Tweed and Alvarez were out of the car instantly, followed by Paula. They peered round the corner.





"That's Maurice he's meeting. All tarted up.' Paula exclaimed.





Alvarez had produced a pair of night glasses from his holdall. He focused them, then whistled softly.





'I'm damn sure Maurice just handed Grenville a packet. My guess is the packet contains cocaine. Now Maurice is getting into Grenville's car.'





They ran back to the Merc., told Newman what was happening. He drove back round the corner after making a U-turn, just in time to see Grenville's car disappearing down a turning past the next block. He followed. They then found they were touring the blocks of Carmel, constantly turning in a different direction. After five minutes Grenville parked outside the entrance to a courtyard. Both men left the car, vanished inside the yard.





'Only one place they can have gone at this time of night,' Alvarez commented. 'I know that courtyard. Papa's.'





'Who on earth is Papa?' asked Paula.





'Only the biggest drug dealer on the West Coast. The police have never been able to get anything on him.'





'Does it tell us anything?' she persisted.





'It tells me who the go-between is,' Tweed commented.





'Go-between?' queried Paula.





'Back to Spanish Bay.' Tweed ordered. 'It's vital I get in touch with Cord Dillon.'









They parked in the usual place behind the hotel. Newman was pressing buttons, after elevating the aerial. With not much hope, Tweed grasped the microphone.





Tweed here. Anyone out there?'





'Only me,' Dillon's voice answered. 'What the hell is it?'





'We're planning to leave California in a hurry,' Tweed said, speaking rapidly. 'It could be within the next few days. That's pretty near a certainty.'





'Glad to hear it. I told you to go home.'





'Cord, it will be an emergency exit. I need transport for an unknown number of passengers. An aircraft to take us fast to San Francisco International. The pick-up to be somewhere between Spanish Bay and Big Sur. Precise details of where we are at the last moment.'





'A Chinook.' Dillon replied promptly. 'Day or nighttime pick-up?'





'Could be either.'





Alvarez reached for the microphone, took a firm hold on it. His voice was calm, positive.





'Cord, Alvarez here. When pick-up point is known tell your pilot I'll signal - if it's night - with four flashes, brief interval, four more flashes and so on. If it's daytime, I'll wave my handgun round and round over the top of my head.'





'Got it,' Dillon replied. "The Chinook will arrive Monterey airport within hours, then wait. I have one in your area. Understood?'





'Understood. Thank you.'





'I've heard of a Chinook,' Paula said when Alvarez had placed the microphone back on its hook. 'What exactly is it?'





'Helicopter. Big job. Can carry forty troops. Funny shape. We're in business, Tweed.'





'He didn't ask why you weren't back in Washington,' commented Paula.





'No, he didn't.'









Back in his apartment, Tweed told Paula to check with the concierge that their earlier bookings for a flight to London were being reconfirmed day to day.





'Also add the names Mrs Benyon, Alvarez, and Julie Davenport.'





'Who is this Julie Davenport?'





'My secret weapon. Remember, in the States Julie is sometimes the shortened version of Julian.'





'And I'm not supposed to ask who Julian is?'





"That's right. Also book a seat for Peregrine Hamilton.'





'If you say so. I think I'll do it now. I noticed when we came in the lobby was deserted except for a few staff. No one will be there to eavesdrop on meRIGHT SQUARE BRACKET'





She broke off, on the point of leaving the apartment, when the phone rang. She picked it up, listened, handed it to Tweed.





'It's Hoarse Voice,' she whispered.





'Tweed here.'





He listened, then gestured for Paula to wait. Paula saw him frown, then he listened again. It was quite a few minutes before he put down the phone.





'Yes,' he said, 'do as I suggested.'





'So we are getting out of California?'





'Soon. If we survive. I should send you home now.'





'You know my answer to that. I'm going along to the lobby.'





 As she hurried along the corridor the words echoed in her mind. If we survive.









On her way to breakfast the following morning Paula met Vanity. She thought the normally exuberant Vanity Richmond looked preoccupied.





'Good morning, Vanity.' she said. 'Another lovely day. What are you doing here? I thought you slept at Black Ridge.'





'I do, but I couldn't do that - sleep, I mean. So I got up early and decided to come here for breakfast.'





'Let's have it together.'





'Great idea.'





'I hear you're leaving your job with Moloch.' Paula said casually as they sat down at a table in Roy's. I'd have thought it would be difficult to get a bigger job than the one you have.'





'Not really. In any case, I feel it's time to have a change. Wanderlust you'd call it, I suppose.'





'Admit it,' Paula teased her, 'you're just a natural career girl.'





For the first time Vanity smiled. They chatted for a while and then Vanity said she had to go to the powder room but she would be back. Left on her own Paula's mind moved into high gear. What was going on?





There was something ominous in the way Tweed had made arrangements for a sudden departure at short notice. Why were the next few days so important? Who were the extra passengers Tweed had asked her to book seats for on the flight home? Why did they need a helicopter to reach San Francisco? And what was the 'bait' Tweed proposed using to trap The Accountant? Paula did not feel at all happy about what was happening.





The odd thing was she had sensed a similar unease in Vanity's attitude. It was as though some sinister unidentified menace was hanging over them. Vanity came back after quite an absence. She picked up her shoulder bag off her chair.





'Sorry, Paula. I've had a call to return to Black Ridge at once. I suppose His Lordship has another mountain of work he wants me to attend to yesterday. Please do excuse me.'





When she had gone Paula got up from the breakfast table. If Vanity had gone to the powder room, why hadn't she taken her shoulder bag?









She was crossing the lobby when Grenville appeared from nowhere. He took her by the arm, was at his most charming.





'You go with the morning and the weather. Bright and beautiful.'





"Thank you.' She noticed he had pouches of fatigue under his eyes, but he still carried himself erect and had his normal air of self-confidence and bounce. 'What are you doing today?' she asked.





'Trying to find Maurice. He's disappeared. Blighter owes me a large sum of money. Shouldn't have granted him the loan - he'll just spend it on drink. Awful thing to say about a fellow countryman, but you must have noticed. Everyone else has.'





'He struck me as being very sober when I met him once in Cornwall.'





She was watching Grenville as she spoke. He looked thoughtful. Then he guided her to a couch. Settling himself, he glanced at her.





'Funny rumour going round about Tweed. Heard it at breakfast. Chap told me Tweed was going to the flat where that Standish woman was murdered. Thinks he can find some evidence the police overlooked, I suppose.'





'Who told you that?' Paula asked quickly.





'Don't know the chap from Adam. An Englishman. Not one of my people at the club I run.'





'When is he going there?' Paula demanded.





'Hold on, old girl. You sound like The Thatcher in one of her wilder moods. The answer is I've no idea. Whole thing sounded barmy to me. Then another chap, Dawlish, who attends Anglo-Pacific do's, told me the same thing. Place seems abuzz with the rumour. Off already?'





'I've just remembered a phone call I've got to make. A friend c'









Almost in a panic, which she forced herself to quell, Paula hurried to Tweed's room. She pressed the bell repeatedly, got no response. Running along the corridor, she pushed open a heavy door leading to the lawn and the terraces outside rooms. No one was about as she continued running to the outside of Tweed's room.





She stopped on his patio, peered inside the living room. No sign of Tweed. She hammered on the window with her clenched fist. Maybe he was taking a bath. Pressing her face against the glass, she saw the door leading into the bathroom from the entrance to the living room was open. He would never have left it open if he was taking a bath or a shower.





She ran back to her own room. She had left the windows open to let in fresh air. Slipping inside, she tore into the bedroom, went down on her hands and knees, tore free the pouch containing spare ammo she had Sellotaped to the underside of the bed.





She went out the direct way, through her bathroom, then stopped. The large circular mirror about five inches in diameter, which she used occasionally when applying make-up for a special occasion, was gone. It was the type which folded down into a compact disc. What the hell was going on?





Then she remembered she'd noticed the window she'd left open was closed more than she had left it. Someone had come into the room from the outside. To pinch a make-up mirror? She knew something strange was happening but couldn't work out what it was.





Restless, she left her apartment, hurried out of the hotel in search of Newman. She reached the lobby doors leading to the outside world just in time to see Grenville pulling away in his car. In the distance she saw Vanity's car disappearing round a bend, exceeding the speed limit inside the hotel's grounds. Where was everyone going?





Moving swiftly, she walked along the arcade of shops leading to the car park where Newman left the Merc. Butler was sitting behind the wheel. He got out, gave a rare smile.





'You're off too, then?'





'Who else has left?'





'Well, Vanity just took off like a rocket. Then Grenville drove after her, at a more sedate pace.'





'I know that. I saw them going. Where is Newman?'





'Taking a shower. He told me to stay here to watch over the car. Apparently Tweed told him last night nothing was happening this morning, so he could sleep in. He told Marler the same thing. All quiet on the Western Front.'





'Is it? Has anyone else left? Where is the BMW?'





'Oh, Tweed took that. I offered to go with him as back-up but he said he was only going to interview someone in Carmel, that it would be better if he was on his own...'





'When did he leave?'





'Must be half an hour ago. Funny thing was he took one of my Walthers with him. Said maybe that would make me feel better about not going with him.'





'Oh, my God!'





I'm going to set a trap for The Accountant... By providing bait which will be irresistible.





With horror she recalled Tweed's words the previous evening. Then she realized the significance of the rumours Grenville had told her about. Tweed had spread them. He had probably phoned Black Ridge anonymously, giving someone the same rumour. It would be all over Black Ridge - large company staffs were always gossip shops. It hit her like a blow in the stomach. Tweed himself was setting himself up as the bait inside the Standish apartment. And he had decided to take on this dangerous job all on his own.
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Tweed sat at the desk where Linda Standish had died. He had brought with him a sheaf of Spanish Bay note-paper. On the sheets, now scattered over the bloodstained desk, were various meaningless figures he had scribbled at random. On one sheet was a list of suspects.





In front of him, partly concealed by one of the sheets, was the make-up mirror he had borrowed from Paula's apartment. From Paula's description of her horrific experience when The Accountant had attempted to garrotte her, he had realized the murderer must have crept out from the toilet behind him. The non-magnifying side of the mirror was now angled so he could partly see behind himself.





The right-hand drawer beside him was half open. Under a sheet of notepaper was the Walther he had obtained from Butler.





Prior to settling himself behind the desk, he had wandered round the block, noting the cars parked by the kerb. He had seen Maurice emerging from the exit to the courtyard. Maurice had paused, went back inside as though to fetch something he had forgotten. He was smartly dressed in a lightweight business suit.





Tweed had continued strolling round the block to give Maurice time to leave the apartment. In his pocket Tweed had a bunch of skeleton keys given to him by Marler on a previous occasion.





Earlier, well before leaving Spanish Bay, he had used the phone to call several people who had been at Grenville's Anglo-Pacific party. He had told them he had heard that Tweed was visiting the Standish apartment during the morning. He had also made an anonymous call to Black Ridge, giving Hogan, who had answered the phone, the same message. Since most of the British residents were bored a lot of the time, he had no doubt they would chatter about what he had told them.





Satisfied that he had given Maurice sufficient time to depart, he had entered the courtyard, climbed the iron staircase.





The fourth skeleton key had opened the door to the





apartment. Entering cautiously, he had observed Maurice's sleeping bag spread out against one wall. Leaving the front door open a few inches, he had explored the room. It had a fusty smell.





When he opened the tall metal cabinet he had seen how Maurice had two wardrobes. One of old shabby clothes, the other of smart suits. He had smiled to himself, closed the door again. When he tried to open the door to the toilet it was firmly jammed shut. He remembered the difficult job Detective Anderson had had, pushing his whole weight against it to gain access.





It was then that he had settled himself in the chair behind the desk, had started his swift scribbling. Buried deep inside the courtyard, Tweed could hear no sound of traffic, no sound at all. The heavy silence which would have disturbed most people had no effect on him.





He had deliberately told none of his team what he intended. Any sign of guards watching the yard - even from a distance - could scare off The Accountant. After sitting there motionless there had been a brief incident, but he had dealt with it in his usual calm way. He began scribbling more useless figures on one of the sheets. An immobile figure might well arouse suspicion if The Accountant decided to visit him.





Tweed was iron-nerved. The fact that he had set himself up as a target for an assassin who had never been caught caused him no anxiety. And his patience was infinite. The only sound he heard was of footsteps walking across the cobbled yard below the staircase. He waited for the footsteps to mount the staircase, but they receded. The locals probably used the yard as a shortcut.





Several times he dropped his hand inside the open drawer to make sure he could grab the Walther quickly. The movement became practised. It was all a question now of whether his rumours had reached the right person.





He glanced at his list of suspects. He was convinced that among the list of names was that of the assassin. But he was uncertain which name was that of the killer who called himself - or herself - The Accountant.





Tweed had taken one other precaution before entering the apartment. While strolling round the block he had observed down a side street a curious shop sign - one of many in Carmel, a town of quaint and complex character. The symbol was of a large wooden pipe, curved downwards rather like a Sherlock Holmes pipe.





Walking into the tiny shop, he had bought a tin of cigars. Outside, he had emptied the cigars into a litter bin. He had then prised off the lid, kept it and thrown the rest of the tin into the bin.





Tweed always carried gloves in his trenchcoat pocket. Inside the apartment he had taken out one glove, inserted the lid of the tin box inside the glove so it rested on the palm of his hand. He now wore the glove on his left hand. He had recalled how only the chain-mail necklace round Paula's throat had saved her from being garrotted. The tin lid was a poor substitute for chain-mail, but it was better than nothing. He had rested his left hand in his lap - his ungloved right hand was needed for the Walther.





Time passed. Nothing happened. Tweed continued to wait.









At Tweed's suggestion, Newman had slept late. When he eventually woke he had a shower, shaved at leisure, dressed and went along the corridor towards Roy's for breakfast.





To his astonishment he saw Butler sitting on a couch in the lobby. Seating himself beside him he spoke in a low voice.





'I thought you were guarding the Merc.'





'I was. Tweed came out, drove off by himself in the BMW. Later, Paula appeared. When I told her about Tweed she took the car and she drove off. By herself.'





'By herself!' Newman almost went ballistic. 'Why didn't you go with her? Are you out of your mind?'





'She insisted on going by herself. Try arguing with Paula when she has made up her mind. Oh, Tweed borrowed a Walther off me.'





'A Walther? This gets worse and worse. Where was Tweed off to? And where was Paula going in the Merc.?'





'No idea. Neither of them said. I thought it peculiar, but arguing with Tweed or Paula when they've decided to do something is a waste of breath.'





'Let me get this clear,' Newman snapped. 'First Tweed drives off in the BMW - after getting a Walther from you. Then Paula arrives, takes the Merc, and she drives off somewhere unknown. Have I got it?'





'You have. There was nothing I could do.' Butler protested.





'And you've no idea where either of them was going to? So they left separately?'





'That's what happened.'





Newman sat stunned with anxiety, trying to decide what to do. An English woman he had talked with briefly at Grenville's party stopped to have a word with him. He stood up.





'Have you heard the rumours? Most odd, I thought.'





'What rumours?' he asked politely.





'Your boss, Tweed, has gone off to visit the Standish apartment where that poor woman detective was murdered. A lot of people are gossiping about it. Seems a little ghoulish, if you don't mind my saying so.'





'I wonder if you could do me a great favour,' Newman said quickly. 'Have you a car I could borrow for a short trip? Mine has broken down. It's a question of a friend being taken ill suddenly.'





'Of course. Come with me. I have a Cadillac in the car park. Here are the keys. Not too seriously ill, I hope.'





'I won't know till I get there.'





The English woman wasted no time. Walking briskly, she escorted Newman to her cream Cadillac. He thanked her as he was unlocking the door, climbing behind the wheel.





He took off at speed the moment he had left the car park. It sounded like madness. Tweed, he felt sure now, was inside the Standish apartment. Keeping within the speed limit, remembering that other drivers' lives were at stake, he raced as best he could for Junipero. He didn't realize he was too late.









Tweed was scribbling more figures on a sheet to keep himself alert when he saw the toilet door open behind him in the mirror. A hooded figure emerged, holding a garrotte. Tweed was reaching for the open drawer when the hooded figure's right foot slammed into the drawer. Tweed snatched his hand out of the way just in time before his fingers were broken.





He tried to push his chair back with a violent lurch, but the assassin had both feet against the back legs of the chair. Tweed was trapped. He jerked his gloved hand up to his neck. A second later the garrotte swept over his head, pressed against his glove, ripped through the cloth, came up against the metal lid.





Tweed used the gloved hand to force the garrotte away from his neck. Then he felt the wire touch the other side of his neck where there was no protection. His head was going to be severed from his body.





The bulky bedroll against the wall came to life. Paula slid out of it. Lying on the floor she raised her Browning. She fired one random bullet. It startled the assassin who leapt back, giving her an open target. She pressed the trigger again and again. The magazine held nine rounds. The hooded figure staggered back towards the door. She was amazed at how hard her target was to kill. It was still stumbling back towards the half-open door as she continued shooting, emptying the magazine as it reached the top of the staircase.





Outside Newman was nearly at the top of the staircase when be saw the figure begin to fall over backwards down it. He grabbed it round the waist, heaved it up and back inside the room. It was a dead weight. He pushed it forward and the corpse slammed down on the floor, one hand fixed to the garrotte. Closing the door, Newman reached down.





Tweed was on his feet, using his gloved hand to screw up the papers which he rammed into his pocket. The mirror went into the other pocket, then he turned round, the Walther in his hand.





'Who is it?' Paula asked, breathless.





Newman carefully took hold of the hood. The figure was sprawled on its side. Pulling off the woolly hood -with slits for the eyes - Newman exposed the face. The face of Byron Landis.
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'Byron Landis!' Paula exclaimed. 'How strange. He called himself The Accountant and he is one.'





'A neat piece of bluff,' Tweed commented. 'He thought that as he was an accountant no one would dream he'd use the phrase he did to describe himself.'





'So you were sensible,' Newman said. 'I thought you'd set yourself up as a target without protection.'





'You're wrong,' Tweed told him. 'I did come here on my own - I was worried any sign of back-up would frighten off the assassin. Then Paula turned up on her own, wearing loafers, as you see. So she made no sound as she entered the apartment. I saw her in the mirror, put my finger to my lips so she wouldn't speak. I had an idea the killer might be hiding in the loo. Then I gestured for her to leave. She shook her head, saw the sleeping bag, got inside it and waited. I couldn't argue with her, as I wanted to. The Accountant - if he was in the loo - would have heard. Paula just saved my life.'





'So the quiet, unassuming Landis was the serial killer.' Newman replied.





'He was a sadist - I think he enjoyed killing people in the hideous way he did. But professional assassins are always well paid for their dirty work. Before we get out of here - which we should do quickly - check his pockets, Bob.'





Tampering with the evidence,' Paula joked nervously.





It had been a nerve-racking time for her - waiting inside the sleeping bag. Her ordeal had ended when she pulled herself swiftly out and began shooting at Landis. It startled her how many bullets it took to kill him, but she knew that once she started firing, Tweed - her main anxiety - was safe. Now she felt cool and in command of herself.





'What have we here?' Newman said partly to himself. 'And here...'





Out of each breast pocket of Landis's jacket he extracted a fat envelope. He flicked open the unsealed flap, showed the contents to Tweed and Paula. A thick sheaf of banknotes. Putting on his gloves - he had dropped out the metal plate - Tweed riffled through the one-hundred-dollar bills.





'I'd say there is twenty-five thousand dollars here. Now let's see the other one.' Again he riffled through banknotes. 'Another twenty-five thousand would be my guess. Landis was paid fifty thousand for taking a life. The question is who was the paymaster?'





Tweed used his gloved hands to rub the outside of the envelopes vigorously, destroying any fingerprints Newman might have left. Then he bent down and inserted the envelopes back inside the corpse's pockets. Straightening up, he looked down at the body.





'Well, there's all the evidence the police need. And he's holding the garrotte. I'll make yet another anonymous call - this time to Detective Anderson. But only when we're well clear of this place and I can use a public phone.'









Newman drove the English woman's Cadillac he had parked on a nearby corner, behind their own parked Merc, and the BMW. They stopped many blocks away when Tweed pulled up outside a call booth.





First, he phoned Anderson, speaking through a silk handkerchief, breaking the call when Anderson demanded his name. Then he called Black Ridge. Again it was Moloch who came on the line, which suggested to Tweed something had happened and Moloch was monitoring every call.





'You know my voice. Don't mention my name.' Tweed rapped out quickly. 'I have serious news for you. The Accountant is dead as a doornail, shot by someone. Want to know who he was?'





'Yes,' replied Moloch, who never wasted a word.





'Your accountant, Byron Landis. He had fifty thousand dollars in his pocket - to kill someone. Now who in your organization has that kind of money? Apart from yourself. And the police have been informed. I'm sure you'll be receiving a call from Detective Anderson.'





He broke the connection before Moloch could reply. Inside the booth he took out the tin lid he had dropped out of his glove. Again he used the glove to wipe it - this time clean of his own fingerprints. Leaving the booth, he dropped the lid inside a nearby litter bin.





The three cars arrived back at Spanish Bay with an interval between their being parked. Newman went in search of the English woman.





'Give Marler your Browning to get rid of.' Tweed advised Paula. He smiled drily. 'I'm sure he'll have a replacement to give you. Marler always looks after you so well.'





