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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      




Chapter One


The wide-winged bulk of the United States Navy Hawk-eye plane broke out of the low-hanging cloud, barely a hundred feet above the surging waves of the Pacific Ocean. Tropical rain lashed the glass in front of the pilots, rain so heavy that the wipers had almost no affect on it. The ocean swells were gigantic, reaching up higher and higher towards the early-warning aircraft as though about to engulf it. The co-pilot’s knuckles were white where he gripped the edges of his seat.


‘Christ, Lieutenant,’ he said. ‘You’re going to have us swimming in that stuff in a minute. Those clouds go right down to the deck – I swear the waves are breaking against the bottom of the clouds. And there’s nothing to see, nothing at all.’


Lieutenant Leroy Palmer nodded reluctantly. The visibility was almost zero, what with the lashing rain and flying scud torn from the waves. There was a real danger that a sudden gust might put them down in the drink. He pulled slowly back on the wheel and the big turboprop plane lifted back up into the clouds. He felt the same relief as Corker the co-pilot did, though he tried not to show it.


‘For a minute there I was sure we had had it,’ Corker said, aware that the sweat on his forehead had more cause than just the tropical heat. ‘And there’s nothing we could do down there. Visibility still zero, that goes in the report. We are still going to have to rely on radar.’


‘Well, don’t go blaming me because the screen ain’t showing nothing but shit!’ the radar operator said, not disguising his belligerence. He had been hauled out of his nice warm sack in San Diego, away from his nice round wife, and flown south without sleep and pushed aboard this search plane and he was just not happy about it. ‘All I get on the screen is wave-echo and crud like that and the goddamned QE2 could be down there and I couldn’t see it.’


‘You redneck moron,’ Corker said, his temper barely under control – he had been flying for two days with almost no sleep, ‘that’s just what is down there somewhere. What the hell do you think we’re doing up here going around in circles. …’


‘Hold it,’ the pilot said, ‘I’m getting a news broadcast in English.’ Palmer was a good officer; he tried to stop trouble before it developed. ‘Sounds like a limey, BBC or something. There. …’


There was the continuous crackle of atmospherics in their earphones, but the calm voice of the announcer still came through clearly enough.


‘… search still goes on. Ships and flying craft from more than twenty nations are now actively involved in the search in one capacity or another, while at least two space satellites are scanning the area. It is known that the American military satellites can detect objects as small as two metres in length, but even this precise ability is of no use when a tropical storm completely covers the area of search. For almost three days now, since the Queen Elizabeth the Second did not respond to attempts at radio contact, the search has gone on. Though the ocean is wide it still seems impossible that the QE2, the largest liner afloat, could remain undetected for this length of time. Even if this great ship has been sunk – horrifying as that thought may be it must still be considered – there should be some debris, lifeboats, ship’s launches, something. But there is nothing. It is as though the liner has vanished from the face of the globe. No warning given, a sudden cessation of radio contact. Then silence. …’


‘That’s a big help,’ Corker said, and the pilot nodded agreement and switched the radio off. ‘Same old story rehashed just one more time. Let’s do a navigational check.’


The Hawkeye was an early-warning aircraft, easily identified by the giant parasol-shaped radar dome mounted above the wings. It had been pressed into service for this search because of the sophisticated inertial and satellite navigation equipment it carried. They were flying long legs out and back in a carefully worked-out search pattern, in conjunction with many other aircraft, most of them from the carrier Kitty Hawk. This particular area of the Pacific Ocean where they were searching was off the normal shipping routes and far enough from the coast so that the sea was empty even of offshore fishermen. It was a boring – but very necessary – routine.


‘I think I’m getting something,’ the radar operator said suddenly. ‘Harder than goddamn to pick out a blip from all the shit out there – but, sure – there it is again!’


Before the operator had finished speaking, the co-pilot had unbuckled and was standing behind him, squinting at the hash of white flecks on the screen. The operator tapped with his finger. ‘There,’ he said, and Corker nodded.


‘There sure as hell is something down there, Lieutenant. Comes and goes but it is big and it stays in the same place. Too solid for a ghost.’


‘I’m taking her down,’ Palmer said. ‘Strap in.’


The turbulence inside the clouds rocked the plane, sending sudden shudders through her frame. The two pilots looked out grimly at the ceaseless rain, while the altimeter unwound. Lower and lower.


‘On course. Dead ahead, ten miles,’ the radar operator called out.


They dropped. Down and down. When they finally burst out beneath the clouds it was as though a physical pressure had been relieved. The cloud base was a good three hundred feet above the ocean here, so the towering waves were well beneath them.