'You made two calls from that booth.' Paula told him.





"The second was to Moloch. Reporting the identity of The Accountant, the fact that he was dead. The only fact I omitted was the location of the body. Now Moloch can't arrange for its swift removal. Also I told him that I'd informed Anderson, that he could expect a call from the detective.'





'What was the idea of that?'





'Just something to rattle his nerve. Throw the enemy off balance and he may get confused.'









Moloch was further disturbed by Tweed's message. He took immediate action. Putting in a call to a certain powerful official in Sacramento, the state capital, he was blunt and forceful.





'Jeff? VB here. Get moving on this one. A Detective Anderson, presumably stationed in Carmel, is about to 'cause me trouble. He's working on the Standish murder. If you want to stay on the payroll, have him taken off the case. In his place put some moron who stumbles over his own feet. Got it?'





'I'll take action immediately. Is there a bonus in it for me?'





 'Jeff, you received a large payment from Joel recently. You gave a receipt, made out to Joel, as you have done in the past. And you were photographed from a building opposite as you took the pay-off. Would you like the photograph - and all previous receipts - to be sent to the San Francisco Chronicle?'





'Sorry, I'll get on it now ...'





Moloch slammed down the phone. Byron Landis? Now he had yet another major problem on his mind. For the first time in his life Vincent Bernard Moloch was beginning to feel overwhelmed.









Ethan opened the heavy door in the corridor at Black Ridge, the door leading to the underground chamber Moloch had shown Tweed. Closing it on the other side, he ran down the iron staircase into the chamber.





His face was beginning to look cadaverous, brought about by the mental tension he was labouring under. There was no one else in the vaulted chamber as he checked a machine he had not shown Tweed. It was an advanced strong-motion seismograph. The starter, pendulum and timing circuits were located on the left, the recording drum and the film on the right.





He ran his hand through his hair, dishevelled even more than usual as nervous excitement gripped him. The drum was recording steeper vertical jumps, forecasting a major quake along the San Moreno fault. From experience he knew it might be a while before the earthquake struck.





Going to the door, which Moloch had described as a safe, he produced a key, unlocked it, slid it sideways, revealing a large metal cargo elevator. Stepping inside, he pressed the button which locked it so no one could follow him, then pressed another button. The elevator began to descend into the bowels of the earth.





'Get on with it! Get on with it!' Ethan fumed aloud.





It always irritated him the time it took for the elevator to reach its destination. He stood chewing the nails of his left hand with impatience, his strange eyes glowing. When the elevator eventually stopped he pressed another button. The rear side opened and fluorescent lights in the roof of the tunnel automatically illuminated.





Ethan left the elevator, stepped aboard a powerful engine which was linked to a series of flatcars behind it. Starting the motor, he travelled along the single rail laid at the base of the tunnel, which had curved walls. This was one quality he would grant the Americans - with any form of construction they were experts and worked like beavers.





There were similar tunnels beneath each of the fake observatories AMBECO's Engineering Division had constructed along the coast of California. All were linked to the tunnel Ethan was now travelling along in the small cargo train. He stopped the engine as he neared the end of the tunnel, got out and entered a small room excavated from the side of the wall.





At the end of the room was a huge aperture, filled with an obscene black object like the nose of a massive shell. It was, in fact, a Xenobium bomb.





Ethan ran across, stroked the nose of the immense bomb. He began speaking to himself although there was no audience to hear him.





 'You're going to work for me, my little baby. Soon! Soon!! Soon!!!'





His voice had risen to a shriek which echoed weirdly along the tomblike tunnel. He then checked the charter-recorder, a less sophisticated device than the master machine in the upper chamber. With delight he observed it was recording the same steep vertical jumps as its master.





'It's coming,' he exulted. 'I'll kill Mother. I'll kill California...'





He returned by the same route, reversing the cargo train which had carried sections of the bomb to its resting place. Technicians from Des Moines had assembled the sections into the completed bomb under his supervision.





 Reaching the corridor at Black Ridge, he ran to his office, locked the door and opened the secret safe he had had installed while VB was in Britain. Inside were two levers let into the rear wall, connected to the master system. One lever detonated the series of Xenobium bombs hidden below the observatories along the coast. The other lever set in motion the Xenobium bomb buried deep in the Pacific seabed below the Baja.





Both systems had a five-minute delay once the levers were pulled. Giving Ethan five minutes to run and board the chopper always waiting in the hangar behind Black Ridge. It was his escape system.





He touched each lever, gently, lovingly, closed the safe, shut the panel which concealed it. Then he did a little dance round his office, trembling with joy.
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In his living room at Spanish Bay Tweed was examining once more the map Ethan Benyon had drawn showing the route of the San Moreno fault. Seated on another couch Paula and Newman watched him, exchanged occasional glances with each other.





'Are we waiting for something to happen?' Newman asked eventually.





'We're waiting for someone to arrive. We have eliminated The Accountant, now I want to identify the spy I'm convinced VB has here - just as he had the same person in Cornwall.'





'How do I come into this?' enquired Marler, standing by the window. 'Do I twist his arm?'





'No. You close the curtains when I tell you to. We have to build up an atmosphere of terror to unnerve the two people I shall be grilling.'





'No good asking him who they are.' Paula commented drily.





'If both accept my invitation they will arrive separately.' Tweed told her. 'One hour apart. Both, I suspect, have an avid desire for money. I offered each one ten thousand dollars.'





He folded the map quickly as someone pressed the bell outside. He nodded to Newman to let the visitor come in.





'Incidentally.' Tweed said quickly, 'you can all join in the grilling if you see an opportunity I've missed.'





Newman unlocked the door, stood aside and Maurice Prendergast walked in. So far as Paula could tell he was stone-cold sober. Wearing a smart blue chalk-striped business suit, he looked around in surprise as Newman locked the door behind him.





'I thought this meeting, Tweed, was going to be just between the two of us.'





'Do sit down, Maurice. I like my friends to be present when we are having a pleasant chat. Something to drink?'





'Sparkling water would be acceptable. Look, Tweed, before we start talking I'd like to see the colour of your money.'





Fishing behind a cushion, Tweed produced a fat envelope, opened it, showed Maurice the wad of one-hundred-dollar bills it held.





Ten thousand dollars there.' Tweed said in a grim voice. 'I know you'll take my word for it.'





He thrust the envelope back behind the cushion while Newman raided the minibar, poured a glass of water, plonked it on the table in front of Maurice, who had sat down facing Tweed.





'Too much light in here.' Tweed remarked. 'All this glaring sunshine. A bit like it was in Cornwall, don't you think, Maurice?'





Marler closed the curtains and stood in front of them with his arms folded. Maurice frowned, stared round, caught Paula's bleak expression.





'What the hell is going on?' Maurice demanded in his gentleman-like voice.





'You're about to earn ten thousand dollars. Or are you so flush with money from your secret work that a mere ten thousand doesn't interest you?'





'What secret work?'





'Here and in Cornwall. You tell me.'





Maurice lifted a finger, eased it round his collar as though it was uncomfortable. He looked back at Paula again, who continued to gaze at him bleakly.





'What the bloody hell are you on about?' he demanded.





'I'm on about the fact that Vincent Bernard Moloch built up a network of informers in that cosy little community down in Cornwall. That he's repeated the exercise here. Very odd to find you spending time here when you only have a pension to live on. Unless, of course, you have a far more lucrative source of income.'





'And where would I get that from?'





'From Moloch, of course. And it's interesting, Maurice,' Tweed hammered on, 'that most of the time, even at this hour, you appear to be drinking. Yet this morning you turn up here as sober as a judge. Thought you'd better have your wits about you? Was that it?'





'It's my business if I like the odd drink...'





"The odd drink!' Paula burst out. 'You've been sozzled up to your eyebrows every day - until today. You drink like a fish.'





'Didn't expect that from you, Paula.'





'Are you trying to kid us up you don't knock back drink like it was the water you're drinking now?'





Maurice was drinking from the glass Newman had supplied, when Paula asked the question. He spluttered, dripping water down his front. Newman took a napkin, started dabbing him dry. Maurice snatched the napkin out of his hand.





'Easy now.' Newman warned as he refilled another glass and replaced the one Maurice had been using.





'I've had enough of this.'





Maurice started to get up. Newman's hand clapped down hard on his shoulder, forcing him back into his seat.





'I'm just beginning,' Tweed told him. 'What about Forth Navas? Where were you when that poor devil Adrian Penkastle was stabbed to death?'





'How do I know?'





'If you don't, who does? And how were you able to afford the air fare here? What are you living on? Or should I ask who are you living off?'





'That's my business. You make me sound like a pimp.'





'Are you a pimp, then?' Marler asked casually.





'I'll break your friggin' neck,' Maurice raged.





'It's been tried before,' Marler replied. 'So far with little success. You haven't answered Tweed's question. Where do you get the money from?'





'I save up to come over here, to get away from winter back home. I live in that claustrophobic Forth Navas because the rent is cheap. If you must know. I'd like to go now - begging your permission, Mr Tweed,' he said sarcastically.





'Maurice, here is your fee. Of course you can go.'





Prendergast stared in disbelief at the envelope Tweed was handing to him. He took it cautiously, as though expecting it to be snatched from his grasp. Then he stood up, looked directly at Tweed.





'I didn't know you went in for this sort of interrogation.'





'It's an emergency, Maurice.' Tweed said quietly. "Thank you for coming.'





"Thank you for nothing...'





When he had gone Tweed sat back on the couch. He made a dismissive gesture with one hand.





'Now we shall see.'





'See what?' Paula queried. 'We didn't seem to get much out of him.'





'Wait. Maurice is shaken, in a furious temper. I think he'll drive off. Butler will follow him. If Maurice goes to a phone we'll know he's phoning his master. At Black Ridge.'









Butler was expert at tailing a suspect without his target knowing he was being followed. Behind the wheel of the BMW he followed Maurice Prendergast away from Spanish Bay and into Carmel. En route Prendergast passed several public call booths, stopped at none of them.





Inside Carmel he drove up a steep avenue towards the top of the town. Parking near The Pine Inn hotel, he checked his watch, then hurried along a side street. Butler cruised slowly after him, saw Prendergast enter a small restaurant. Little Swiss Cafe.





Butler drove past slowly, glanced inside, gripped the wheel in surprise. Prendergast was sitting at a window table. Facing him was Vanity Richmond. Already they seemed engaged in a lively conversation. Prendergast was smiling while Vanity laughed.





Driving back to the nearest phone booth he could remember, Butler called Tweed, reported to him.









'So it doesn't look as though Maurice is your spy inside Moloch's camp.' Newman decided.





Tweed had just told them what Butler had seen and said. There was a silence as Tweed mulled over what he had heard. Paula was the first to break the silence.





'What Butler told us doesn't prove Maurice innocent.' she protested. 'Instead of using a phone he could have passed on his information to Vanity. After all, she is still VB's personal assistant. She could drive back to Black Ridge and inform VB about Maurice's interrogation. Maurice could just have realized he was being followed.'





Tweed didn't react. He still seemed to be trying to solve a difficult problem. The phone rang about an hour later. Grenville had still not appeared for his appointment. Paula took the call.





'It's Hoarse Voice again.' she said.





Tweed took the phone, listened, asked the caller to repeat something. Then he put down the phone, looking serious.





'Have any of you heard of Moss Landing?' he enquired.





'It's not like McGee's Landing, I hope.' responded Paula.





'No. It's rather a weird place on the coast. It lies north of Monterey on the way to Santa Cruz. It's the kind of place you pass driving to San Francisco which you never notice ... I remember it well the last time I was over here.'





'So you noticed it.' Marler commented.





'It's my job to notice things other people miss. It's a bit off-side from the main highway. It's also a port for certain shipping coming in from the Pacific.'





'So what's significant about Moss Landing?' Paula wanted to know.





 'I've just heard that there's another huge dredger -similar to the Baja - operating offshore. I think we ought to go and take a look.'





'What about Grenville?' Newman asked. 'You were going to question him when he arrives.'





'He's very late.' Tweed checked his watch. 'I don't think he's coming.'





'Isn't that in itself suspicious?' Paula suggested.





'Maybe. Now, I think we'll all go to Moss Landing. We don't know what might be waiting for us...'









After finishing her full English breakfast at the Little Swiss Cafe, saying goodbye to Maurice, Vanity drove back along the coast road to Black Ridge. At one stage she patted her stomach. She'd eaten two fried eggs, the very appetizing American streaky bacon and potatoes, all washed down with strong coffee.





Well, she thought, you may be putting on weight but this is the moment to keep up your strength.





She didn't have to use the speakphone at the entrance to announce her arrival. Brand had seen her coming, had opened the gates. He was waiting for her on the terrace as she parked.





'VB wants to see you. Now. Yesterday.'





'You mean immediately?' she asked sweetly and swept past him.





He glowered viciously, but by then she had disappeared inside the mansion. Moloch was waiting for her in his office. He invited her to sit down, asked if she'd like come coffee.





'Thank you, but I'm awash with it. I gather you wanted to see me. Brand displayed his usual good manners.'





'Brand doesn't know the meaning of the word manners. Vanity, this is very confidential.'





He had shared many confidences with her. For years he had regarded the right woman as far more trustworthy than any man. A high-ranking male always had his eye on Moloch's job, was capable of the most elaborate intrigue. There had been many abrupt sackings the moment a man close to him stepped over the line.





'Understood.' was all Vanity said.





'America is a cesspit. Society over here, as I've explained to you before, has collapsed. In private life - as in public - anything goes. I've had enough of the place -its lack of any ethics or morals. Which is why I've been transferring my assets secretly to the East.'





'Not to Russia, I hope.'





'Of course not. No, to Asia, to the Middle East. The moderate element in the Muslim world still reveres the family, can still keep to a business deal, once concluded. I'd like you to come with me - in the same capacity you have here. But with a large increase in salary.'





"That's very generous of you.' Vanity paused. 'When were you thinking of leaving for the Middle East?'





'You know me.' He smiled. 'Once I've made up my mind I get on with it. I may leave any day now. First stop, Britain.'





'May I sleep on it?' she suggested. 'I do have that new job in New York waiting for me. And I've signed the draft contract.'





'Draft?' Moloch smiled again. 'You mean you haven't yet signed the final contract?'





"That's the position.'





'If they kick up I'll buy them out. Everyone is for sale.'





'I'm not.'





'I didn't mean you.' he said hastily. 'I was referring to the potential new employer in New York. If he wants compensation because you've changed your mind I'll pay him off.'





Inwardly Vanity was amused. Nothing stopped VB when he wanted something. It was like trying to stand in the path of a tornado.





'I'd still like to sleep on it.' she insisted.





'Do that. I'll triple your present salary.'





"Thank you.' She stood up. 'Now I have a pile of work I need to get through...'









While they were talking Ethan walked into Joel Brand's office. He hadn't bothered to knock and this irritated Brand. He thought everyone - except VB - should knock before they entered his room. But he was too smart to protest. Ethan, he sneered to himself, was VB's little pet.





'What is it?' he rasped.





'Moss Landing. You still have guards on the waterfront there checking for suspicious intruders, I assume.'





'You assume wrongly. I had a team up there for weeks and no one suspect ever appeared. So I withdrew them.'





'Withdrew them!' Ethan began to get excited, his voice was shrill. 'Are you mad?'





Brand made a supreme effort to control himself. If anyone was stark raving crazy it was Ethan Benyon. Out of sight below the edge of his desk he clenched his huge fists. Ethan went on yelling at him.





 "The other dredger, the Kebir, is working off Moss Landing! The work it is doing is vital to the interests of AMBECO. It must not be interfered with. Haven't you heard about the three frogmen who tried to sabotage the Baja?'





"They were dealt with - as you doubtless know.' Brand replied in an ice-cold voice.





 'Supposing the same thing happens at Moss Landing? Then the Kebir will be successfully sabotaged. The work of years will be destroyed. You've disobeyed orders!' he screamed.





Brand remained seated. He knew if he got to his feet he would hit Ethan. No one had ever spoken to him like this before. The real trouble was he was short of manpower - the battle at McGee's Landing had reduced his security force.





'I'll send a fresh team up there this morning.' he said.





'Then why are you sitting with your great backside in that chair? Send the team north immediately, tell them to break speed limits to get there. Do something, you ugly hulk!'





Fortunately, for Ethan's sake, he stormed out of the room. Brand was steaming with rage, but he wanted to counter the danger that Ethan would complain to VB. He pressed a switch on his intercom.





'Hogan, assemble a tough, armed team now. Have them ready in five minutes - sooner if possible.'





'Will do.' said Hogan quickly. 'It will weaken the security on Black Ridge ifRIGHT SQUARE BRACKET'





'Just do it, for God's sake. Get to Moss Landing.'





'I could use the chopper to go on ahead.'





'No, you can't. VB has impounded that for his own personal accommodation. Use wheels. When you get there, stay there. As soon as you arrive, trawl the whole of Moss Landing. If you see any suspicious characters, get rid of them. The ocean is close enough. I want your team at Moss Landing in half an hour.'





'Half an hour? There are patrol cars.'





'I said thirty minutes. You know where the patrol cars are. So slow down when you have to, then take off like Concorde again. Why are you still on this intercom?'









From Spanish Bay the Merc, led the way, driven by Newman with Tweed alongside him. In the rear sat Paula and Alvarez, who had insisted on coming with them.





Behind them Marler drove the BMW with Butler and Nield as his passengers. All of them except Tweed carried large satchels. It was Marler who had overridden Tweed, saying they must have a variety of weapons, that they didn't know what they were walking into.





'You look worried.' Paula called out to Tweed.





'I am. Moss Landing is well north of Big Sur, where the Baja has been working. The two vessels are covering a huge stretch of coastline. I suspect Moloch's operation is on an even vaster scale than I had imagined. Can't we go any faster, Bob?'





'We can. I can drive at eighty, we get stopped by a patrol car, then we never do reach Moss Landing. I'll leave the worrying to you if you'll leave the driving to me.'





'Bob is doing his best.' Paula commented as they drove onto Highway One, turning north.





'Yes, he is,' Tweed admitted. 'It's just that the news came as a shock. We'll get there when we get there.'





'Marler told me he'd checked Moss Landing on the map.' Paula went on. 'When we arrive he'll peel off in another direction. He's planned a kind of pincer movement on the area.'





'Sounds good strategy.' Newman remarked and concentrated on his driving.





'I wonder what happened to Grenville.' Paula mused aloud. 'We did wait another hour for him.'





'He'll turn up.' said Alvarez, 'alive - or dead.'





On this sombre note they continued north. Once Monterey, with its pine forests, hilly roads and panoramic views, is left behind the journey along Highway One becomes boring. Paula made a comment to this effect.





As they passed a sign post to Castroville, vast fields, like plains, spread away to their right almost for ever. There was a distant view of hills, vague silhouettes just below a bank of inland clouds. Sunshine blazed down on the two cars, making the interiors uncomfortable.





In the distance ahead of them loomed a huge concrete structure with a tall chimney. It did not add to the beauty of the landscape.





"That's a power station.' Alvarez called out. 'And here we come. To Moss Landing. Turn left just ahead, Newman.'





Paula peered out of the window and thought she'd never seen a more derelict-looking, shabby collection of buildings: mainly one-storey, and made of wood. After turning off the highway the road had narrowed, its surface left something to be desired, and Newman had slowed to a crawl. Behind him the BMW disappeared down another turning.





'Isn't it charming,' Paula said.





 They passed a large cabinlike structure with the invitation Phil's Fish Shop - for a cold beer. Beyond were rundown antique shops and the arid ground was littered with broken old rowboats, discarded tyres and other unwanted rubbish.





'In America.' Paula commented, 'they don't take away their junk. They just dump it on the nearest vacant lot. Travelling once from New York to Boston by train I saw expensive houses with flat lawns. Then a steep slope covered with rubbish the owners had just thrown over the edge. What a strange place America is.'





'A friend of mine in New York,' Newman said, 'a third generation American he was, and very intelligent, explained to me that the crowd of immigrants who once flooded through Ellis Island were the people who couldn't make it in Europe. If they had, why would they have emigrated? So, he said, the immigrants had only one thought in mind. How to make money. Ever since the dollar has been their symbol, the more of them the better. Now, what have we here?'





To their right a large freighter was berthed. Its hull was rusted but men were working on it. Further along the wharf was a large fishing vessel. Paula could now see the exit to the ocean.





'Despite its scruffy appearance,' Tweed commented,





'Moss Landing is a working port. It's tucked away, so anyone up to no good would find it a good place to use as a base. Bob, pull up by the harbour exit, then loan me your field glasses ...'





They were now deep inside what seemed to Paula to be an enormous junkyard. Not exactly a tourist attraction. As the car parked at the edge of the wharf she saw what had caught Tweed's attention. About half a mile offshore was a giant dredger, the duplicate of the Baja.





Alighting from the Merc., Tweed focused his glasses on the ship. He scanned it from stern to bow.





 'That's called the Kebir,' he informed everyone. 'Bob, there's some equipment on deck - big stuff concealed under canvas. Does it remind you of the ?'





 'It does.' Newman agreed, after using the glasses Tweed handed to him. 'In every respect. So much so that if the name wasn't different I'd have said it was the Baja.'





'You folks are way off limits.' a growly voice shouted.





They swung round. Hogan was standing a few yards away, holding an automatic rifle. Perched behind derelict cars Paula saw more men, all with weapons.
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"This is a public wharf.' Newman shouted back. 'Have you a permit for that rifle?'





He had seen something the others had not. A slim figure was creeping up behind Hogan, crouching low as he dodged from one wrecked car to another. Newman kept trying to hold Hogan's attention.





'Don't need no permit for this little killer.' Hogan shouted back, giving a croaking laugh as he raised the rifle, aiming it at Paula. She froze. 'Anybody makes the wrong move and she'll need a new body.' Hogan went on. 'Got a pretty nice body...'





Pete Nield reached him, his Walther gripped by the barrel. He brought it down on the back of Hogan's large head. The stocky man fell forward and Nield fell on top of him. Hard as he had struck, Nield's blow had not knocked out the tough Hogan.





He twisted sideways, his hands clutching Nield's throat. He swung him sideways, closer to the edge of the steep drop over the brink of the wharf. The slim Nield was in trouble. Newman dashed forward and bullets began to ricochet close to him.





'Get your friggin' heads down or I'll blow them off!'





Butler's voice. Perched on top of a rickety water tower with an iron ladder up its side, he swivelled his submachine-gun. A rain of bullets swept over the heads of Hogan's men. They ducked. No more bullets were fired at Newman for the moment.





Hogan had Nield, gasping for breath, at the brink of the drop when Newman fell on him. He grasped Hogan's hair, hauled him back as he released his grip on Nield, who slithered away from the edge. Pulling Hogan's hair with a fierce tug, Newman suddenly slammed it down on the concrete rim of the wharf with all his strength. Hogan's body convulsed, slid sideways, went over the brink and hit the water with a wild splash. As he peered over, Newman saw the body drifting away. The tide had started to go out.





Butler's gun ceased firing as he ran out of ammunition. The only sound, briefly, was the distant grinding buzz of men with power tools working on the freighter, effectively muffling all sounds of the life-and-death struggle now taking place.





One  of  Hogan's  men  stood  up  quickly,  hurled something at the foot of the water tower where Butler was perched, ramming a fresh mag. into his weapon. The grenade exploded, tearing a gaping hole in the tower which began to collapse. Butler ran down the leaning ladder like a squirrel. He had just reached the ground when the whole tower toppled away from him.





Newman was running towards Paula, pointing towards the satchel he had dropped. Flat on the filthy ground, she slithered towards it swiftly, plunged her hand inside, came out with the hand holding a grenade. Tweed was crouched behind a bollard, holding the Walther Marler had slipped into his pocket just before they left Spanish Bay.





 'Paula, Bob, get down!' he ordered.





Paula hugged the ground even closer as Newman flopped beside her. Between them lay the satchel Paula had grabbed hold of. In the doorless doorway of a single-decker coach, red with rust, one of Hogan's men was taking a careful aim with an automatic rifle at both Paula and Newman.





First shot gets him or they're dead, Tweed thought.





He held the Walther in both hands, took careful aim, then pulled the trigger. The man aboard the wrecked coach stood quite still, an expression of disbelief on his face as a dark red stain on his shirt blossomed. Then he fell forward, head first, into a mess of scrap metal. It made a jangling sound as his dead body disturbed it.





Both Paula and Newman had a grenade in their hands as more of Hogan's men, screened by sheets of scrap metal, began firing nonstop. They each lobbed their grenades at the same moment. The two flying objects arced in midair, dropped behind the screen, detonated. The shooting ceased abruptly.





'Any more for the Skylark?' an upper-crust voice called out.





From behind his bollard Tweed saw Marler standing inside the huge barrel of what remained of the water tower. It gave him a commanding view of the entire area, even though the height was much lower than it had been when Butler had opened fire. Two more of Hogan's men, crouched behind a large ugly square of metal - the remains of a car which had been through a crusher -reacted.





They stood up on either side of the square block, rifles swinging to aim. Marler shot each one of them using his sniperscope. He waited, his gaze covering every point of the compass. No one else appeared.





'I think that's the end of the party.' he called out.









They drove slowly past the freighter. The workmen were still intent on using their power tools, which made a deafening sound close up. None of them looked up -time was money in their pockets.





Before leaving, they had had to help a hobbling Butler inside the BMW. He had injured his knee when the ladder up the water tower had crumbled. Paula insisted on examining the knee, used a first-aid kit to disinfect and bandage it.





'Lot of fuss about nothing.' the sturdy Butler had grumbled.





'Just keep quiet and rest it.' Paula had reprimanded him.





They continued to drive slowly as they left the mess which was Moss Landing. Turning onto the highway, Newman accelerated, with Marler following suit behind him. Tweed was anxious to get clear of the battlefield before a patrol car appeared.





"That was quite something.' said Paula and let out a sigh. 'Do you think they were waiting for us - or does Moloch keep the place under heavy surveillance as a matter of course?'





'We'll never know.' Tweed replied. 'The main thing is we all survived. America is an eventful country.'





'Well, at least it's peaceful on the highway.' Paula replied. 'And I'd better stop thinking that way. Every time I do something horrendous happens. I could do without any more events.'





It was not a characteristic Paula remark. Tweed was careful not to look back at her. Was the strain telling on his team? His worry was increased by her next remark.





'You said.' she began cheerfully, 'that Moss Landing wasn't like McGee's Landing. Remember?'





Tweed said nothing. He knew when it was best to keep quiet. Napoleon had once said that in war morale was to the material as three to one. Something close to that. Perhaps it's my fault, he was thinking. I've been brooding too much recently. I must pay more attention to keeping up morale.





'Well, we have again reduced the strength of the security forces at Moloch's disposal.' he pointed out.





'Very considerably.' Newman agreed. 'He must be very short of manpower now. Maybe the only solution is for us to storm Black Ridge, find out what's really going on inside that place.'





'Under no circumstances.' snapped Tweed. 'He'd immediately inform the police. We'd be arrested and no longer free to do anything.'





Tweed's right.' said Alvarez, speaking for the first time. 'I suspect he may have one or two top men in his pocket. That we don't do. By the way, I was able to get a buddy to sneak out a copy of the report on the examination of the juggernaut stopped at the roadblock. The time when the driver was killed in the shoot-out.'





'Did it reveal anything?' Tweed asked.





'Yes. Traces of a new incredibly powerful explosive called Xenobium. The scraping samples were sent to Washington - experts there came up with the findings.'





'I thought you'd lost all touch with Washington.' Paula commented.





'Even when I'm sent to Siberia' - Alvarez grinned at her - 'I have buddies who will do me favours. Advantage of being with the CIA a long time.'





'What are they doing about that?' demanded Tweed.





'Sweet nothing. Moloch is manufacturing explosives for the government at his Des Moines plant. Checkmate. Oh, maybe I ought to confess - they say it's good for the soul.'





'Confess to what?' Paula was curious.





'Back at Moss Landing I saw a couple of hostiles with guns creeping up on Marler from behind him. They weren't too professional. They moved close together. I came up behind them, shot them in the head, shoved the remnants into the ocean. Don't tell Marler. Why make a big deal out of it?'





This is typical of Alvarez, Paula thought. A naturally modest man, he didn't want to have Marler thanking him.





"There's no doubt, then,' Tweed persisted, 'that the juggernaut had traces of Xenobium - which suggests it had been used to transport a large quantity of the explosive from Des Moines to Black Ridge?'





'No doubt at all,' Alvarez told him.





 'Our trip to Moss Landing was worthwhile in more ways than one,' Tweed said in a positive tone. 'We now know there is a second so-called drilling dredger much further north. The twin of the Baja.'





 Inwardly his heart had dropped at Alvarez's confirmation about Xenobium. He had little doubt the Kebir, like the Baja, had drilled a giant hole in the seabed, had then inserted and capped a massive bomb. A much larger area of the Californian coast than he had realized was bracketed by potentially enormous explosions.





'Bob,' he said, 'when you spot a quiet public phone box stop the car. I have an urgent call to make.'









 At Black Ridge Ethan could hardly contain his joy and excitement. On his personal radio-telephone - which bypassed the main switchboard - he had heard from the skipper of the Kebir. The short call had given him the code word which confirmed everything was now operational.





That meant the bomb had not only been buried and capped - but also that the radio transmitter, on top of the bomb and linked to its interior, was in position. Ethan did a little dance, skipping a few steps, then he unlocked the wall safe. Inside, between the two levers, were two switches. One was already depressed, so the radio-transmitter below the Baja on the seabed was operational.





Slowly, Ethan pressed down the second switch. He was almost in a state of ecstasy. He stroked each lever before locking the safe, closing the wall panel which concealed it. Now he only had to wait for the foreshocks predicting an earthquake to increase and he'd pull the levers. There would be a five-minute delay before the signal was transmitted to both bombs. The result? Immediate detonation.





Leaving his office, he hurried to the door which led to the upper chamber. He had constantly to check the recorders, to see when the sinister sharp upturns of the needle on the strong-motion seismograph shot up much higher. As he descended in the elevator he spoke aloud, gleefully.





'Goodbye, Mother...'













*  *  *  *









The following morning after breakfast Tweed was strolling with Paula across the golf links down towards a quiet endless Pacific. They were passing down the same boardwalk Paula had used when she saw a woman floating in under the moonlight. It gave her an odd feeling. Tweed pointed towards the ocean.





'Strange to think that crossing those thousands of miles of sea the first land you would come to would be Japan.'





'I find the thought a little intimidating.' she replied. 'I have been wondering whether Newman was right - that our last resort is to storm Black Ridge.'





'Wouldn't work. I've seen the steel door which leads to the chamber housing the chart recorders. And I told you about the solid steel door in a wall of the chamber, the one which I'm sure leads to an elevator. That will be locked. By the time we reached the chamber - assuming we ever did - the police would have arrived in force. I noticed in Moloch's office his door is very heavy with a strong lock on it. At the first sign we were attacking the place he'd lock himself in and call the police.'





Over to their left in the distance a forest was vaguely silhouetted. The illusion was caused by a dense veil of mist which had drifted in from the ocean. The scene was so beautiful Paula found it hard to realize the terrors they had experienced in this apparent paradise. She looked to her right.





A few hundred yards away Newman was walking with Vanity. She had hold of his arm and they seemed deep in conversation.





'Bob,' Vanity was saying, 'I'm leaving AMBECO.'





'You are?' Newman couldn't conceal his surprise, his alarm. 'Where are you off to?'





'Maybe New York. I've had the offer of a big job there.'





"That means I won't see you again.'





'Does it?'





'I could fly to see you in New York.' he said quickly, encouraged by her response.





'It might be fun. Just the two of us.'





'It would be.' he said with enthusiasm. 'When are you going? I have some unfinished business to clear up with Tweed.'





'I also have to clear up some work for VB. Why don't we keep in touch with each other's movements?'





'Why don't we?'









They had almost reached the ocean and could hear the surge of the surf swishing on the beach, when Tweed swung on his heel, took Paula by the arm, began to stride back up the boardwalk.





'What's happening?' asked Paula.





'We can't wait and wonder any longer. We have to take action. I need to phone Weatherby. I'll have to risk going through the hotel switchboard.'





Paula was accustomed to Tweed's methods. After returning from Moss Landing the previous day he had spent most of his time sitting in his living room, staring into space. She could almost hear the wheels of his brain turning at high speed. At one moment he had picked up a packet of cigarettes Newman had left on the table. Lighting one, he had taken short puffs. Tweed had hardly ever been known to smoke.





He had had all his meals sent in by Room Service. Paula had stayed with him, knowing he was deeply troubled. It had been late when she retired to her own room to go to bed. Tweed had phoned her that morning, had suggested they had breakfast in Roy's. After that, he had said he'd like a walk down to the beach.





Now he was striding up the boardwalk at such a pace she had to hurry to keep up. In the distance she saw Newman watching. He had noticed the speed with which Tweed was returning to the hotel.





'It's strange,' she said, 'looking around at all the golfers travelling around in their carts, playing on the links as though everything was normal. And you have a look on your face which suggests the world is coming to an end.'





'Maybe this part of it is about to do just that...'





Inside his living room he perched on the edge of a couch, pressed buttons on the phone, recalling Weatherby's number from memory. The door bell rang, Paula answered it, and Newman entered. He called back to Vanity in the corridor. 'I'll see you in a few minutes in the lobby.'





'Is that you, Weatherby? Nine o'clock in the morning here, so I reckon it's five in the afternoon there.'





'It is. You sound as though it's something urgent.'





'Sorry to bore you - going over the same ground again. Operator, this is a bad line...' Tweed waited for a voice to reply, for a click which would tell him someone had been listening in. Nothing happened. 'Weatherby, this call is going through a hotel switchboard. I think it's all right but we won't take any chances. I'm talking about Mr Xenobium, an explosive character. You're with me?'





'I am.'





'If two of him were on the seabed out here - at widely separated points - and he blew his top, could they shift the plate?'





"The tectonic plate? Shove it inwards?'





'Exactly.'





"They'd have to be of a magnitude I've not come across.'





'More than ten times the power of Mr Hydrogen.'





'Each gentleman?'





'Yes.'





'That's a frightening amount of power. And yet, I'd have thought it unlikely the plate would move.'





'Even with Ethan directing the scenario?'





For the first time in the high-speed conversation there was a long pause. Tweed waited. Then Weatherby came back on the line.





'If Ethan is controlling the project I'd be very worried. He might manage it. Especially if a real quake was imminent.'





'Thank you.'





Tweed put down the phone. He looked at Newman and asked his question.





'What did that poor Standish twin say to you when you hauled her out of the water at that cove below Nansidwell?'





'Water was coming out of her mouth. She had trouble speaking. But I caught what she said. "Quack. Quack."'





'What she was trying to say was, "Quake. Quake." She was trying to warn you about an earthquake.'





'Well, I'll be damned.'





'Let's hope all of us aren't. Now I must call Mrs Benyon. I don't think we have much time left.'





Tweed pressed more buttons, again recalling the number from memory.





'Mrs Benyon? This is Tweed. Angelo, to use the code word we agreed so you know it's me speaking.'





'You have a very distinctive voice, Mr Tweed. I'd have known it was you,' she replied in a vigorous tone.





'We are visiting Black Ridge. Can you pack in one hour? Good. We'll pick you up about one hour from now.'





'I'm already packed. I was moving back to my old house - to get away from Black Ridge.'





'Stay where you are. We'll call for you. Lock all doors. Let no one except myself in. Excuse me, I'm in a rush.'





Tweed stood up, clenched his hands. He looked at Newman again.





'Have you packed ready for instant departure? Have you told the others to do the same thing when I called you late last night?'





'Yes to both questions. What's this nonsense about going to Black Ridge? You turned down the idea of storming the place.'





'I'm going to see Moloch. I want to make one last effort - to persuade him to lock up Ethan Benyon. Paula, you can come with me.'





'I'll drive.' Newman said. 'What's the betting Alvarez appears like magic?'
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When Tweed led the way Alvarez was sitting in the lobby, appearing to read a newspaper. Vanity was walking back and forth, a mobile phone in her hand. Newman went up to her.





'We're on our way to Black Ridge.'





'So am 1.1 was waiting to tell you. VB called me and told me to drive there like the wind.'





'We'll travel in convoy. I'll be out in front.'





'Bet I overtake you.'





'Don't.' He gripped her arm. Trust me. Don't do that. Stay on my tail.'





'Well don't blame me if I bang your bloody tail!'





She tossed her red mane, then caught sight of Paula. She realized Paula had overheard what she'd said and smiled.





'Bob and I do have our fights. Just now and again.'





'Good for you.'





Tweed was already outside the lobby, heading for where the Merc, was parked. Newman ran past him with Alvarez at his heels. Vanity, fleet of foot, shot past them, dived into her car, dropped the mobile phone on the seat beside her. Newman reached in, grabbed the phone.





'What the hellRIGHT SQUARE BRACKET' Vanity began.





'I need a mobile to make an urgent call on the way,' Newman lied. 'If a call comes through for you I'll wave you down. So stay behind me, please.'





'Please? That's better.'





Newman drove away from Spanish Bay with Tweed, Paula and Alavarez; behind Vanity's car he saw the BMW following. Marler was at the wheel with Butler and Nield in the back. Trust Marler not to miss a trick. They made good progress along Highway One. It was another wonderful day, the sun glowing down out of a duck-egg blue sky. There was a pleasant breeze off the ocean which helped to cool the atmosphere.





Paula had been intrigued by the skilful way Newman had relieved Vanity of her mobile phone. Despite the obvious growing relationship between them, Newman's brain was still in high gear. He had taken the mobile to avoid any risk of Vanity reporting to VB their imminent arrival.





They were more than halfway to Black Ridge when they saw the endless queue of cars, almost bumper to bumper, stationary ahead. Newman swore inwardly. He got out as a State trooper strolled past the queue.





'What's the problem, officer?' he asked.





'The problem, Brit..' said the trooper, six feet tall and built like a quarterback, chewing gum, 'is you're not going any place for a long time. Now, move the jalopy as far off the highway as you can get it.'





'Why?'





'Maybe because I say so. Maybe because there's been a multiple pile-up blocking the highway. Maybe because we're waiting for lift trucks to pick up the mess, clear the highway. Wouldn't you say that was a good enough reason?'





'Certainly I would.' Newman agreed amiably.





No point in tangling with the law at this stage. He told the others what had happened.





'It's going to delay us badly,' Alvarez remarked.





'We'll get there eventually.' replied Tweed.





He seemed the coolest person in the car. He had long ago learned that when you couldn't do anything you relaxed. Newman walked back to Vanity who had been joined by Marler, explained the situation.





'We could be here for hours.' Vanity told him. 'Isn't it fortunate I'm well organized? I'm always ready for a breakdown in a remote place. In the trunk is a cool bag with a hamper. Food, wine and coffee. Tell me, Bob, does Tweed prefer strong coffee or decaffeinated?'





'Strong.' Newman replied automatically. 'You think we'll be here long?'





'Long enough to clean out my cool bag when everyone has had their rations. These multiples take some clearing up...'









In his office at Black Ridge Moloch was working like a beaver. He was shredding documents which should never see the light of day.





He had to check every sheet in case there was something he had to keep. It was a laborious job but one only he could do - some of the data was dangerous. As usual, Joel Brand entered without knocking. Moloch put a blank sheet on top of the pile he was working on.





'What is it? I am very busy.'





'Vanity hasn't turned up. I thought you asked her to get over here fast.'





'I did. I hope she hasn't had an accident.'





'She might have.' Brand said maliciously, 'there's been a multiple pile-up back along the highway towards Carmel.'





'I'll try and get her on the mobile. Haven't you anything to do with the time I pay you so much for?'





Opening a drawer, he took out his own mobile, pressed buttons. In the modern world it seemed he was always pressing buttons. The phone call worked, but there was a pause after he'd spoken before Vanity came on the line.





'Sorry for the delay. The one answering you. And for the delay in getting there.' Vanity's voice came over clearly. 'There's a multiple pile-up on the highway. It's going to take hours to clear. I'll get there as soon as I can. I'm OK.'





"That's all that matters. I'm shredding. Just get here when you can...'









Vanity handed back the mobile Newman had rushed to her. In her other hand she was holding a sandwich,





'You seem to want the phone more than I do. And that's all we needed.'





She was referring to the fact that American mechanical efficiency seemed to be taking a day off. A huge breakdown vehicle, which had arrived to help remove the smashed-up cars blocking the highway, had itself broken down. This meant calling more help to remove the breakdown truck before work could start on clearing the cars involved in the pile-up. Ambulances had arrived from the opposite direction, had taken away casualties and several fatalities.





'This could go on for ever,' Paula fumed.





Her patience was not helped by the fact that Tweed had fallen fast asleep. They had cleaned out Vanity's hamper, had drunk all her coffee before there were signs of movement. By now it was mid-afternoon.





Gradually the queue of cars ahead of them spread out, many breaking the speed limit in their annoyance, once clear of the State troopers. Newman increased speed.





Eventually, with the traffic now thin, they saw the strange Gothic towers of Black Ridge come into view. Tweed was peering out of his side of the car, told Newman to slow down as they came close to The Apex.





Mrs Benyon was standing on the terrace, staring down at the highway. She'd had the sense, Tweed noted, to leave her luggage out of sight. He leaned out of the window, waved to her. Then he made a U-turn gesture, hoping she'd grasp that they would be coming back for her. She waved back to acknowledge that she'd understood him.





When he had woken up to eat, Tweed had made several cheerful comments. This was to disguise the grim foreboding he had felt after talking to Professor Weatherby. His apparent buoyant mood had not been helped when he had overheard Vanity telling Newman that Moloch was busy shredding documents. This suggested to him VB was on the point of departure.





As they approached the closed gates of Black Ridge Vanity saucily slipped ahead of Newman. Using her monitor, she opened the gates and drove up the slope with Newman following. Behind them Marler slowed, stopped his car close to the right-hand gate to prevent its closing. You never knew when an escape route would be needed.





Arriving at the heavy front-door, Tweed pressed the large bell. Alvarez was alongside him when the door was opened, framing an unpleasant-looking man in a camouflage suit. His bruiser-like face surveyed them without enthusiasm.





'Who the hell are you?'





'CIA,' Alvarez said, brandishing a folder. 'Here to keep an appointment with VB. No need to inform him. He's waiting for us.'





'I'll let him know first.'