‘There!’ the co-pilot called out. ‘Saw it for a moment. A ship, just a glimpse. Big.’


‘It could be her,’ Palmer said, trying not to be too hopeful, yet at the same time clutching his hands tightly on the wheel. ‘We’re crossing her plotted course, the one the QE2 should have taken. She might have got this far. …’


They plunged through the sheets of rain, closer and closer, until they could see the vessel clearly.


The low bulk of a supertanker appeared before them, waves crashing across her bow and water running the immense length of her decks.


‘I’m taking her back up,’ the pilot said, suddenly weary. The others did not speak. The craft climbed steadily to cruising altitude and they went on in silence. The co-pilot logged the tanker, then worked on his fuel consumption figures. They flew another leg far out into the ocean, made a careful turn and searched another stretch of empty sea. The co-pilot checked his calculations twice before he spoke.


‘When we finish this leg we better head for home,’ he said. ‘We’ll be bucking headwinds on the way back and we’ll need the fuel reserve.’


‘What could have happened to her?’ the pilot asked, as they had been asking aloud for days now.


‘God knows,’ Corker said, rubbing at his red-rimmed eyes, ‘I certainly don’t.’


‘There were heavy seas when she stopped reporting, but nothing that could have any effect on a ship as big as the QE2. And they had been in constant radio contact without reporting trouble of any kind.’


‘On course, just a normal cruise. …’


‘Then … nothing. It doesn’t make sense.’


‘Someone said maybe a sudden tidal wave.’


‘No way, Corker. Nothing like that has been reported. No tidal waves, no underwater volcanoes, no collisions, plenty of other ships in the same area and none of them reported anything more dangerous than rain and heavy seas. Just nothing, that’s the damnable part of it. Okay, small ships without radios can get into trouble, even sink, without anyone knowing about it. But not a liner – not the biggest liner in the world. She has safety doors, multiple alarm systems, automatic sprinklers for fire, plenty of boats and launches. Sure she could be sunk – but the world would damn well know if she was hurt and going down. But not this, not a complete absence of news of any kind. It’s as though she had vanished from the face of the earth. …’


‘Bermuda Triangle?’ the co-pilot asked. The pilot just sniffed loudly and looked at him out of the corners of his eyes. Corker smiled. ‘I know. Just a lot of nonsense. Dreamed up by hacks who want to get rich writing about the mysteries of the seven seas. But nevertheless, Lieutenant, she appears to have vanished, at least vanished as far as anyone can tell. And we’ve certainly been looking hard enough. …’


‘Got another blip,’ the radar operator said. ‘Doesn’t look very big but it’s persistent. Something down there alright.’


‘Another tanker probably,’ the pilot said. ‘We’re over the north-south routes now. We’ll take a look.’


Once more they plunged down through the clouds and out beneath them. The rain had ceased here and they flew between two slate-grey masses, the sea below, the clouds above. A dark speck appeared on the surface of the ocean ahead and the pilot banked that way. The ship had been obscured by a line squall which blew suddenly away.


‘Jesus …’ the pilot said, breathing out the word.


There, silent and unmoving on the heaving seas, was the QE2.


They came in low, just above mast-height, roaring over the decks, then going back in a wide turn.


‘AH the boats … they’re gone,’ the pilot said. ‘Not a lifeboat left. And no one aboard. I could look into the Bridge and there was no one there.’


His eyes met those of the co-pilot and he saw his own horrified image mirrored in the other’s face. He fumbled for the radio.




Chapter Two


The Peruvian Coast Guard ship, Huascaran, crashed headlong through the mountainous waves, plunging her bow deep into the green sea, shuddering as the foaming water tore along the length of her decks. It had been many years since she had been subject to this kind of punishment – she had originally been a British minesweeper – and her ancient plates and ribs groaned at the harsh treatment. This did not disturb her Commanding Officer in the slightest. Captain Borras had great faith in his ship. As long as the pumps were working and the turbines spinning at top speed, he would press on. He had received a gift, perhaps from God – he crossed himself quickly in case it were – but it was a gift in any case.


Eighty-three degrees West Longitude, fifteen-and-a-half degrees South Latitude, that’s what the voice on the radio had said. On the emergency frequency. It had been the report of a sighting that the entire world had been waiting for for three days. A sighting off the Peruvian coast, barely outside territorial waters. In his mind’s eye, Captain Borras could see the exact spot in the Pacific, knew just how close they were to it – and knew almost to the minute just how long it would take to reach it. He had been ringing the engine room for top speed even as the position had been spoken.