Camouflage Suit turned his back on them, raised his hand to lift a wall phone. Alvarez took three swift steps forward, holding his Walther by the barrel. He brought down the butt on the back of Camouflage Suit's head. The thug sagged to the floor.





'He'll be out for half an hour,' Alvarez said as though it was normal routine.





'I thought you'd handed in your resignation.' Paula said as Tweed led the way down the corridor.





'I forgot to hand in my credentials.' Alvarez replied and grinned at her.





Tweed reached the door to Moloch's office. He tried the handle. The door was locked. On the wall was a phone.





Tweed took hold of the phone, lifted it off the wall grip. He heard Moloch's voice.





'Who is it?'





Tweed. I have to speak to you urgently about Ethan.'





'I'm too busy. Go away. You should have made an appointment.'





There was a click as Moloch broke the connection. Newman had joined the group as Tweed opened a door on the opposite side of the corridor. Inside, behind a large desk, sat Joel Brand. He began opening a drawer.





'How did you get in?' he barked.





'Don't do it.' said Newman, pointing his Smith & Wesson. 'If you have a gun in the drawer, leave it there. And don't come out in the corridor. I have a bullet waiting for you. Oh, you won't be needing that phone.'





Walking in, he grabbed the phone off the desk, ripped out the cord connecting it to a plug in the wall. He gave the intercom the same treatment.





'Don't forget the bullet.' he warned, backing out of the room and closing the door.





Tweed was already opening another door on the same side of the corridor as Moloch's. Inside a tidy office Ethan sat behind his own desk, drinking a cup of coffee. His hair was neatly brushed, he wore a good suit, he smiled pleasantly, stood up when he saw Paula.





'Can I do something for you gentlemen?' he enquired in a very English voice.





Tweed stared hard at him. The transformation in Ethan's personality and appearance was startling. He looked round the room. It was just another office.





'You are Mr Tweed,' Ethan went on. 'I'm sorry if my manners weren't all they should have been when we last met. Fact is I'd had too much to drink. My own fault. I rarely touch alcohol.'





'I was looking for Mr Moloch,' Tweed said.





'First door on your left as you go out. This side of the corridor. Not the opposite side. That's the office where we keep our pet bear, Joel Brand. My apologies again.'





Tweed closed the door, followed by Newman, who had also peered round Ethan's office. Walking further down the corridor, Tweed tried to open the great metal door leading to the chamber. It was locked, immovable. None of them realized that while inside Ethan's office they had been within yards of the controls inside the concealed safe in the wall.
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Tweed stood outside the closed door to Ethan's office while he looked up and down the empty corridor -empty except for the unconscious guard slumped on the floor in the distance. Newman stirred restlessly.





'Something wrong?'





'The atmosphere here.' Tweed said. 'No sign of guards outside. We've only seen one inside - he's on the floor. This is the headquarters of AMBECO, largest conglomerate in the world. Today it reminds me of a ghost mansion from which most of the inhabitants have fled.'





'Or are dead.' Newman reminded him.





'Moloch has locked himself away...'





He stopped speaking as a door opened and Brand walked into the corridor. Newman aimed his revolver at the big man. Brand grinned, raised both hands, went on grinning.





"The war's over - or didn't you know? You're looking particularly attractive this afternoon, Miss Grey, if I may say so.'





He smiled, and the smile had no lecherous undertone. His words had been polite, had even sounded sincere. Paula stared at him. This was a different Brand and once again she could see how he would be attractive to women.





'Thank you.' she replied quietly. 'Why has everything changed here?'





'I honestly don't know. But I have the feeling AMBECO has at last come to the end of the line. The golden days have gone with the wind. May sound corny, but that's how it seems to me. Newman, I've met some tough fighters in my time, but you take the prize. That must have been quite something - out at Moss Landing.'





'Where?' Newman rapped back. 'Never heard of the place.'





'Good reply.' Brand grinned again, lowered his hands, kept them to his side, palms outwards. 'Tweed, a long time ago - at least it seems like that - I advised VB to let me finish you off. He refused. I think I was right, if you don't mind my saying so. You've outwitted, outmanoeuvred us every time. I think I'm going to have to look for another job. I suspect VB is clearing out of the States. He's always hated the place. At least I've saved money -have half a million dollars to get by on.'





'You have a lot of dead men on your conscience,' Tweed replied.





'So' - Brand spread his hands - 'it goes with the territory, I guess. This is America. I once knew a guy who told me what it was all about, an American. Way back, in the early days, there was a drive to the West, towards this coast. It was every man for himself. A guy got in your way, you shot him - before he shot you. Something of those wild times linger. It's what makes the Yanks rougher than the Europeans. I did say rougher - not tougher. They crumble under pressure.' He grinned again. 'We've crumbled under pressure from you.'





'You said VB was clearing out,' Tweed reminded him. 'Where to?'





'The rumour is he's headed for the Middle East. He has Arab pals out there, another fortune in their banks. He's moving on.'





'I think we'd better do the same thing,' Tweed said firmly.









Brand walked ahead of them. Newman was close behind him, still holding his revolver, ignoring the fact that Tweed had shaken his head. Next to Brand's office a door was open. Tweed heard the sound of a teleprinter chattering away. He stood in the open doorway.





'Hello there.' said Vanity, seated behind her desk.





She had a computer and a fax machine on her desk. Reaching out, she took hold of a handful of paper spewed out by the teleprinter, waved it at him.





'No news is good news.' she said with a smile. "This is junk. I'm clearing my desk.' She looked over Tweed's shoulder at Newman. 'I'm like you that way, Bob. When I've started a job I finish it.'





'You're leaving here, then?' Tweed asked.





'I guess so. Take care.'





Brand escorted them to the front door, then left them to go back to his office. He never looked at the guard, still unconscious on the floor. Tweed was the last to get into the car. For a few moments he stood on the terrace, looking up towards the battlements of the mock Gothic edifice. He had a strange expression on his face, Paula noticed.





'Ethan seemed a changed man, too.' Paula commented as Newman drove them down towards the open gate.





'He looked to be putting on an act to me,' Alvarez remarked.





'I found his manner even more sinister than when we saw him dancing with that girl up at Palo Eldorado,' Tweed replied. 'It was most disturbing.'





Tunny atmosphere in the whole place,' Paula said.





'It reminded me of a ticking bomb,' Tweed responded.









Leaving Black Ridge, both cars were driven a short distance along the highway, then swung off up the slope to The Apex at Tweed's request. He got out of the car and Mrs Benyon appeared, without sticks and carrying a suitcase in each hand.





'Am I glad to see you,' she said to Tweed.





They put her luggage in the boot of the BMW. Then Tweed and Newman helped her manoeuvre her bulk into the front passenger seat. She chuckled, looking at Tweed.





'Either the seat is too small or I'm too big. The latter is the problem, I'm sure. Thank you for not forgetting me.'





Tweed thought she too was a changed person. She looked content, almost happy, relieved. Quite obviously she couldn't wait to leave California. He supposed she had had too many years of strain and stress over Ethan. There came a point when you could take no more anxiety. You just wanted to be free of it.





He got into the front passenger seat of the Merc. Newman was obviously anxious to move off. He sat tapping his hands on the wheel, glanced behind at Paula and Alvarez, looked at Tweed.





'I suppose we are ready to push off?'





'We're ready now. We've done all we can at Black Ridge. The time has come to look after ourselves.'





'Thank Heaven for that.' Paula called out.





Newman drove down the slope, turned left along the highway, rammed his foot down, keeping an eye open for patrol cars. Behind them Marler followed, driving the BMW. In the back sat Butler and Nield.





'The temperature's dropping.' Tweed observed. 'Strange the way it plummets about four in the afternoon.'





'It will soon be dusk.' Newman said. 'I'd like to get back before dark.'





'We were delayed for hours by that pile-up.' Tweed reminded him. 'I have to call Monica. It's ages since I last spoke to her. She may have news.'





'I was going to drive straight back to Spanish Bay.' snapped Newman. 'I suppose you could make your call from Mission Ranch.'





'Too public.' Tweed replied. 'Take us into Carmel to that phone booth I've used before.'





'You could phone her from Spanish Bay.' Paula suggested.





'I need a safe phone. I'll use a booth in Carmel.'





He had detected irritation in both Newman and Paula. The atmosphere at Black Ridge had affected them all. Looking out of the window he saw menacing storm clouds drifting in from the Pacific. The sky was clearer further out and the sun, a giant red disc, was sinking close to the horizon. Like Paula behind him, he went on watching a sight which tourists from all over the world found hypnotic. The lower rim of the sun reached the horizon, began to drop behind it. He was surprised how swiftly the sun sank, disappeared, like a huge coin dropping into the slot of tomorrow. But would there be a tomorrow?









Shortly afterwards they passed Mission Ranch below them. A crowd of people were gathered, gazing at the fireglow where the sun had vanished. Newman never gave them a glance, driving on at the maximum speed limit within Carmel. Then he pulled in to the kerb.





"There's your phone booth. You've got what you wanted.'





Tweed dived out of the car. The deep purple of dusk had faded as night fell. Couples were walking into restaurants. Inside the booth he called Park Crescent, so far away.





Tweed here, Monica.'





'Oh, thank Heaven. I thought something had happened to you. I've been calling Spanish Bay for hours.'





'Why?'





'Is this a safe phone? Are you calling from theRIGHT SQUARE BRACKET'





'It's a safe phone. What's the problem?'





 'I thought you ought to know. My contact at Lloyd's told me the Venetia is still standing off Falmouth harbour. The skipper has informed the Harbour Master it will be leaving within forty-eight hours. Destination, a cruise in the eastern Mediterranean. I think it will be heading for Beirut. There's a conference of top sheiks meeting there in a fortnight's time. All the billionaires.'





"Thank you. That's significant.'





'Don't go. There's more. Someone has twisted an arm high up here. Jim Corcoran, Security Chief at Heathrow, has been ordered to make special arrangements to receive a Lear jet tomorrow afternoon. The VIP aboard will be Vincent Bernard Moloch.'





'Thanks again. That is significant. See you shortly, Monica. We will soon be on our way back.'





I hope, he thought as he left the booth. More couples were strolling round the tree-lined streets of Carmel. He was crossing the pavement to the car when he felt he was walking on quicksand. It was the first tremor.













42













Tweed stood very still. He looked quickly up and down the street. The few couples in sight had also stopped. One man put his arm round his companion's waist to reassure her. The long loaded pause continued. The ground was now stable. There was no fresh movement. The people in the street who had frozen, like a still from a film, began to move again.





Hurrying to the car, Tweed got inside next to Newman. Paula's voice was calm with only a hint of tension.





'What on earth happened?'





 'California is in the earthquake belt,' Tweed replied. 'So I imagine that was not a unique experience.' He kept the urgency out of his voice. 'Bob, let's get back to Spanish Bay.' He went on speaking as the car began moving again. 'Monica reported that Moloch is expected at Heathrow tomorrow in his Lear jet. The Venetia is still waiting off Falmouth. Its new destination - when it sails - is still the eastern Mediterranean.'





He  glanced   at  Newman,  who  caught  the  brief expression on his face. Without commenting Newman increased speed gradually. Once outside Carmel he rammed his foot down. Paula's tone was steady as she spoke.





"That means Moloch is leaving the States - maybe for good. I wonder why?'





'He's decided to find fresh pastures for his activities, I feel sure,' Tweed replied casually. 'So there's really no point in our staying here any longer. Alvarez, we're ready to leave. Paula has seats booked for us on the next flight out of San Francisco International. When we get back could you try and summon up the Chinook to fly us there?'





'Sure thing. Guess I'll come with you, see you safely home.'





'That would be a good idea.'





There was a strange atmosphere inside the car as it entered the grounds of Spanish Bay. No one spoke and the silence had an awkward character - no one wished to express the fear they were feeling. No one wished to speak in case they said the wrong thing. As they approached the car park Tweed laid an arm along the back of Newman's seat, leaned close and whispered something. Newman merely nodded to show he'd understood. The Merc, pulled up in the usual place. While Tweed was getting out of the car Newman released his seatbelt, pressed a button to elevate the aerial with the spider's web of wires. He was pressing more buttons as Alvarez slipped out, got into the front passenger seat, grasped the microphone. Tweed leaned into the car.





'Everyone assembles in my apartment with their luggage.'





He was praying Alvarez would contact Cord Dillon as he walked quickly back to the BMW, which had pulled up behind them. He opened the front door, smiled at Mrs Benyon.





'I want you to come with me. I'll carry your things.' Then he gestured to Marler and the other two men. 'Assemble in my apartment in two minutes from now. With suitcases.'





Butler, despite his injured knee, was heaving out Mrs Benyon's two suitcases from the boot. He shook his head when Tweed attempted to relieve him of his burden.





'Take care of the lady.' he said firmly.





Strains of dance music drifted out from somewhere on the chilly air. The sound struck Paula as odd, like the last dance before a great battle. As she walked to the hotel entrance she heard Alvarez speaking in a staccato voice. He had got through to Cord Dillon.





She saw Tweed pausing at the entrance. He was looking back up the drive into the distance. She had the distinct impression he was expecting someone to arrive, hoping that they would. Then he hurried inside on his way to his apartment, moving with swift steps.





Shortly afterwards she was the first to enter Tweed's apartment. He had slid aside the glass windows, was holding his own suitcase. He always travelled light. Mrs Benyon sat on a couch.





'What about the hotel bill?' Paula asked.





'I paid that before we left for Black Ridge. Paid it to include tomorrow night, but warned them we might have to leave early.'





Newman came in, followed by the others. Alvarez was the last to arrive. He gestured towards the window Tweed had slid open.





'We go out there. The Chinook is on its way. It will land on one of the greens on the golf course. I know which one. Let's get moving. I need to be out there to signal with my flash when it comes in.'





'I'll be out there shortly,' Tweed said. 'I'm waiting at the front.'





'Don't wait all night,' Alvarez warned. 'The Chinook pilot won't.'









At Black Ridge Ethan was inside the upper chamber, his eyes glued to the strong-motion recorder. The vertical markings were still jumping at irregular intervals, but so far there was nothing dramatic. He stood, staring down, fingertips in his mouth as he gnawed at them.





He couldn't keep still. He kept moving round the chamber, then hurrying back to the seismograph. The regular foreshocks convinced him San Moreno was about to erupt. Why was it all taking so long? He had bitten his nails down to the quick.





'Come on! Come on!' he said aloud.





He was working himself up into a frenzy. Rushing over to a table, he poured himself more coffee from a thermos into a plastic cup, swallowed it. In his haste he almost choked. He walked back to the seismograph with his eyes closed. He opened them, stared like a man hypnotized.





Very steep markings had jumped way above their predecessors. Steeper even than he'd expected. He flung the cup across the chamber, spilling coffee over the floor. He flew up the ladder, opened the heavy door leading into the corridor. It was deserted. Then a door opened and Joel Brand came out.





'It's coming now!' Ethan shrieked at him.





'What is?' growled Brand.





"The greatest earthquake in the history of the world. My earthquake ...'





Brand grabbed the revolver from the holster by his side. He aimed, fired. The bullet travelled harmlessly down the empty corridor. Ethan had slipped inside his office, had double-locked the door from the inside. He heard Brand turning the handle furiously, then the handle stopped turning.





Ethan had already opened the panel, inserted his key in the wall safe, exposed the interior. His hands were damp with perspiration. He rubbed them on the backs of his trousers, gazed at the two levers. Taking a deep breath, he took hold of each lever with one hand, pulled them down with a mighty jerk. The system was operative. He had five minutes to board the waiting chopper.





Opening his office door, after taking an automatic from a drawer in his desk, he peered out. The corridor was deserted. Where could Brand have gone? With the automatic trembling in his right hand he ran along the route which would take him to the hangar. The moment he emerged into the cold night air he heard the beat-beat of the helicopter's rotors. It had come out of the hangar, was lifting off.





'Wait for me!' Ethan screamed.





Inside the passenger section Moloch looked down, saw Ethan waving his arms madly. He sighed as the machine gained height. He never wanted to see Ethan Benyon again. Mad as a hatter, he thought. Why did I ever not realize it earlier? All the signs were there. Because I didn't want to recognize it.





On the ground Ethan was beside himself with terror. He ran back inside the house, hurtled along the corridor to the front entrance where cars were parked. Arriving outside he saw Brand about to get behind the wheel of Moloch's Lincoln Continental.





'The swine,' Brand snarled.





'Who?' asked Ethan, hardly knowing what he was saying.





'VB. He slammed the door of the chopper in my face and it took off. Where the hell do you think you're going?'





Take me with you,' Ethan pleaded.





Brand rammed his elbow into Ethan's ribs as he attempted to open another door. Ethan staggered back, collapsed on the ground. By the time he stumbled to his feet the Lincoln was driving at top speed down the slope, headlights blazing as it passed through the open gates, turned right onto Highway One.





Brand drove at manic speed, roared past the drive leading up to The Apex. He never gave a thought to Mrs Benyon, intent only on reaching San Francisco in record time. By his side on the passenger seat was an automatic rifle. If he met a patrol car he'd gun down anyone who tried to stop him.





 His huge muscular frame was tense. He felt the ground under the car shudder, pressed his foot down further. Then he heard the horrendous explosion. Glancing out to sea his eyes opened wide. The ocean seemed to be lifting. He saw the Baja tossed high into the air as though it were a rowboat. The Xenobium bomb beneath it had detonated. The vessel turned turtle in midair, plunged back downwards into the incredibly high mountain of water hurled up by the explosion. It disappeared but Brand kept his nerve as the highway climbed steeply, swinging round dangerous bends without slowing down.





He was passing Point Sur when the huge massif split in two, creating a canyon through which the ocean surged in a Niagara of water. The lighthouse toppled down inside the canyon, vanished under the water. The sea was now flooding across the highway but Brand didn't slow - he drove through, sending up great gushes of spray which blinded his windscreen. He turned the wipers full on, saw a bend just in time.





Ahead, along a straight stretch of highway, he saw that a crack was splitting open the road. It was only a few inches wide when he drove over it. In his rear-view mirror he glimpsed the crack widen to a crevasse. Under the Lincoln the ground was shuddering again. He kept the huge stretch limo moving. He was approaching the Bixby Bridge.









One of the wonders of American engineering, the most often photographed Bixby Bridge was opened for traffic after completion in November 1932. The central arch, over the creek running into the Pacific two hundred and fifty feet beneath it, was a span more than two hundred and fifty feet long. Driving over it cars went thump thump as they crossed the strips of material laid across it to slow down traffic.





So far Brand had seen no other cars from the moment he had left Black Ridge. Glancing up the mountainside to his right, he gazed in trepidation as a millionaire's modernistic house simply slid down the slope, breaking up as it continued to slide. Inside other fabulous properties the lights suddenly went out as powerlines were fractured. The moon was rising as Brand's teeth were bared in a rictus-like smile.





He took the bridge at full tilt, ignoring the slow-down strips. He was almost halfway across when the arch began to climb into the air. Gripping the wheel of the Lincoln Continental with all his strength, he drove up the mounting arch, reached the summit, saw a split appearing right across the arch. The Lincoln leapt over the gap, started descending the far side. In a trance of terror, Brand felt the entire structure heaving sideways and seawards. The Lincoln swivelled out of the right-hand lane into the left.





Brand threw up a useless arm across his head in horror as the whole bridge continued to tilt, then collapsed. He had no time to take his foot off the accelerator as the stretch limo shot over the rails, now at a much lower angle. The Lincoln was a rocket in flight. It hammered into the cliffs on the Carmel side like a shell from a gun, the petrol tank exploded, flames engulfed it from end to end. The relics fell into the boiling ocean below. Where the great Bixby Bridge had once stood there was only a wide gap, the broken structure swallowed up by the Pacific far beneath what had, for so many years, been a marvel of Highway One.









On the golf links near Spanish Bay, a short time before Ethan had pulled the levers, the Chinook, a large ugly helicopter with a box-like stern, landed on the green where Alvarez had signalled with his torch. Everyone was aboard except for Newman, who stood at the foot of the ladder, staring anxiously back at the hotel for a sight of Tweed.





'Can't wait much longer,' the co-pilot shouted down from above.





 'You are waiting for a VIP,' Alvarez said, standing beside the co-pilot, flourishing his CIA credentials.





'A few minutes more. No longer...'





Outside the lobby in front of the hotel Tweed was enduring the most nerve-racking wait he could remember. Then he saw two men hurrying towards him from the direction of the club. Grenville with Maurice Prendergast.





'Some minor crisis?' Grenville enquired calmly. 'We saw your lot arriving, rushing about like frightened rabbits.'





'Some rabbits,' Tweed snapped. 'Both of you go out the back way by Roy's. Board the chopper you'll see waiting on the links. A major earthquake is due.'





'A major crisis, then,' Grenville responded.





He stubbed the cigar he had been smoking, followed Maurice who had already started running into the lobby. Tweed walked up and down, counting his paces to concentrate his mind. Then he stopped. An Audi, driven at high speed, jerked to a stop a few feet away from him. Vanity Richmond jumped out, holding a suitcase.





'I caught your signal when you stood in my doorway - smoothing down your hair. Got trapped behind a juggernaut crawling along the highway. Ages before I dared overtake.'





'You're here. That's the main thing. Come on.'





Taking her by one hand, he ran with her into the lobby and out of the door next to Roy's. From the terrace they could see the lights of the big Chinook. Grenville and Maurice were already mounting the ladder.





'Hurry up!' Newman shouted at them.





'What the hell do you think we're doing?' Vanity snapped back at him.





She flew up the ladder, followed by Tweed and Newman. The co-pilot hauled up the aluminium ladder, slammed the door shut.





Tweed stood at the doorway to the pilot's control area. The rotors were already whirling, faster and faster. He had to shout.





'What is happening at San Francisco International? A major earthquake is coming.'





'A special flight has been laid on. There have been shocks in San Francisco,' the pilot shouted back. 'Washington has arranged the flight. We have time to spare.'






Alvarez put his mouth close to Tweed's ear, kept his voice down.





'For Washington read Cord Dillon...'





The Chinook was lifting off, higher and higher, then it began its flight north, over the ocean. Entering the main cabin Tweed had the impression the Chinook had been furnished for top brass. Rows of comfortable double seats lined both port and starboard with a central aisle, occupied the fuselage. Vanity was sitting next to Newman, who waved cheerily. Tweed chose a seat by himself on the starboard side next to a window. It gave him a view of the coast.





 They had passed Monterey and he estimated they must be close to Moss Landing when, looking down, he saw in the moonlight the Kebir, twin dredger with the Baja. As he watched, a tremendous explosion shook the Chinook. The helicopter bucked, but the pilot had it under control within seconds. Paula had moved forward, seated herself beside Tweed just before the explosion.





'What on earth was that?' she asked.





"The second Xenobium bomb detonating. Ethan's work. Look down.'





 She leaned over him, stared. The Kebir had keeled over, was wallowing in a turmoil of surf and raging water. As she watched it sank, as though sucked down by some enormous force. A tidal wave appeared, more like a mountain than a wave. It drove forward to the coast, inundated it, continued inland across the flatlands until she could no longer see it. She sat down, let out her breath.





'It looks like a cauldron down there.'





'It is a cauldron. Lord knows what's happening to the south of us c'









The San Moreno earthquake, combined with the detonation of the Xenobium bombs, produced the colossal reaction Professor Weatherby had eventually feared. The tectonic plate off California was shifted under the coast. The results were catastrophic.





Starting just north of Los Angeles, a gigantic chasm opened up in the Earth's surface. In certain areas it ran inland, in others it destroyed the coast for ever. LA itself did not escape the devastation. Several buildings constructed of two wings at right angles to each other split apart. Shudderings from the ground travelled up the buildings, increased in ferocity as they reached the tops. The buildings broke in two, one wing going one way, the other in a different direction. Cars parked in the streets were flattened like sardine cans. Because they were office buildings and it was after working hours casualties were light.





Not so in homes on the edge of the sprawling city. People inside concrete structures were crushed. Further away pictures were shaken off walls, ornaments crashed off mantelpieces, doors broke loose from their hinges. All this was nothing compared with what happened when the chasm opened from Santa Barbara north to San Francisco.





After being knocked to the ground by Brand at Black Ridge, Ethan was terrified by what he had released. He ran round the back of the mansion, started to climb the hills looming above, despite the height at which the mansion stood. He had reason to be scared out of his wits - he knew what was coming.





The ocean gathered itself up into one of the most feared products of a major earthquake - a tsunami, the Japanese term for a mighty tidal wave. Scrambling up the slope, he paused for breath, looked back and screamed. A wave higher than Black Ridge, a monster in the moonlight, green with a curl of surf at its summit, rolled majestically forward. At that moment Ethan felt the ground trembling under his feet. Looking down, he saw a huge chasm ripping the slope asunder. The monster wave slammed against the hillslope, struck him in the back, toppled him into the chasm. Millions of tons of ocean flooded down into the chasm. Ethan was drowned.





When it eventually receded the wave took half the coast with it. A landslide shifted the Gothic mansion of Black Ridge, clawed it down the slope as it broke up into a thousand pieces. Other three-million-dollar houses were sliced off the slope, carrying their inhabitants down into the depths of the ocean. The whole landscape in the Big Sur area was transformed into a series of ugly island crags.





The chasm continued ripping north, devouring forests, hamlets, highways in the most terrible rampage in the history of man. Ethan had tampered with Nature, had paid the penalty - but so did many others. The earthquake registered 8.9 on the Richter scale. Later, casualties were estimated at 150,000.









Tweed realized they were in trouble as the Chinook began its descent on San Francisco International Airport. The pilot landed his machine close to a waiting Boeing 747. The plane was surrounded by State troopers holding guns.





'People are panicking trying to board our plane.' he warned Paula.





'Poor devils.'





'Let's just hope we can reach the aircraft.'





'You'll have to force your way through two files of troopers,' reported the co-pilot who had entered the cabin. 'Just keep shoving until you're inside the 747.'





'I must look after Mrs Benyon.' Tweed said.





'I'll help you,' Paula insisted. 'It's chaos out there.'





It was worse than that, Tweed thought, glancing out of the window. He stiffened. In the distance he saw the lights of a Lear jet moving down a runway. As it passed near an overhead glare light he read the huge letters painted on the fuselage. AMBECO. The jet took off, climbing rapidly as it gained height. Vincent Bernard Moloch was leaving America.
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There is nothing more frightening than a panic-stricken mob stampeding out of sheer terror. As they left the Chinook, climbing down the ladder, the sound of the rotors whirling ceased. It was replaced by another sound. The howl and yells of the vast crowd fighting to board the Boeing. It was every man - and woman - for themselves. The thin veneer of civilization had vanished - the mob was like a mass of savages, pressing against the two lines of armed State troopers forming a narrow aisle leading to the British Airways plane.





'Follow me!' shouted Alvarez.





He led the way, flourishing his CIA folder in the faces of the troopers. Behind him came Mrs Benyon, clutching only one of her suitcases. Tweed had hold of one of her arms, Paula gripped the other. Mrs Benyon was remarkably calm. She used her bulk to press her way forward after Alvarez between the backs of troopers struggling to hold back the seething crowd, holding their automatic rifles in both hands, parallel to the ground, to act as a makeshift barrier.





One American woman, her face contorted with fury, broke through behind Alvarez. A trooper hoisted his weapon to hit her with the butt. Paula grabbed his arm with her free hand.





'Don't! Please don't hit her.'





Her voice carried. At that moment the ground under the airport had shuddered briefly, silencing the crowd for a short time. The trooper looked, surprised, then heaved the intruding woman back with his body. She yelled at Paula.





'Friggin' Brit. You'll get away. You're OK!'





Paula felt guilty because what the woman had screamed at her was true. If they ever reached the Boeing she would get away while the woman would be left behind. Tweed sensed her reaction.





'Concentrate on getting Mrs Benyon to safety.' he rapped out.





The struggle to reach the aircraft went on. At times Alvarez was able to walk a few yards along a clear aisle as Tweed and Paula hurried Mrs Benyon after him. Then the protecting line would give way and Alvarez had to wait as the troopers fought to clear the way. Then he would press forward as control was - briefly - regained. The mob began baying in rising unison.





'Kill the troopers! Kill the troopers! Kill them!'





This is turning very ugly, Tweed thought, but he kept the reaction to himself as the nightmare movement forward continued. Paula saw one woman among the crowd in tears. A tall handsome Negro next to her, obviously a stranger, put one arm round her and she buried her face in his large chest. The Negro saw Paula's expression. He waved to her with his free arm, grinned. Paula wanted to burst into tears herself. Then a fresh horror occurred.





A white man, with a bony, skull-like head, had produced a knife. He was stabbing people at random, forcing his way forward to where the troopers stood. Several of his victims collapsed. He was close to the Negro, who turned round, saw what he was doing. He clenched a huge fist, using his free arm, smashed it against the jaw of the man with the knife. The attacker slumped out of sight, was trampled underfoot.





'Oh, my God!' she let out.





'Keep moving,' ordered Tweed.





The file of troopers, originally forming a straight line to the waiting aircraft, were now bent into a conga-like formation, but still stood shoulder to shoulder. Glancing back, Paula saw Newman close behind, gripping Vanity's arm as he pushed her forward. Her face was twisted in an expression of strain. Lord, I'll bet I'm looking like that, thought Paula. Newman grinned at her, motioned her to keep moving.





Quite suddenly, Paula was aware of something huge looming above them. It was the Boeing. They had almost reached the plane. Ahead she saw troopers desperately attempting to keep the mob back from the mobile staircase alongside the fuselage. Mrs Benyon gave her bulk an extra heave to force their way through between the backs of troopers.





'Be careful on the steps.' Tweed shouted in her ear.





Mrs Benyon reached the foot of the mobile staircase. She mounted them rapidly, one hand still clutching her suitcase, the other holding on to a rail. Paula followed, careful not to look down. Tweed did look down as he climbed the steps. He estimated there must be forty troopers, half on one side, half on the other, keeping the mobile staircase in place.





Suddenly Paula found herself inside the aircraft, guided to First Class by the female purser who had managed to greet her with a smile. Only then did she realize she was still holding the ticket Tweed had handed her aboard the Chinook, that the purser had checked it swiftly before leading the way. Exhausted, she sank into the aisle seat, determined not to look out of the window. Tweed took the window seat, stared out.





The seething, frightened mob seemed to hem in the plane, but then he observed a fresh line of troopers, holding back the huge crowd of people desperate to board. A woman sat in the aisle seat opposite Paula, several feet away since in First Class the aisle was spacious. The purser was examining her ticket.





'You are Hiram Bellenger? Hiram is a man's name.'





'I'm Hiram.'





A tall heavily built man had slipped aboard and stood by the purser. He smiled broadly.





'This is my sister. She's taking my seat. I insisted. I can catch the next flight tomorrow. Let me have the ticket.'





Pulling it from the purser's hand, he took out a fountain pen, crossed out his Christian name, leaving only the letter 'H'. He handed back the ticket to the purser.





'Her name is Harriet, so now everything is in order. I guess I'd better leave now.' He caught Paula's expression, patted his large bulk. 'Don't look like that, lady. I'll have a few beers in the city, then, as I just said, catch a flight tomorrow. With my bulk aboard the plane would be overloaded.' He smiled again, squeezed Paula's shoulder. 'Safe flight





Then he was gone and again Paula had trouble controlling her emotions. Tomorrow's flight? Would there be a tomorrow for Hiram? She felt sick. Tweed grasped her hand.





"The bad and the very good. We've seen them all today.' He looked back. 'Mrs Benyon has fallen asleep. Everyone else is with us. Bob, Marler, Nield, Butler - and Alvarez.'





'I don't understand the number of times Alvarez has got away with waving his CIA folder.'





'I'll explain later. And Vanity is seated next to Bob. She looks washed out, but she's chatting to Newman.'





'I don't understand why you were so anxious to wait for her back at Spanish Bay.'





'I'll explain later.'









All the passengers were aboard. Tweed secretly wondered how on earth the plane would ever take off. Peering out of the window he saw American organization in a crisis at its best. The pilot had ordered the cabin crew over the tannoy to lock the doors, take their seats. The jet engines were humming, rising to a crescendo.





'They're clearing a path for us.' Tweed informed Paula as he pressed his face close to the window.





'How are they doing that? They'll never get us through the crowd.'





'They are doing it...'





Alongside and ahead of the aircraft motorized open cargo trolleys carried troopers with their rifles. As the pilot edged the huge machine forward the trolley-loads of troopers were driving aside the mob, which was shaking fists, shouting abuse.





Two men in the mob, crazed with fear and rage, ran ahead of the moving aircraft, lay down in its path. At the risk of their lives four troopers dived off the lead trolley, ran ahead, grabbed hold of the prone men, dragged them out of the way. Inwardly, Tweed heaved a sigh of relief. Then he felt the shudder of the second tremor coming.





A slitlike crack appeared across the runway. Tweed compelled himself to show no reaction for fear of upsetting Paula. She had also felt the movement.





'What was that?' she asked.





'The pilot testing his brakes,' Tweed said quickly.





In the moonlight he could see the crack. Were they heading for total disaster at the last moment? The pilot increased speed, sped over the crack before it widened. The plane was roaring down the runway and then Tweed felt it lift off, become airborne. He squeezed Paula's hand.





'We've taken off.'





"Thank Heaven. I'm drained of emotion.'





Tm sure we all are.'





Climbing steeply, the aircraft curved over towards the ocean. The manoeuvre gave Tweed a bird's-eye view of the magnificent city of San Francisco. As he gazed down he blinked. The cone-shaped AMBECO building was moving. The huge rollers it had been erected on to make it earthquake proof differed in design from those beneath the TransAmerica building. The giant cone began to spin slowly, then it keeled over, toppling slowly before the entire structure collapsed.





The plane continued its great curving sweep, climbing all the time, giving Tweed a view of the Golden Gate Bridge. The most famous bridge in the world was shaking from side to side. Awestruck, Tweed watched as a gap appeared in its centre and the highway crossing it fell into the moonlit waters below, sending up a massive splash. There had been no traffic on the bridge. It vanished from view as the aircraft went on gaining altitude, eventually levelling out at thirty-five thousand feet as it headed Polar Route for Heathrow.
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Flying over the Canadian North-West Territories, the Lear jet sped onward through the night. In the luxurious passenger cabin Moloch sat alongside his new British personal assistant, Heather Lang. He had summoned her from her job at the Des Moines explosives plant to fly to San Francisco aboard another of his jets. She had been waiting for him in the cabin when he had landed from Black Ridge aboard the helicopter. After delivering her, the second jet had immediately returned to Des Moines.





'When we get to Heathrow.' Moloch was explaining, 'we fly by Brymon Airways to Newquay in Cornwall. A car will be waiting to drive us from there to Mullion Towers.'





'Your headquarters in Britain,' she had replied. 'Is that our new base?'





Heather Lang, in her thirties, was an attractive brunette who had drive and competence. She wore a pale grey power suit over a white blouse. The suit showed off her good figure, had a short skirt revealing her long shapely legs. She had a Roman nose under blue eyes and good bone structure, tapering to a determined chin. She was a woman of great ambition.





 'No.' Moloch replied to her question. 'Soon we board my floating palace, the Venetia, lying off Falmouth. Then we sail for Beirut in the Lebanon. I have an exotic house high up in the Lebanon mountains. It is cool up there the whole year round.'





'It sounds exciting.' Heather replied.





'I am transferring my whole operation to the Middle East.' Moloch went on, after a swift glance at her. He was amused to see she was impressed by the description he had just given her - language he rarely used. 'Incidentally.' he went on casually, 'I am doubling your salary.'





"That's very generous of you, VB. Thank you.'





Yes, it was generous, he was thinking. But it was worth it. You bought loyalty in the crazy world which was emerging. He gave her the file he had been glancing through as he spoke. The name on the front had been erased earlier by his felt-tip pen - the name Ethan Benyon.





'Shred that for me now, please.'





The teleprinter, recording a bulletin from Reuters beamed to the jet by satellite, had spewed out a reel of paper. When she had finished shredding papers which meant nothing to her, she detached the Reuters report, brought it to Moloch.





He read it quickly. More news about the great San Moreno earthquake. An item caught his attention and he smiled to himself.





Among the devastated plants destroyed in Silicon Valley, California, were fifteen of the world's most advanced electronic companies...





He checked the names and saw that the list included the five competitors who had combined to destroy his first business venture in the States years before. It gave him great satisfaction to read their names a second time.





Also it meant that, with the two extra companies he had just bought up in the Thames Valley, he had three key companies which could almost monopolize the world supply of advanced microchips and other advanced equipment. His assistant sat beside him again. They had both recently eaten the excellent meal supplied by the chef included in the crew. He laid a hand on her knee.





'If you are loyal to me - completely loyal - you could go a long way and earn a great deal of money.'





She glanced at him without a hint of enticement on her pale face. He removed his hand.





'I'm only interested in hard work.' she replied.





"Then go and tell the radio op. to send a message to Heathrow. First, book two seats on the Brymon Airways flight to Newquay. One-way tickets. Then tell the pilot when we arrive at Heathrow he is to wait for two passengers he will fly to Newquay when they arrive from San Francisco. A Colonel Grenville and a Maurice Prendergast.'





"They are officials in the company?' she enquired.





'One of them establishes counter-espionage networks for me.'





"That sounds exciting.'





'It's a job like any other...'









Tweed had returned to his seat aboard the British Airways plane forging its way through the night. He sat down as a steward began pulling out tables for a meal. Paula had just suppressed a yawn.





'I don't know whether I can eat a thing after what we've experienced.'





Try something,' Tweed urged. 'Otherwise you'll suddenly feel hungry in the middle of the night.'





'I'll make the effort.'





'Incidentally, when I went to the loo I peered into Club Class. Both Grenville and Maurice are occupying separate seats. They came aboard, of course, under the assumed names you booked tickets under.'





'You make it sound as though they're important.'





'One of three people aboard this aircraft is the spy Moloch uses to set up watcher networks. It has to be someone, as I mentioned before, who was in Cornwall and then arrived in California.' He glanced back. 'Newman and Vanity seem to be getting on well together.'





They have done for some time. How are you going to detect this spy?'





'By having all the suspects followed when we have landed at Heathrow. I'm sure Moloch will want to use the same person again. We must stop that...'





He paused when he saw that on the TV screen Paula had erected there was a news flash, beamed in, he presumed, by satellite. Besides the spoken commentary in an American voice, there were graphic pictures of the devastation caused by the earthquake. Paula leaned forward.





'Surely that was Big Sur? It's split into two islands -the sea now runs in between them. The lighthouse has gone.'





'Point Sur,' Tweed corrected her. 'Lord, the whole coastline has been smashed up.'





'And look! Black Ridge was on that hillside. It has just disappeared. I wonder if Moloch was inside it?'





'VB is flying ahead of us in his Lear jet.'





'Now he tells me.'





'I saw the jet taking off from San Francisco airport. Quite a while before we took to the air ...'





He paused as the purser arrived with a sealed envelope which she handed to him.





'This radio message just came in for you, Mr Tweed.'





He thanked her, opened the envelope, unfolded the sheet inside, read it quickly and grunted with satisfaction. He handed it to Paula. She read it and looked at him.





VB expected arrive here by jet this afternoon. Two tickets booked Newquay. The Blimp and the Morris travelling on to Newquay by jet. Cheltenham interception. Monica.





'Which, translated,' Tweed said in a low voice, 'means that VB is going straight on to Cornwall soon after he arrives. I don't know who is accompanying him. Also Grenville and Maurice will be transported to Cornwall aboard Moloch's jet. The second message from the Lear jet ahead of us was intercepted by GCHQ at Cheltenham. At long last the authorities are waking up to the fact that VB is a deadly menace.'





'That's what I gathered. Monica, as usual, has been clever in her wording. Does it affect our movements?'





Tweed didn't reply. A steward had just brought them their first course. He looked at the two mini-bottles of opened champagne which were untouched.





'Did you want something more to drink?'





'What we have will do very nicely. For the moment,' Tweed replied.





He poured Paula's bottle into her glass on the chair rest, then poured his own, much to Paula's surprise.





'You hardly ever drink.'





'It's been tension almost from the time we set foot in sunny California. Time to relax.'





They clinked glasses and Tweed drank a whole glassful, then refilled both glasses. Paula looked at him.





'You're going it a bit. For you, I mean.'





'We'll get another couple of bottles. I've heard this stuff does you good.'





'Great idea. We arrive tiddly at Heathrow. Best way to pass a night flight. I'm ravenous.' she said, sipping the chicken soup.





'What did I tell you?'





He glanced over his shoulder, as he had done a few minutes earlier.





'Vanity and Bob are knocking back the champers as though there's no tomorrow.'





'Not so long ago in California I thought there wouldn't be one. Look at the TV now. Silicon Valley has been obliterated.'





'Which was the object of Moloch's titanic exercise. I'm sure he's congratulating himself now - regardless of the casualties. I think his character has undergone a transformation.'





'How do you mean?'





'I think he has had to fight so hard and for so long in America that the iron has entered his soul, as they used to say. And he now has so much power he can only go on to do one thing. To accumulate more power. And he can do it. Through the Arab connection.'









'Those pictures we saw are grim.' Newman remarked.





"The ones we saw on your little TV set?' Vanity queried.





"Those pictures. And all the horror was caused by the ambition of one man - Moloch.'





'He has a remarkable brain.' she said. 'While working for him I never ceased to be astonished at the speed with which he would take a major decision. It was a unique experience to work for such a man.'





'Sounds as though you admire him.' Newman commented.





'I admire his brain. That doesn't mean I admire the man. Stop twisting my words.'





'I wasn't aware I was twisting anything,' snapped Newman.





'You're like a bear with a sore head.'





'Maybe it's the company I keep.' he fired back.





'Change the company, then.' Vanity snapped.





'I might just do that.' He glanced at her. 'I'd have thought that with a good meal inside you you'd be in a better temper.'





'Nothing wrong with my temper. You keep provoking me.'





'Not intentionally. Perhaps it's all in your mind.'





 'It would be in my mind, of course. Why do they have to pull the shutters down over the windows? I like to see out.'





'Nothing to see. It's night-time.'





Vanity rammed up the shutter with great force. She peered down into the darkness.





'I can see lights. A small cluster. We're passing over southern Greenland.'





'No one lives in Greenland.'





'Yes they do. I think it's Godthaab. That's on the Polar Route. Next we'll pass over the southern rip of Iceland.'





'Not a bad place to take a holiday. It's very unusual.'





'I think I will take a holiday when we get back. On my own. I rather fancy going back to Cornwall...'.









Grenville was sitting bolt upright in his seat. He didn't believe in slouching in public, even when going to sleep. In the seat behind him Maurice Prendergast had stretched out his comfortable chair so it formed a makeshift bed. He had a blanket over him and was just nodding off when a steward shook him gently by the arm.





'Mr Prendergast? Sorry to disturb you. A message has come in for you via the radio operator.'





'Really? Can't imagine who knows I'm aboard this flight.'





He shook himself awake, took the sealed envelope handed to him by the steward. Opening it, he read the message.





My Lear jet will be waiting for you at Heathrow. You are invited to join me at Mullion Towers, Cornwall. Please tell Col. Grenville the invitation is extended to him. 1 look forward to your company. VB .





Maurice roused himself, stood up, looked along the Club Class. Everyone appeared to be fast asleep in the dimmed lights. He'd had to switch on his own personal light to read the message.





He was going to tap Grenville on the shoulder, but from the motionless posture of the figure in front of him he decided Grenville must be fast asleep. He didn't fancy waking the often choleric colonel too abruptly. He walked to the side of the seat, gazed down. Grenville opened his eyes.





'What is it, man? At this hour?'





'Message for you. It's for me, too. Was addressed to me, as you'll see. Here it is.'





Grenville took the sheet of paper, read it slowly, frowned. He looked up at Maurice with a distasteful expression.





'What's all this about?'





'Don't ask me.'





'I just did. And keep your voice down. People are sleeping.'





'So I have observed. I suppose it's an easy way to get back to Cornwall. Can't imagine why Moloch has bothered.'





'Neither can I.'





Both men regarded each other with mistrust as Grenville handed back the sheet of paper.
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Arriving at Heathrow, Tweed headed straight for the office of Jim Corcoran, Security Chief. Its occupant looked up from his desk when Tweed walked in, closed the door.





'I smell trouble. For myself,' Corcoran greeted him.





Corcoran gestured to a chair, shook hands as Tweed remained standing.





'It's an emergency. Two men, Grenville and Prendergast, are boarding Vincent Bernard Moloch's private jet. I want take-off of that jet delayed a few hours. Technical hitch - whatever.'





"This time you're asking too much.' Corcoran spread his hands in resignation. 'I'd help you if I could but Moloch draws a lot of water these days.'





'Can I use your phone? I want to speak to Howard.'





'Be my guest...'





Tweed got through to Monica who immediately transferred him to Howard, the pompous Director of the SIS. Tersely, Tweed explained the problem. Howard asked for Corcoran to be put on the line.





'Howard here, Jim, old boy. Long time no see. I've just got back from a session with the PM. Yes, the PM himself. He wants total surveillance on Mr Moloch. You therefore have my authority - and by implication the PM's - to delay that jet, as Tweed has requested. Vital you assist us.'





'I'll do it, then...'





Later, Tweed had explained what had happened to Paula as they sat in the back of Newman's Merc.,





retrieved from Long Stay parking where he had left it prior to their departure for California. Behind them Marler drove his own car with Butler and Nield as passengers.





'So,' Paula commented, 'once again when the chips are down Howard turned up trumps - to mix metaphors.'





'It's significant.' Tweed told her 'There's obviously been a dramatic sea change in the PM's attitude towards Moloch.'





'We could have done with his backing earlier.' Paula commented. 'By the way, what has happened to Vanity? She disappeared pretty smartly after we disembarked.'





'Vanity.' Newman called out, 'decided she wanted a holiday - on her own, as she put it. It was pretty stressful while we were in California.'





'A holiday where?' Paula wanted to know.





'Cornwall.'





'How is she getting there?'





'In her own car. Like us, she left hers at Heathrow when she flew to California.'





Newman lapsed into silence as he drove well outside London. Paula pursed her lips. It was clear Vanity and Newman were no longer on the best of terms. They must have had a fight aboard the plane. She frowned, turned to Tweed.





'Strange how everyone is rushing back to Cornwall. Moloch has returned there. We know from Monica that Grenville and Maurice are on their way - by courtesy of VB's private jet.' She lowered her voice. 'And now Vanity is also on her way to where it all started. Your three suspects, one of which may be Moloch's spy, the person who sets up his networks.'





'I had noticed that.' Tweed said drily.





'Moloch's spy is important, I should have thought.' she prodded.





'Very. Has to be apprehended at all costs. But who is it?'









It was the beginning of September. The two cars made good time, crossing the border into Cornwall, and Paula noticed the leaves were beginning to change colour. Green was being replaced by a mix of red, gold and orange.





Autumn was on the way - under a clear blue sky with the sun glowing as brilliantly as anything they had seen in California. It was still warm. Paula gave a sigh of pleasure.





'It's good to be home again. California may be a scenic marvel but there's nothing to beat Britain for the change of seasons.'





'California was a scenic marvel,' Tweed corrected her. 'Now it's a shattered coast.' He held up the newspaper he had been glancing at. 'Look at these pictures of Carmel.'





"They're more like photos I've seen of the devastation during the Second World War bombing. Isn't that the street where you made calls from a public booth?'





'Yes, it is. Half the buildings - art galleries, restaurants, shops - are rubble. Monterey escaped any damage. The San Moreno fault zigzagged inland after levelling Carmel. "The greatest earthquake in history" is how the papers are describing it. Moloch has a lot to answer for.'





He looked up. Newman was driving along a dual carriageway and a car was overtaking them like the wind. Behind the wheel Vanity waved saucily to them and roared on ahead.





'She's pushing it a bit,' Paula remarked.





'She has to get there first,' Newman said and again lapsed into silence.





'Where are we staying, by the way?' Paula asked Tweed.





'At Nansidwell again. It provides a good view of the waters off Falmouth. I got Monica to book us all rooms while I was in Jim Corcoran's office.'





'Literally back to where it all started. Well, at least we saw Mrs Benyon safely off to Cheltenham in that car waiting for her. I think she was so relieved to be back on British soil. I wonder who arranged to have the car waiting for her?'





'I did.' Tweed replied. 'During the night aboard the plane when you dropped off to sleep I sent a message to Monica. The least I could do for her.'





'What happened to Alvarez? I never had time to thank him for all his help.'





'I did that. He asked me to give you his affectionate regards. He was in a hurry to catch the next flight back to the States.'





'I still don't understand the role he played.'





'Tell you about that later. We have two major tasks aheadRIGHT SQUARE BRACKET' He broke off to call out to Newman. 'Don't forget we're calling in at Truro on the way. We have to hire cars for Butler and Nield. I want everybody mobile for what lies ahead of us.'





'What exactly does lie ahead of us?' Paula asked.





'First, to locate Moloch's spy. Second, and far more important, to prevent Moloch from ever leaving Britain, no matter what means have to be used. I'm really worried about what he could do. His conglomerate has invented the Xenobium bomb - with more than ten times the power of a hydrogen bomb. Cord Dillon said. Supposing he is in a position to sell the details of its make-up and construction to certain hostile Arab countries? They could destroy the Western world.'





'What a terrifying thought.'





'The only alternative is to destroy Moloch.'









*  *  *  *









At Newquay airport, an airfield in the middle of nowhere, VB and his new assistant, Heather Lang, transferred themselves and their luggage to a waiting chauffeur-driven Rolls-Royce.





Before settling back beside her, Moloch closed the glass partition between them and the chauffeur to provide privacy. As the car drove off sedately for Mullion Towers Moloch rested on his lap the briefcase attached to one wrist by a locked handcuff. Heather glanced at it.





'I suppose I shouldn't ask, but you keep that close to you as though it contains a fortune.'





'A great fortune,' he replied with a bleak smile, 'but not in banknotes or jewels. Rather in sheafs of stuffy papers.'





She didn't press him any further. She had already realized her boss would tell her only what he wanted her to know so she could do her job properly. One of Heather's many talents was to keep her nose out of matters which did not concern her.





Yes, a great fortune, Moloch was thinking as the Rolls drove on through arid countryside. Like travelling through a stony desert. Inside the briefcase were the formulae, the details of the constructions of the Xenobium bomb. He had no doubt that the leaders of certain Arab countries would pay millions for the information.





Always meticulous in planning, Moloch had phoned Heather before she had left the Des Moines plant. He had ordered her to shred a whole batch of documents in a certain file labelled Project Eclipse. Now all details of how to construct a Xenobium bomb had been destroyed - nothing was left to give the Americans a clue as to how to set about building such a bomb. The only data in the world was inside the briefcase on his lap.





'Not my idea of Cornwall,' Heather remarked, staring out of the window.





 'Oh, the tourist attraction is the beaches and the coves enclosed inside magnificent cliffs on the coast. That's where holidaymakers flock. This is the real Cornwall. When we get to Mullion Towers I want you to transmit this message via the radio operator on duty to the skipper of the Venetia.'





As he was speaking Moloch scribbled a cryptic message on a pad. The meaning would be clear to the skipper but to no one else. He handed her the message, then closed his eyes and fell asleep. It was by taking brief catnaps that he could work through the nights.





I wonder what it could contain? Heather thought as she folded the message, slipped it inside her wallet.





She was looking at the briefcase nestling in her boss's lap. From what he had said, little though it had been, she had the impression that its contents were worth millions. It never crossed her mind that the data could herald the end of the world.
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It was evening when Newman drove his Merc, down the sloping entrance to Nansidwell and parked in front of the country hotel in exactly the same place he had parked when they were last there. It seemed a decade ago to Paula.





"The place looks just the same.' she said, then stared at another vehicle. 'Isn't that Vanity's car?'





'It is,' Newman said without enthusiasm. 'And don't blame me. I didn't know we were staying here until you told us on the way down, Tweed.'





'I don't see why anyone should be surprised,' Tweed replied.





Other cars came down the drive, parked. Marler was behind the wheel of one, Butler another and Nield a third. They had successfully hired extra transport in Truro. One of the staff came out, told them the proprietor was away on business, but greeted them with equal warmth. Everyone found they had been allotted the same rooms as on their previous visit.





Later, walking down the staircase behind Newman for dinner, Paula saw Vanity, wearing a snug gold dress with a high collar, sitting on the banquette opposite the compact bar. Jumping up, Vanity grasped Newman's right arm, her full red lips smiling.





'I waited for you, Bob. They have the same table for us.'





'Isn't that just dandy,' Newman replied.





'I love the warmth with which a man greets an old friend,' said Vanity, addressing her remark to Paula.





'Maybe he's jet-lagged.' Paula responded without a smile.





'A bottle of good wine should oil the works. It will most certainly oil mine,' the irrepressible -Vanity shot back, still smiling. 'Come on, you old curmudgeon,' she said to Newman.





They were entering the dining room when Newman saw Tweed outside on the terrace. He had a pair of field glasses glued to his eyes and was gazing fixedly out to sea. Newman escorted Vanity to their table, excused himself, then joined Tweed.





There was an autumn chill in the evening air which reminded Newman of California. For a long minute Tweed said nothing, then handed him the glasses.





 'I've been studying the Venetia. Lit up like a cruise ship again. I'm trying to identify those large objects on the fore and aft decks covered with canvas.'





'Could be anything,' Newman replied as he scanned the vessel. 'No sign yet that it's on the verge of departure.'





'You've seen the helicopter on the helipad?'





'Yes. A Sikorsky. Big job. But the Venetia is a big ship. Must have cost a few million.'





'I think it's waiting for a VIP to board it. Oh, look. A chopper has arrived, is circling over the vessel. I suspect the PM has at long last pressed a few buttons.'





'It will be from Culdrose near the Lizard. As you probably know the RAF has a big training airfield there for chopper pilots.'





 As he watched the helicopter, lights winking to port and starboard, continued to circle high above the Venetia. Newman grunted.





 'I think it's photographing the Venetia from all angles. Maybe it is also trying to identify those mysterious objects on deck.'





As he spoke the chopper flew away inland. Newman lowered the glasses, handed them to Tweed. They wandered back into the entrance hall on their way to the dining room.





'I'd better get back to Vanity before she starts kicking up.' Newman mused.





'You appear to have a firecracker on your hands,' Tweed observed with amusement.





Earlier he had told everyone in Truro they no longer needed to keep up the pretence they didn't know each other. When he entered the dining room Newman saw two guests seated at separate tables. He clapped a hand on Grenville's shoulder.





'It's a small world, to coin a phrase, Brigadier.'





'Colonel.' Grenville snapped, startled. 'And as a journalist I'd expect more original language.'





'Waiting for someone? Or something to happen, Colonel?'





Newman moved on before Grenville could reply. The ex-officer looked rattled, disturbed by Newman's unexpected intervention, Tweed noticed.





'Well, if it isn't Maurice.' said Newman with a broad grin. 'A long way from the Standish murder apartment, aren't we?'





'Do you have to bring that up? And do keep your voice down. Half the dining room is listening.'





'Yes, it has gone quiet, hasn't it? Enjoy your trip down in Vincent Bernard Moloch's jet? I expect you did -having the Brigadier ... beg his pardon, the Colonel -with you.'





'Why don't you just shove off - and enjoy your dinner with your licentious girl friend.'





'Maurice.' Newman bent down, put an arm round Maurice's shoulder. 'If you don't wash out your mouth with soap and water I'll close it for you with my fist. Now get on with your meal and I hope it chokes you.'





He removed his arm, still smiling. A silence you could hear gripped the dining room. Grenville, who had heard every word, was paying undue attention to the pattern on his plate. Newman strolled over to his table, sat down facing Vanity, still smiling.





Time a bottle was opened. Ah, here is the wine list.'





'I've never seen you like that before.' she whispered.





'Stick around. The show has just started.' Newman said in a loud voice.





Tweed sat down at Paula's table, facing her. In another corner Marler sat by himself, an amused expression on his face as he lit a king-size. Muted conversation began again but people kept casting glances at Newman. Grenville and Maurice were also aware they had become centres of interest. Both men looked uncomfortable and were careful not to look round the dining room.





'What was all that about?' Paula asked in a low voice.





'Newman doing his own thing, improvising brilliantly on the spur of the moment. He's shaken the nerve of two of my suspects.'





'And he's dining with the third one.' "That's right,' Tweed said cheerfully.









Most of the thirty or so guests were drinking coffee in one of the two lounges when Tweed strolled out of the exit into the courtyard with Marler. He then led him round to the terrace to a point where they could stand with the now empty dining room behind them.





 He gave Marler special and very detailed instructions, then handed him the field glasses. Marler focused them on the Venetia, nodded, handed back the glasses.





'I think you're right,' he said.





'Pity you hadn't got the Armalite.'





'But I have,' Marler assured him 'When we parked our cars in Long Stay at Heathrow I chose a quiet slot. Then I dismantled the Armalite, crawled under the car and attached it to the underside of the chassis with medical tape. At this moment it's resting snugly in the boot of my car parked not thirty feet from where we're standing.'





'It's too late tonight to make arrangements.'





'Dear boy, it's never too late. I have a wad of fifty-pound notes in my back pocket. I'll try the Marina Club down by the harbour first. May be a trifle late to bed. A red pennant at the stern of the craft will enable you to identify me.'





'I'm guessing,' Tweed warned him.





'And in the past you've shown yourself to be a good guesser.'





Marler was getting into his car when Paula, in search of Tweed, saw him. Curious as to where he could be off to at this time of night she went over to him.





'And where might you be off to?'





'Goin' fishin'.'









*  *  *  *









Paula was just disappearing round the corner to the terrace as Marler zoomed off when she heard someone coming out of the hotel. Pressing herself against the wall, she watched. Grenville hurried across the courtyard, got into his car, backed it and proceeded slowly up the drive. Seconds later Butler, who had dined with Nield, ran out, dived behind the wheel of his car, drove off.





Wearing her short fur coat, Paula pulled out a pair of kid gloves, was putting them on before joining Tweed on the terrace when Maurice came out, went to his car, started up the engine and in turn disappeared. 'What the hell is going on?' she said to herself.





She turned to go, heard the door to the lounges open yet again. Nield ran out, slipped inside his car and vanished up the drive. Her head was spinning as she walked up to Tweed, told him what she had just seen.





'It was like something out of a film,' she ended.





'Which means Butler and Nield are on top form, despite enjoying a good bottle of wine between them.'





'On top form to do what?'





To carry out my orders. Butler is shadowing Grenville and Nield is shadowing Maurice. It's logical to presume that now Moloch is back the spy will contact him at Mullion Towers. Some time tonight we'll know who the spy is.'





'Vanity's car has disappeared from the yard,' Paula reported.





'I see,' said Tweed grimly.









When they arrived at Mullion Towers Moloch and Heather were greeted by a short, squat woman with grey hair and fierce-looking eyes. Her mouth above her squarish jaw was a thin line. At the front entrance she gave Heather a brief hostile stare, then her mouth cracked into what Heather presumed must be a smile.





'This is Mrs Drayton, the housekeeper,' Moloch explained. 'Drayton, meet my new assistant. Heather Lang.'





'You'll want your coffee, sir,' Drayton said, ignoring the new assistant.





'In my office, please. We have a lot of work to do. The radio op. is on duty?'





'Carson is always on duty.'





Leading the way, Moloch ran swiftly up a wide curving staircase from the spacious entrance hall to the first floor landing. He pointed to a door.





"That's the powder room if you'd like to use it. My office is the one with green baize cloth on the outside...'





Seating himself behind his desk in the small room -Drayton had already switched on all the lights - he opened a file. The windows were uncurtained. Moloch felt shut in if they were closed after dark. He had unlocked the handcuff attached to his briefcase, had perched the briefcase by the side of his chair when Heather walked in.





'I'm ready for work.'





'First, I'm expecting a visitor later this evening. When they arrive I'll want to see them privately. You can go to the communications room, two doors along on the opposite side of the corridor. Wait there until I ask you to come back. You can get to know the radio op., Carson. Unlike Drayton, he's good-humoured.'





'I don't think Drayton likes me. Not that it matters.'





'She's never liked any of my assistants. Some elderly ladies like to think they're running the show, but Drayton is very reliable. Take no notice of her.'





'That shouldn't be difficult.'





As he spoke Moloch had been scribbling a message on a radio pad. He handed it to Heather.





 'You can read it. Then take it to Carson for transmission to the Venetia.'





Not expected to sail for two weeks. Keep the system running. All hands to remain on board. No shore leave. VB.





'So we shall be here for quite a while,' Heather observed.





'On the contrary, we will be sailing very shortly. That message means the opposite of what it says. The skipper will understand. I expect the signal to be intercepted by GCHQ at Cheltenham.'





'GCHQ?'





"The government signals station. It listens in to all radio transmission. Now we're in Britain I have to assume all our radio messages are recorded by that outfit.'





'I'll take it along now ...'





Waiting until she had gone, Moloch pressed buttons on his phone. He was calling Nansidwell. When one of the staff answered he asked to speak to one of the guests urgently, giving a name. When the guest came to the phone Moloch's order was brief.





'Get over to my HQ here when you safely can tonight.'





He put down the phone, stood up and stared out of a window into the night. There was a different atmosphere about Mullion Towers and it bothered him. He had never liked Joel Brand but he had always felt secure with Brand in charge of security. Now there were no guards left.





Normally, Brand would have brought a large team of men back with him. They had all been wiped out in California. It gave him an eerie sensation to be alone in the large mansion with only Mrs Drayton and Heather.





The thought crossed his mind that he could have summoned a team from the Venetia.lde rejected the idea. It was vital that everyone aboard remained on the ship. Any sign of men coming ashore, making their way to Mullion Towers, might draw attention to him.





He went to a large cupboard, opened the doors. Inside were various clothes, including some outlandish ones. He put on a check peaked cap, then a shabby old raincoat. Looking at himself in a mirror he was surprised at the transformation in his appearance. At that moment Heather returned.





'Oh, I'm sorry.' she began, 'I was looking forRIGHT SQUARE BRACKET'





Then she stopped, staring at the figure in the peaked cap who was gazing back at her.





'VB! I scarcely recognized you.'





'You've said the right thing. The opposition may be out there. Instead of riding in the Rolls to the harbour we shall use the old Ford Escort in the garage. I would like you to drive it when we leave. Take only one case - you can buy what you like when we reach Beirut.'





'How do we reach the ship from the waterfront?'





 'A large launch will be waiting to take us out to the Venetia. We go aboard as inconspicuously as possible when the time comes.'





While talking, Moloch divested himself of the raincoat and cap, putting them back into the cupboard. He was glad to observe that Heather accepted this strange development as just part of her job. She was probably the coolest of all the assistants he had hired. Moloch had a shrewd eye for a highly competent woman who, in return for a big salary, would give him loyalty.





'It sounds like good organization to me,' Heather commented. 'And Mrs Drayton has informed me dinner is ready. She said she hoped we wouldn't wait all night when she'd taken the trouble to cook a hot meal.'





"Then let's not wait. The message was sent off by Carson?'





'He sent it as soon as I handed it to him.'





As Moloch descended the curving staircase he found the unnatural silence disturbing. Up to now there would have been guards to greet him respectfully, some of them acting as servants. His footsteps, and those of Heather following him, echoed as he started to cross the woodblock floor of the entrance hall.





Feeling rather stupid, he checked the locks and chains on the heavy front door. What was there to worry about? But for years, once he left his office Moloch had been surrounded with staff, many of them armed. He crossed the hall, entered the large panelled dining room, sat down at one end of the long dining table. He noticed Heather's place was laid at the far end.





'Come and sit next to me,' he told her.





'Does that mean I have to change the seating arrangement?' barked Mrs Drayton who had just come into the room carrying a tureen.





'It does.' Moloch snapped.





'If you'd told me to start with it would have saved time. Is this the way you want me to serve meals in future?'





'It is.'





No point in telling Drayton that this was probably the last meal he would ever eat at Mullion Towers. He must remember to leave her an envelope with money and a note saying her services would no longer be required. He wondered how much Brand used to pay her.





By his side against his chair rested the briefcase he had brought down with him from his office. He only felt safe with it close to him - it was his passport to untold riches in the Middle East.





Heather sensed his unease in the large dining room. She chatted to him, made him join in the conversation. There was a strange atmosphere in the house, she was thinking, but she took care not to refer to it. Why did she feel she was participating in the Last Supper?





They had just finished the meal, were drinking coffee, when the doorbell rang. Drayton, who had just poured more coffee, was about to hurry to the front door when Moloch spoke.





"That will be a visitor I'm expecting. I'll answer the door. You clear up in here. Heather has to send a message from the radio room.'
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Tweed had become so restless at Nansidwell that Paula had persuaded him to talk to her in her room away from the guests in the lounge who were chattering like magpies about nothing.





 The first thing he did when they had entered the room was to go over to the window. Again he focused his glasses on the Venetia and the surrounding waters. Paula joined him by his side, placed her hand over the lenses.





'Enough is enough. Sit down in that armchair. I asked the head waiter downstairs to bring us up more coffee.'





"Thank you.'





'Now.' She perched on the arm of his chair. 'I've rarely seen you so on edge. What's it all about?'





'When did Vanity go off in her car?'





'I've no idea. It must have been after dinner. I noticed her car was gone when I told you before.'





'Where is Newman?'





'Again, I've no idea. He may have gone for a walk.'





'Without telling me? That's not like him. I saw his Merc, is still parked outside.'





'Is that all that's worrying you?' she asked softly.





'No. Moloch has to be stopped from leaving the country. I don't care how we achieve that. Look, I have to call Howard. No one does the right thing when I'm absent.'





At that moment the waiter arrived with more coffee. He poured for both of them. It seemed to Tweed that he was taking for ever to perform this simple function,





although actually he was simply providing them with the normal excellent service they had experienced at the hotel.





Tweed reached for the phone as soon as they were alone. He got through to Monica, who immediately transferred him to Howard. Tweed thought it significant that Howard was still at Park Crescent .at this late hour. Normally he went off to his club for a drink in the evenings.





'Tweed here. Look, Howard, something drastic has to be doneRIGHT SQUARE BRACKET'





'Is this a safe line?' Howard interrupted. 'Where are you calling from?'





'From where we're staying. Nansidwell Country Hotel. Surely Monica has informed you.'





'Yes, she has. Then I can't discuss anything with you.'





'Why the hell not?'





'Call me from a public phone box.'





'Oh, didn't you know? I carry them around with me in my coat pocket!'





Paula watched as Tweed replaced the phone with such care she knew only will-power had prevented him from slamming it down. She edged his cup of coffee closer to him.





'What happened?'





"The pompous fool clammed up on me.'





"Then it had to be something he could only talk to you about on a safe line. You're the one who is usually so careful about security.'





'You're right, of course.' Tweed agreed, then sipped coffee.





'We could drive to that phone box in Mawnan Smith,' she suggested.





'It may be too late then.' The significance of what she had just said suddenly struck him. 'We haven't any transport.'





'Yes, we have. Newman gave me a spare key to the Merc, a long time ago. In case of emergency.'





"This is an emergency ...'





'He jumped up out of the chair. From his pocket he produced a 7.65mm Walther automatic, a mag. He rammed the mag. into the butt. Paula stared at him.





'Where did you get that?'





'Marler gave it to me. He knows a man outside Truro who can supply handguns - for a price and no questions asked.'





'Marler seems to know illegal weapon suppliers in the most unexpected places all over the world.'





'Part of his job. We must get moving. Give me the key to the Merc.'





'Get moving to Mawnan Smith?' she asked as she delved into her shoulder bag, handed him the key.





'No time for that. You know the way to Mullion Towers - you went with Newman on the raid he launched against the place when we were last here. Can you find it in the dark?'





'Yes, I can.'





'Then get us there. Fast.'









Moloch received his visitor in his office. He took from a locked drawer an envelope, lifted the flap to show the contents. A wad of fifty-pound notes.





"There's forty of them - two thousand pounds. It's only an advance. The chauffeur-driven Rolls outside will take you to Newquay airport in the morning. Catch the first flight from Heathrow which will land you in Beirut. By going on your own no one will associate you with me. I want you to set up a new network of informers. Most Arabs love money. Haggle with promising recruits - they expect that. Contact me at my house in the Lebanon mountains. Everyone knows where it is. You did well here and in California. Do equally well in the Lebanon.'





The visitor checked the number of banknotes, put them in a bag. Moloch made one more remark.





'You probably noticed there was a Tourist air ticket to Beirut. People who travel Tourist are regarded as of no importance. Someone may be watching at Beirut airport.'





The visitor left the room. Both had been standing up when Moloch had handed over the banknotes. He went to the uncurtained window, peered out into the night. Had he been unwise to carry out that transaction with the curtains open?





He went to the side window, peered out again. Who would be about in this isolated spot in the dark? The answer was no one. Moloch clasped both hands together, squeezed them tightly. He had recovered his steel nerve.









Paula navigated for Tweed. The headlights were undimmed as he drove the Merc, across lonely and desolate countryside. Although she had a map in her lap, she rarely referred to it. Even at night she could recall the tortuous route Newman had followed on the afternoon of the raid on Mullion Towers.





'Pretty grim out here, isn't it?' Tweed remarked. 'No sign of civilization.'





'We left that behind when we passed through Mawnan Smith. You could have stopped and used the phone box.'





'No time left for that. I think Moloch could be leaving in the early hours. We've met him. He didn't get to the top of the world by wasting time. At least I have a second string to my fiddle.'





'Who is that?'





'Where do I go here?'





'Turn off to the left. I was just going to tell you. We are close to Stithians Dam.' 'What's that?' "The end of the world.'









At Mullion Towers Heather had ventured into the large kitchen after checking to make sure Drayton was not about. Inside a cupboard she found a hamper basket. She had just taken it out when Drayton returned.





'What you doin' in my kitchen?' she growled. 'Get out.'





'Mr Moloch wants me to pack a hamper.' Heather smiled at the grim face. 'We need a decent amount of ham sandwiches, apple pie, if available, cutlery, and some fruitcake. I'll get a bottle of wine from the cellar. Oh, and a thermos of hot coffee would come in useful.'





'Would it now? Sure you wouldn't like some caviar? And before you walk off with that hamper I only takes me orders from Mr Moloch himself.'





 'Mr Moloch, himself, instructed me to ask you to make up the hamper. He's a busy man. We don't want to upset him, do we?'





'You takin' over as housekeeper here?'





'I couldn't possibly do the job half as well as you do. I noticed how well the antique furniture is polished. You make a lovely job of keeping this place nice.'





'Flattery, just cheap flattery...'





 But Heather saw Drayton taking out a loaf of bread from the large fridge as she left to fetch a bottle from the cellar. Moloch had made no request to her for a hamper but she foresaw a long wait for the launch by the dockside. Although he had said a launch would be waiting she suspected it would need to cross the water from the Venetia. His departure was so secretive that she couldn't imagine the presence of a launch by the dockside.





The stone steps down into the cellar were badly worn. She couldn't find the light switch so she used the torch she always kept in her shoulder bag. She found two bottles she thought Moloch would approve of, one white, one red. She was holding on to both of them, had almost reached the top of the steps when she slipped. Both bottles of wine left her hands, she grabbed for the single rail as her body swung through an angle of a hundred and eighty degrees, then sagged as her left leg gave way. When she tried to get up a spasm of pain wrenched at her.





'Drayton!' she called out. 'Drayton! The wine cellar...'





'What have you done to yourself?'





It was Moloch's voice. He switched on the light, checked her leg, told her to remain still while he called a doctor. In fifteen minutes Dr Brasenose arrived. He wasn't keen on night calls but the inducement of a fee of two hundred pounds in cash brought him quickly.





'I've bandaged her up,' he told Moloch later, looking at the couch where he had carried his patient. 'She has a fracture - not compound, I'm glad to say. But she needs rest and attention in a private hospital. I can arrange that now.'





'How long for?' asked Heather, white-faced.





'Two weeks at least. Can't be sure until we see how you progress.'





'I have to go abroad.'





'Only when you have completely recovered.'





'Reluctantly, I agree,' decided Moloch. 'When you're fit you can come out and join me.' He frowned to stop her mentioning the destination. 'The Rolls will drive you to Heathrow. I'll arrange for a First Class ticket for your flight from there. Now, Brasenose, arrange for her to be taken at once to the private hospital.'





Moloch regretted he wouldn't have her company on his trip, but he had acted decisively as he always did.





'Don't worry.' he assured her. 'I can drive myself when I depart for London.'





As she had in the past, Heather marvelled again at Moloch's command of himself, his quick thinking when he had given a false destination.





Checking his watch, Moloch left the room. Hurrying upstairs he changed into the shabby raincoat and the check peaked cap. He glanced again in the mirror to check his appearance.





You look just like a common seaman, he said to himself. If there's a net you'll slip through it like a small fish.
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Tweed swung slowly round a corner and the narrow road sloped down. He braked, stared in surprise at what lay below.





'What is that thing?'





"That's Stithians Dam. Quite a big one, with a steep drop.'





"The lake - I suppose it must be a reservoir - it's holding back is pretty huge. Again, there's no one about. Not one house since that hamlet we left behind.'





"That,' Paula said, 'was Stithians. What there is of it. And from here you can see - silhouetted against the moonlight on top of that razor-edged ridge - is Mullion Towers.'





'We'd better get on...' Tweed paused. 'Look, there's a car coming up towards us.'





'It's Butler's car. I think he has someone with him in the front passenger seat.'





'We'll go and meet him.' Tweed decided.





He drove down the slope, flashing his headlights. Butler's car had stopped, just above the slope leading down to the dam. When Tweed arrived, he stopped, jumped out of the Merc, and went over to the other car. Beside Butler sat Grenville as Butler pointed a Walther at him.





'Why are you holding a gun on him?' Tweed asked.





Grenville was sitting very erect, a savage look on his face. Butler gestured towards him with his head, still holding the gun.





'Here's your spy - or rather, Moloch's spy. I followed him to Mullion Towers. I've got a video camera with me. It has some interesting pictures of Grenville meeting Moloch in a first-floor room. Moloch is handing him a bundle - and I do mean a bundle - of banknotes. I waited outside behind this bastard's car, grabbed him before he could get into it. I searched him. He's got a whole wad of fifty-pound notes in an envelope inside his pocket. Plus a one-way Tourist ticket to Beirut.'





'Beirut? That's pretty conclusive evidence,'





'Just take a look. Come on, Corporal, give.'





Butler, still suffering from the after-effects of jet lag, tried to do two things at once. To extract the envelope, which he succeeded in doing, handing it to Tweed - and to keep his gun trained on his prisoner. Grenville moved with astonishing speed. He grabbed the Walther out of Butler's hand, flung open the door on his side, dived out of the car, dropped the Walther in his haste.





He began to run away from the two cars, down the slope towards the tall dam. Tweed ran down the slope after him, stuffing the envelope in his pocket. He continued running as Paula took off after him, wishing to Heaven she had her Browning.





Grenville reached a low, locked gate leading to the narrow pathway along the top of the dam. He swung over the gate, ran along the pathway with the dense dark reservoir to his right, the steep curving wall of the dam to his left. Tweed was gaining on him when Grenville looked round. At that moment Tweed's foot caught in a rabbit hole. He sprawled on the arid grass face down, winded by his fall. Grenville reached down into his right-hand sock, emerged with his hand holding a small gun.





Standing up, he aimed it point-blank at Tweed's prone body. Paula sucked in her breath in fright. Grenville did not have to be a crack shot to kill Tweed, and he was a military man. He took his time, getting his aim perfect. A shot rang out and Paula felt a chill from head to toe. Then she gazed in disbelief.





Grenville had dropped the gun, was pressing both hands to his chest as he slowly fell forward over the guard rail. His body plunged straight down the side of the dam - over a one-hundred-foot drop. He hit the curving side of the dam halfway down, causing his body to bounce outwards. In the silence of the night there was a loud splash as the body fell into the water at the foot of the dam, vanished under the water's surface.





Looking back up the slope, Paula saw Butler lowering the Walther he had rescued from the grass. It had been a long-distance shot, but she remembered Butler was a marksman with a handgun, that at the training centre in Surrey Butler had come out top in handgun practice.





Tweed climbed back up the slope, joined Paula. Together they went up to Butler, who was looking haggard.





"Thank you is all I can say.' Tweed told him. 'Otherwise I'd have been dead meat.'





'My turn to apologize. I checked him for weapons, but overlooked his socks.'





'And I think Moloch may have left Mullion Towers for his ship,' Paula told them. 'Just before I took off down that slope I saw the headlights of a car below Mullion Towers.  I  think it was  taking a  different route  to Falmouth.'





'In that case, back to Nansidwell. I'll drive,' said Tweed.









During their drive through the night Paula examined the contents of the envelope Tweed had handed her. She whistled.





'Grenville had a lot of money. And here's the ticket to Beirut Harry mentioned.'





'Conclusive evidence, as I said. And Grenville was in Cornwall and in California - to set up and run networks for Moloch. My guess is Moloch had instructed him to organize a similar network of informers in the Lebanon. I think the MoD may now open up and tell me his record - when they've seen Butler's video.'





"The Ministry of Defence was evasive, I remember you said. That was before we left Britain. But it looks as though Moloch is going to get clear away.'





'He might. Then again, he might not.'





'I don't see what there is now to stop him.'





'Fate might intervene.'





'You don't usually rely on fate.'





'No, I don't, do I?'









 There were still a few people having a quiet drink in the lounges at Nansidwell. After parking the car, Tweed strode briskly on to the terrace. Once more he gazed seaward through his field glasses, focusing them on the Venetia and the waters round the vessel.





'Anything happening?' Paula asked.





'No change. I'll probably be up all night watching the ship. You'd better get to bed. It has been rather a full day.'





'I'm not sleepy any more. And I feel hungry again. I could just devour a chocolate sundae. Why don't we watch from my room? It's more comfortable up there.'





'Good idea. So long as I'm not disturbing your beauty sleep.'





They had just walked back to the courtyard when Vanity's car appeared down the drive and parked. She was driving and Newman was sitting alongside her. She was giggling as she got out.





'What have you two been up to -1 mean the part you can tell us about?' enquired Tweed.





'We've had such fun.' Vanity said, throwing her arms round him and giving him a great big hug. 'I like you.'





'You're supposed to like me,' Newman retorted. 'We found a most intriguing and obliging pub.'





'He means I've had too much to drink.' Vanity told them with a wicked grin. 'Actually Bob drove there and back. I just took the wheel at the top of the drive. I hoped I'd bump into you, Tweed. Then you'd think I'd been very wicked.'





'You mean you haven't been?' Paula asked with a look of mock innocence.





'I could do with a Grand Marnier.' Vanity said at the top of her voice as they entered the lounge.





'But what would a Grand Marnier do to you?' Newman suggested.





'Let's find out!'





'It will end up with me carrying you up to bed.'





'Can I give a hand?' called out a jolly, red-faced man with a pronounced Yorkshire accent. 'I'm rather good at helping maidens in distress.'





'This one isn't distressed yet.' Vanity told him. 'And what makes you think I'm any longer a maiden?'





There was a burst of laughter, in which Tweed joined, among the guests seated on couches. Paula, seeing a glass of Grand Marnier sitting at the edge of the bar, strode forward and grabbed it, bringing the glass back into the lounge. As she sat down to sip it while Vanity glared at her in pretended fury, Paula saw Maurice with an empty champagne glass in front of him. Nield was sitting in the other lounge, grinning.





'Maurice, you've got an empty glass,' Paula said as she went over to him. She drank half her Grand Marnier, then tipped the rest into his glass. 'Bottoms up, down the hatchRIGHT SQUARE BRACKET'





'And all that jazz.' Vanity added merrily. 'Look what I've found perched on the bar.' She held up a glass of Grand Marnier. 'There's a magician hiding behind that bar.'





'I am going to have to carry you up those stairs,' said Newman, and sighed loudly. 'The things I do for England.'





'Had we better get up to my room so you can watch that ship?' Paula whispered to Tweed in a very sober voice.





'Good idea. We get VB before dawn or not at all.'





'Want me to come?' Newman asked in a quiet, serious tone.





'I told you to look after Vanity.' Tweed replied with assumed sternness.





'I don't understand where Vanity comes into all this.' Paula said as they mounted the staircase.





'If she comes into it at all.'





'Oh, we're back to playing hard to get...'









Moloch, wearing the shabby raincoat and the peaked cap, was close to the waterfront of Falmouth. At that hour the town, hemmed into its valley, was deserted. He drove the Ford Escort slowly along Market Street, then stopped once again to make sure he was not being followed. He had done this half a dozen times during his journey from Mullion Towers. By his side on the passenger seat was the briefcase, complete with chain and handcuff.





As he listened, he heard the most nerve-racking noise break the silence. Peering up out of his window he saw the source of the terrible screeching which got on his nerves. A row of huge seagulls, perched on a gutter above several buildings, was looking down at him as though about to swoop in a concerted attack.





He pursed his thin lips, thinking he'd like to shoot the whole row of birds. After glancing several times in his rear-view mirror, he drove on a short distance, then swung left under an archway down a ramp leading to the water's edge.





 Stopping the car, he flashed his headlights four times, then switched them off. Now all he had to do was to wait. The launch which would take him to the Venetia was moored a distance out to avoid attracting attention. It would take a little while before it berthed at the bottom of the ramp to take him aboard.





Moloch found the waiting a test of endurance. Normally so active, he hated sitting in the car, unable to do anything. He picked up the briefcase, attached the handcuff to his left wrist, and then there was nothing to do but wait in the exposed position he felt himself to be in.





 He wished he had Heather with him. She would have helped him to pass the time. It had been bad luck that she had slipped on the steps of the wine cellar. Anyway, he told himself, that's the last of my bad luck. Out at sea they seemed to be having trouble getting the engine of the launch started. He began to worry that they might never get it moving. That would be a disaster. He was anxious that the Venetia should slip away into the open sea while it was still dark. He forced himself to be patient.









*  *  *  *









In his stationary powerboat, Marler, anchored close in to the shore where he had a wide view of the Venetia, sat with a fishing rod held in both hands. Unlike Moloch, he could wait for hours without fretting.





Much earlier, he had driven down to the Marina Hotel at the edge of the harbour, a large white building on two levels with a staircase leading up to the restaurant. Parking his car, he had mounted the staircase, wearing oilskins he had purchased from a nearby shop selling fishing tackle. He had also purchased a rod and other equipment a fisherman needed. Hoping no one would notice, he had left his golf bag in the cloakroom, accepting a ticket.





'I'm willing to pay good money to hire a powerboat,' he had mentioned at the bar with a glass of beer in front of him.





'Might try Ned. The big man further along the bar. But he'll charge you. All depends on whether he likes the look of you,' the barman had informed him.





Marler had decided to talk in his normal upper-crust voice. This might give Ned confidence that he could afford to pay whatever price was asked.





"The barman said you were Ned,' Marler had begun, placing his glass of beer on the counter. 'I'm looking for a powerboat to hire.'





'Cost you - just supposin' I decided to oblige you. What you be wanting a powerboat for?'





'I'm an international photographer. I've been commissioned by Time magazine to take pics of the Cornish coast at night. The moon is up, so this would be an ideal time.'





 'I've heard of Time magazine. Anyone who works for them makes a packet.'





'I survive.'





'You won't get one anywhere else at this time of night. And I'm relaxing. Shop's closed, so to speak.'





'What would it cost to open it up?'





Ned, who towered over Marler, gave him another look, took a drink of his own beer, then named an exorbitant price.





'That includes a deposit?'





'That's extra.'





Ned named another outrageous price. Marler nodded, drank a little more of the beer he hated. He pretended to be considering the amount.





'I'll need identification and references, too.' Ned added.





Marler reached into his pocket, brought out a wad of banknotes, counted them, pushed them along the bar.





"There are your references.'





He was thinking he could almost buy the powerboat for the amount Ned was asking. He waited while Ned carefully checked the money. He waited again while Ned finished his glass of beer. Never hurry locals in Cornwall.





'Because you looks like a gentleman I'll do you a favour, let you have the powerboat until dusk tomorrow. Follow me.'





The large sum of money had vanished inside Ned's worn sleeveless leather jacket. Which is how Marler came to be sitting in the powerboat hour after hour, his fishing rod gripped in bom hands. The golf bag lay out of sight on the deck. The funny thing was Marler had no interest in either fishing or playing golf.
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Tweed was peering through his field glasses again from the window in Paula's room. He had drunk two cups of coffee, had left a refill untouched. Paula felt she would like to confiscate the binoculars.





'Probably nothing will happen tonight - or rather this morning. It's well after midnight.'





'If you want to get some sleep that's all right by me.' Tweed said amiably. 'I'll go down on to the terrace.'





'I'm not the least bit sleepy. I wonder how Newman and Vanity are getting on.'





'You shouldn't ask questions like that.'





He had just spoken when there was a tapping on the door. Unlocking it, Paula found Newman outside, invited him in.





'Come in and join the party. The night watch goes on.'





 Newman grinned and walked over to stand next to Tweed. He took the glasses handed to him, examined the Venetia from stern to bow.





'I'd say that something is happening,' Newman commented.





'What's going on?' Paula called out as she dashed over.





'Look for yourself. There's a lot of crew moving about on deck. At this hour I find that unusual, prophetic.'





'They do seem very active,' she agreed, focusing the glasses. 'Almost as though they're getting ready to set sail.'





'We need a better vantage point,' Tweed decided. 'Bob, I'd like you to drive me back along the coast so you can park under that big hotel facing seaward. We'll have to be quick.'





'Wait for me,' said Paula, putting on her fur coat. 'It will be chilly down there on the front.'





Unlocking the front door to the exit from Nansidwell was like solving a cipher. Newman was fiddling with the bolt when Paula pushed him aside.





'Let me do it. I watched the proprietor locking up when we were last here. He showed me how to get out.'





In no time at all she had the door open. They ran to Newman's car. Tweed sat next to him as Paula dived into the back. Newman revved up before backing and turning up the drive.





'You'll have woken up everyone in the place,' Paula scolded him.





'We all sleep too much.' he replied.





Tweed sat in silence while they were driven down the hill and past the marshes on their left. In a few minutes they were moving along the front. Newman parked below the large hotel Tweed had mentioned.





'You see.' Tweed told them as they stood on the pavement above the sea, 'we have a ringside view.'





Paula inwardly agreed he was right. They were gazing out across a sea as calm as the proverbial millpond and the centrepiece was the great yacht, ablaze with lights.





'I'm waiting for a launch to leave that ship to pick up Moloch from the harbour.' Tweed remarked. 'Unless we've missed that while we were driving here from Nansidwell.'





'I doubt if we've missed anything.' Paula told him, 'considering the speed with which Bob drove us down here. He seemed to think he was competing in the Grand Prix.'





'I did that once.' Newman replied. 'Came in eighth. You have to practise at anything if you're going to come out tops. Look at the way Marler goes down to the firing range in Surrey at every opportunity.'





'By the way, where is Marler?' Paula enquired.





'Mooching around somewhere, I imagine.' Tweed said.





'Mooching around under your instructions, I'm sure.'









 Like Tweed, Marler was also expecting some kind of launch to leave the Venetia to pick up Moloch, assuming he was sailing from Falmouth that night.





Anticipating that it would be a cold job, Marler wore several woollen pullovers under his suit and oilskins. By now his gloved hands were freezing. To keep his fingers agile, he made a point of taking off his gloves at intervals and wrapping his hands round one of the coffee flasks he had brought with him. Then he would drink some of the hot coffee.





 As he did so he studied the decks of the Venetia. Like Newman, he had observed the constant activity. To keep his presence secret he had resisted the temptation to use his monocular glass. For all he knew, men with powerful binoculars on board were scanning the shore for any sign that they were being watched.





He doubted whether they could see him, tucked away as he was under the lee of the outer harbour. Behind him rose a row of whitewashed houses with grey tiled roofs. There were no lights on in any of the houses at that time of night.





Occasionally he would slip inside the control cabin, where he had earlier closed the curtains. He sat by a small gap he'd left between them, smoking a king-size while he watched. Then he returned to the outside world and his fishing rod.





How would I try to sneak aboard that ship if I were Moloch? he mused. The best bet, he decided, was to take out a large craft filled with a party of hired revellers. In this way Moloch could conceal himself among the crowd.





Holding the fishing rod, he settled down to wait. So many men would eventually have found such a vigil getting on their nerves. Not so Marler, accustomed to his own company. Patiently, he waited.









Someone else, not two miles away from where Marler waited, was having more trouble controlling his impatience. Seated in the Ford Escort, he kept the engine running to maintain some degree of warmth inside the car. Moloch had an urgent desire to get out, to walk up and down the ramp, but he forced himself to resist.





What infuriated him was the time the men aboard the launch were taking to get the engine to start. If Brand had been aboard, he reflected, he'd have got it started at once - because Brand would have checked the engine beforehand, would even have had a second launch in reserve.





'I'm the richest man in the world.' he said to himself, 'and here I am, parked in an old car in the cold, unable to do anything but sit and stare.'





He wished he had brought Heather Lang's hamper with him, but in his haste to leave Mullion Towers he had forgotten about its existence. He felt hungry when he recalled seeing Drayton cutting ham sandwiches in the kitchen while the doctor examined Heather. He was also beginning to feel very thirsty - and not a damned thing inside the car to drink.





He comforted himself by clasping the briefcase nestling in his lap. Inside was the equivalent of many times the value of the Crown jewels. And still he had to wait for the launch to start moving. Already it was the longest night he could remember.





I'll sack the man in charge of that launch, he thought viciously. Put him ashore without any money at some place like Naples.





Earlier he'd had the radio on, turned low, but had then decided it might give away his presence. Reluctantly he had turned it off. The only sound then was the gentle splash of the sea swishing at the bottom of the ramp. It did nothing to curb his growing impatience.









'No sign yet of Moloch going aboard,' said Newman, standing on the front. 'Unless he's already aboard. It could have happened while we were driving from Nansidwell.'





'I don't think so.' said Tweed. 'If mat was the case the vessel would have started moving by now.'





Paula was walking up and down the front, stamping her frozen feet to get the circulation moving again. Her gloved hands were inside the pockets of her fur coat. There was no one else about. Since arriving they had seen no traffic pass along the road behind them.





Newman started banging his gloved hands together, his field glasses looped round his neck. It was surprising how cold it was at that hour. He put it down to the fact that they were standing on the edge of the motionless sea.





And, he said to himself, the real trouble is we were in California just long enough to get used to the heat.





Only Tweed seemed unaffected by the waiting, by the cold. He stood in his raincoat quite still, like a Buddha contemplating eternity. It reminded him of the old days when he was in hostile territory in a foreign land, waiting in the night for a certain figure to emerge from a building.





'Sooner or later it will happen,' he said as Paula returned. 'And when it does I expect all hell to break loose.'





'It would make a change.' Paula commented.





'Wait until you experience it.' Tweed warned. 'It could be a little too dramatic for your liking...'
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Moloch could hardly believe it. The launch was proceeding to the ramp, its engine chugging over happily. He flashed his lights again, turned off the motor, left the car. Standing at the top of the ramp he glanced round. No one else was in sight. He pulled his cap down further over his high forehead, marched down to the water's edge, his briefcase in his right hand, the cuff attached to his wrist.





The launch edged its way in, paused close to the ramp so that Moloch could step aboard. Brushing aside a helping hand, Moloch sat down on a seat near the stern. He looked up from under the peaked cap. There were only two other men aboard.





'Morton, are you in charge of this fiasco?'





'Yes, sir. I wouldn't call it a fiasco. Had a bit of trouble getting the engine to fire.'





So, later, it would be Morton who was put ashore at Naples without a penny in his pocket. He'd find he was marooned in a tough city.





'Why only two to crew this launch?' Moloch demanded.





'Orders were we had to make sure we were not conspicuous, sir.'





'Can the other crewman handle this launch?'





 They were already moving towards the exit from the harbour and the open sea. The launch was not moving with any speed, but this at least Moloch approved of. A craft rushing back to the Venetia might have attracted attention.





'No, he can't,' Morton replied as he handled the wheel, guiding it past the huge repair dock. "This is Gunner. He's called that because he handles one of those special weapons we have aboard under canvas.'





'I see.'





Moloch did see. It meant that if anything had happened to Morton his mate, Gunner, would have been useless handling the launch. Brilliant organization! Once again he found himself missing Joel Brand. Now, huddled in his seat, he was gazing round to see if anyone was observing their departure. The harbour had a sinister stillness. Even a large freighter at anchor was showing no sign of movement. The scene reminded Moloch of a frozen tableau. Only port and starboard lights indicated this was a real harbour.





'Is the skipper ready to sail?' he asked.





'Has been for several hours. Once you're aboard we can sail the seven seas. I don't even know our destination.'





"Then the skipper has kept his mouth shut. Any sign of the ship being watched?'





'None at all, sir. At this time of night most folk are in their beds. Frankly, begging your pardon, I wish I was.'





 Moloch kept a retort which sprang to his mind to himself. He needed this cretin to get him safely aboard. By now the launch had reached the exit and the Venetia came into view. It seemed to Moloch further out than he had expected. Which was probably a good thing - it meant the ship could sail into the open sea more swiftly.





He watched the huge vessel coming closer and closer. As the launch drew near, a staircase was slung over the starboard side to receive its master. In the moonlight it looked to be the most beautiful vessel in the world. As the launch bumped alongside the landing stage Morton warned his passenger to wait until the launch was securely moored.





As if I'd take a chance now, Moloch said to himself.





He reached up to adjust his cap which was tight round his head. The skipper, a Greek, was waiting to help Moloch on to the platform at the foot of the steps.





'Welcome aboard, sir. We are ready to sail when you give the order. The Harbour Master has been informed of our destination.'





'Good.'





Moloch stepped on to the platform, aided by the skipper. He had reached the top of the staircase when he decided he could stand wearing the tight cap no longer.





Reaching up with his left hand, he took hold of it, tossed it into the water. Then he hurried to his stateroom. The moment he entered the luxurious apartment he tore off the shabby raincoat, threw it into a valuable Ali Baba pot which served as a trash bin.





Now, for the first time in hours, he felt safe. But until the vessel sailed he kept the briefcase chained to his wrist. On an antique table, laid with a fine lace cloth, was an array of the finest drinks. The engines were humming, causing a faint vibration, as the skipper entered the room.





'A double Scotch, sir? With ice?'





'Just straight. No ice, no water.'





He was glad to get away from the iniquitous American habit of serving drinks with icebergs. They had, of course, no idea that it killed the taste of the drink.





"Thank you.' he said to the skipper. 'Pity you couldn't join me.'





'Never on duty, sir. There is the menu. A waitress, very good-looking, will come to take your order when you press the bell. Now, if you'll excuse me, I must hurry to the bridge.'









 Aboard his powerboat, Marler had watched with interest then with growing disappointment as the launch came into view, headed for the Venetia. Through his monocular glass he had studied the three men inside the craft. At the stern was huddled an obvious working man, wearing a scruffy raincoat and an old peaked cap. Presumably a member of the crew being taken aboard.





Later, still watching through the monocular, he frowned as he saw the staircase lowered over the side of the big yacht. A stocky man in a blue blazer and a nautical cap was descending the staircase to receive the new arrival. To Marler he had all the appearance of being the skipper.





Why all the ceremony? he said to himself.





But for this incident, he might have lowered his glass. Instead, he continued to focus it on the launch's arrival at the platform. He followed the ascent of the crew member up the staircase, then stood very still. Through the glass he saw the cap being thrown over the side, exposing the face of the man who had worn it, the high forehead, the pale face.





He had a flashback to Grenville's party in California, to the time when he had stayed in the background, watching Moloch sitting at a corner table. He gave a low whistle.





"That was clever, chum. You damned near got away with it.'









 'Vincent Bernard Moloch has just boarded the Venetia,' Tweed reported to his companions as he held the field glasses glued to his eyes. 'He arrived dressed as a workman, but then got overconfident at the last minute. He threw his cap overboard and I had a clear view of him.'





'He's going to get away,' Paula protested. 'I can hear the very faint hum of the engines starting up.'





'We'll just have to go after him in Beirut.' Newman responded.





'Not a healthy place these days, the Lebanon,' Tweed warned.





'Then, as Paula said, he's slipped through our clutches. Bet he never returns to Britain.'





'No, he won't,' Tweed agreed. 'He'll make the Thames Valley the new Silicon Valley of the world - which will give him even more power.'





'It's so frustrating,' Paula snapped. 'After all the risks we took in California.'





'And over here.' Newman reminded her.





'So evil triumphs.' Paula groaned. 'I feel so helpless -just standing here and watching him sail away.'





'Unless, of course.' Tweed remarked, the glasses still pressed against his eyes, 'my secret weapon works c'









 Inside the control cabin of the powerboat Marler had started up the engine. He was careful not to make any dramatic dash towards the Venetia, which would have attracted attention immediately.





 Instead he manoeuvred the powerboat out into the open sea slowly, chugging along at a sedate pace. At that moment he had a bit of luck. Another powerboat, driven by a young man who had two girls on board, came racing round Rosemullion Point, tearing towards the harbour, close to the Venetia.





The girls aboard were waving bottles, clad only in skimpy swimsuits despite the cold. As they were passing the yacht they threw the empty champagne bottles against the hull. One of them waved her fingers in a suggestive gesture at members of the crew peering over the rails.





'Stoned out of their skulls.' Marler said to himself.





But he took advantage of the diversion to edge his powerboat closer to the yacht. He was still careful to keep his distance. His approach had so far gone unnoticed -the crew were too interested in the girls aboard the racing powerboat, now zigzagging across the water, leaving behind a snake of ruffled surf.





Marler cut his engine out. Leaning down, he extracted from the golf bag the Armalite rifle it had concealed. Attaching the sniperscope, he then inserted an explosive bullet into the weapon, laid it along a banquette, and waited.









*  *  *  *









"That ship is escaping.' Paula said bitterly. 'You can see it's on the move. Moloch has made it. Nothing can stop him now.'





'Listen.' said Tweed.





The silence of the night was broken by the beat-beat of aircraft engines. Three helicopters appeared from an inland direction. One by one they swooped low over the retreating vessel, so low they were barely above the level of the complex radar system perched on top of the mast above the bridge.





"The crew is removing the canvas covers from those mysterious objects on the decks.' Tweed reported, holding the glasses to his eyes. 'Oh, my Lord, they have ground-to-air missile launchers.'





 Appalled, he watched as two of the helicopters returned to buzz the vessel again. One was diving low over the sea when they all heard a sinister whoosh! A missile had been fired off the deck, it struck the incoming helicopter. The machine turned sideways, nose-dived into the sea. Paula watched with growing horror as the second helicopter tried to take evasive action. There was a second whoosh! The helicopter turned over sideways, its main rotor blown to pieces, then it soared downwards, hit the water with a tremendous splash, vanished under the sea.





'Moloch has gone mad.' Newman burst out.





 Paula was watching the third helicopter, further away. It had time to turn away, heading out to sea before it curved and disappeared inland. There was a sense of deep shock as Tweed and his companions watched the Venetia getting up speed. Newman was the first to break the silence.





"Those were choppers from Culdrose, the RAF training base for trainee pilots. Culdrose is an airfield beyond Constantine - it's near the top of the Lizard.'





'See that powerboat with the red pennant at its stern?' Tweed said. 'It has Marler on board.'





 'What on earth can he do?' Paula asked vehemently. 'Not a thing. I notice he's keeping his distance from the Venetia. Thank Heaven for that. Let's hope he keeps away.'





'So that was what Howard was keeping from me on the phone.' Tweed said quietly. "The MoD had ordered helicopters to buzz the ship. They didn't know it was heavily armed with missile launchers. It's a tragedy. Young pilots uselessly slaughtered so that man can build up even more power.'





'I can hear a different kind of aircraft coming.' Paula told them. 'Its engine sounds so different from those of the choppers ...'





She stopped speaking as an advanced supersonic warplane appeared from high up in the sky. Tweed guessed it had been standing by, had been summoned by the third chopper which had escaped. Moving with incredible speed the new plane suddenly started to descend from a great height. Tweed caught sight of it for a brief moment in his glasses.





'It's armed with missilesRIGHT SQUARE BRACKET' he began.





 He stopped speaking as they all heard a more high-pitched whoosh! A missile from the supersonic plane landed in the water, no more than fifty yards from the bow of the Venetia. Exploding, it erupted a huge column of water near the ship.





'A deliberate miss, that one.' Tweed said. 'What they used to call a shot across its bows c'









Inside his stateroom aboard the vessel Moloch had seen the missile land close to the Venetia. He jumped up from the table so suddenly he upset his meal. With the briefcase dangling from his wrist, he ran out and up a companionway on to the deck where a Sikorsky rested on its helipad. Climbing the ladder, he leapt through the doorway the co-pilot had opened when he saw him coming.





 'Get me off this vessel now!' he shouted. 'You have extra fuel tanks so you can reach France. Roscoff is your destination. We'll radio ahead for a car to pick me up. But for God's sake get this thing into the air!'









Marler had stood in the stern of his powerboat, watching everything that had happened through his monocular glass. He had even seen Moloch scrambling up the ladder with the briefcase chained to his wrist. Time to take a hand in the proceedings.





 He opened up the throttle and the powerboat surged forward, only slowing down, then stopping when he was much closer to the hull of the Venetia. The skipper of the luxury yacht, scared witless by the missile which had landed just ahead of his bows, slowed the engines, then stopped the ship.





Marler calmly picked up his Armalite, went towards the stern, perched the barrel of the rifle on the top of the cabin, looked through his sniperscope. The rotors on the Sikorsky were whirling madly. It suddenly took off, climbing vertically up from the helipad.





Marler elevated his rifle. The crosshairs closed on one of the extra fuel tanks. The Sikorsky was hovering for a few seconds, prior to flying off out over the sea. Marler pressed the trigger. The explosive bullet burst inside the fuel tank.





 There was a terrific explosion, heard onshore. Fire engulfed the Sikorsky, turned it into a fireball. It fell as it had risen. Vertically onto the deck close to a missile which had not been fired. There was a second even more tremendous detonation. The Sikorsky vanished inside the scorching flames which soared up the full length of the vessel. The exploding missile had torn a huge hole in its starboard side. The Venetia was transformed into an even more gigantic fireball from stem to stern. Slowly, it heeled over to starboard. There was a terrible hissing, boiling sound and then the ship sank, vanishing altogether.













Epilogue













At Park Crescent everyone was present except for Vanity, who was waiting in Newman's car by the kerb outside the front door.





'I've had a long chat with Vanity,' Tweed explained. 'She said she'd prefer to wait outside. She's really a very modest lady. And she is a lady. That story about how she had prowled the States, living with one rich man after another, was only a cover story. It gave her charisma to become Moloch's assistant. Cord Dillon cooperated fully. He was responsible for her apparently not having any real identity. Cord and I decided that was the best way to protect her.'





'Protect her?' queried Paula.





'Yes. She is actually one of the bravest undercover agents I have ever dealt with. Her father was English, her mother French. Which is how she came to work for counter-espionage in Paris. I borrowed her because she was least likely to be known in America. She was Hoarse Voice.'





'You mean,' Monica said in a tone of amazement, 'that you had infiltrated her inside Moloch's organization?'





'I, with Cord's help, did exactly that. Which explains why, whenever I met her, I ignored her, appeared to dislike her. More cover for her. And Cord arranged, unofficially, for Alvarez to continue helping us. Vanity warned me, among many other things, about the Xenobium bomb.'





'Now happily, I assume, non-existent.' Marler drawled.





"That's right. You told me Moloch carried aboard the Sikorsky a briefcase chained to his wrist. I'm sure that contained the know-how for making the bomb.'





'What about Grenville?' Paula asked. 'Why was the Ministry of Defence so close-mouthed about him?'





'My contact there at last agreed to be frank. Grenville was a major in the Channel Regiment. He was thrown out quietly for embezzling large sums of money. The Army never did like its dirty linen being washed in public - or even in private.'





'And the mysterious Maurice?' Paula persisted.





'He was unofficially on leave. Actually his job was to find out what Moloch was up to. He's returning to his old job with them.'





'He's asked me out to dinner.'





'I should accept,' Newman said with a smile.





'I'll think about it. I wonder how Mrs Benyon is getting on?'





'She's settling down in Cheltenham very quickly.' Tweed said. 'I had a long chat with her on the phone. She's rejoined a bridge club and several charities she belonged to long ago. I gathered she was very relieved to be back in Britain.'





'Then that about wraps it up.' said Butler, speaking for the first time.





'Not quite. Vanity gave me a list of MPs, et cetera in this country who accepted payments from Moloch, plus another list of senators in the States who accepted even larger sums. I sent it on to Cord. They'll all have to answer some pretty awkward questions. And Cord has found evidence that Joel Brand murdered all Moloch's missing women assistants.'





'But what will happen to AMBECO?' Newman wanted to know.





'I've heard moves are afoot to break up the whole conglomerate. It will probably be sold off bit by bit to other firms. No one will get a big slice of it. Both Washington and London have had enough of too much power in the hands of one huge organization.'





'I'd better get off.' Newman said, standing up. 'Otherwise Vanity will start kicking up.'





'Don't forget her real name is Vanessa,' Tweed warned. 'She was the one who invented Vanity - to build up the false image of herself she had created. And her other name is Julie. So make your choice. Taking her out to dinner?'





'Yes. I know rather a nice restaurant in Paris...'





He was followed out by Marler, Butler and Nield. Paula and Monica remained behind their desks.





'So everything is cleared up in the end,' remarked Paula.





'Everything except the catastrophic ravages of the earthquake.' Tweed was glancing at more pictures of the disaster in a newspaper. 'It will take a long time before what Ethan Benyon caused to happen in his madness becomes only a distant memory.'
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