The Huascaran would be there first – pray God she would be first! What the little ship could do, what was awaiting them, he had no idea. But they would be there first and the entire world would know it. His charge shuddered and lurched heavily in the violent sea; water thudded with great force against the glass port before him, obscuring all vision completely while the helmsman struggled to hold her steady. The Captain did not move. When the water drained away he looked out impassively at the waves rushing towards them, most of them taller than the mast-head of his small vessel.


‘Position,’ he called over his shoulder to the navigator who had propped himself tightly against the wall of the tiny chart-room so he would not be hurled to the deck by the ship’s frenzied rolling and pitching.


‘Four, five kilometres, no more. We are now roughly at the position given by the aeroplane who sighted her. Radar cannot help, the aerial has been torn away. …’


His voice was drowned out by the sudden roar of engines as a dark form swept over the ship like an immense bird of prey. It appeared to hover for an instant, then swept on; a stubby body with a strange circular structure above the wing. Coming from astern of them and across their bow. Heading ten points south of their course. The radioed voice burst loudly from the speaker, so close was the source.


‘Rescue ship below, this is Navy Hawkeye. You are off course for QE2. Alter course in my direction. I am now over flying target. You are within a mile of her, repeat one mile ahead on this course.’


‘Alter course to one hundred and two,’ the Captain ordered, then picked up the Bridge microphone and ordered the radio operator to silence. Captain Borras prided himself on his knowledge of the English Language.


‘Huascaran to U.S. aircraft. Am altering course as directed. Are there any other ships in this area? Over.’


‘None we can see. But plenty on the way. Over.’


‘Please inform them that Peruvian Coast Guard ship Huascaran is. …’


‘There, Captain, ahead! I saw her! Like an island in the sea!’ The helmsman shouted the words, altering course slightly at the same time.


‘The Huascaran is in sight of the QE2 and will make contact. Stand by for further reports. Out.’


Captain Borras hammered his fist on the wooden rack before him with unspoken pleasure. They were first! The rain was slacking now, blown away like an unwanted curtain. Another wave broke over the bridge and when it had washed away a dark form was clearly visible ahead. The QE2!


‘Reduce revolutions,’ he ordered. He didn’t want anything to carry away – not now. As their headway slowed, the ship no longer buried her bow in the waves but rode easily up and over them.


Not only had the rain stopped but clear patches were showing on the horizon, patches of blue sky where there had been only solid cloud for over five days. As though the storm, having concealed the great liner from an anxious world for all this time, had now relented, with the quarry found. The blue patches widened, merged, and golden sunlight poured down the great, silent length of the ship.


‘Madre de Dios. …’someone breathed aloud. Speaking for all of them.


Unmoving in the sea, to the casual eye apparently unharmed by the recent storm, the QE2 lay dead in the ocean. Her accommodation ladders stowed; all of her loading doors closed. No one was visible on deck or on her bridge, which could be clearly seen through powerful binoculars. The only sign of anything out of the norm was the absence of all her lifeboats and launches. Yet the davits, the metal arches that swung out from the hull to lower the boats, were still in their upright position. There was something frightening about her immobility, her silence.


‘Shall I signal to her, Captain?’ the radio operator asked, his strained voice breaking the silence.


‘Yes – but not with the radio. They’ve been trying that for three days. Use the lamp. See if anyone is on the bridge.’


A gust of moist, hot air blew across the bridge as the operator struggled the wing door open and forced his way out. He had to hold onto the lamp with his free hand as he worked the handle up and down, over and over. The shutters clacked and the signal went out. And there was no response.


‘We’ll go around her stern,’ the Captain said. ‘See if there is anything more to be seen on her port side.’


With just enough revolutions to give her way, the Huascaran moved slowly to the stern of the liner, the towering black hull slipping by beside them like a great wall. Row after row of port-holes and windows dotted the metal. All sealed. There were lights behind many of them – but no sign of motion. Nor did anyone come to the rails high above to wave down at the passing of the tiny ship.


They reached the stern and turned behind the bulk of her towering sternpost. The seas were still high and as they passed the stern of the liner it sank down – then surged up far above them. The portside propellor rose up out of the foam-flecked sea, streaming water like a surfacing sea creature. The bronze blades were still, unmoving, hanging there for an instant before sinking back beneath the surface.


The port side of the QE2 was no different from the starboard. The boats and launches were gone, all entrances sealed. From the deck of the coast guard ship, the metal wall of the hull rose up a hundred feet above them. The sailors, who were now coming out on deck, had to strain their necks back to see the railings above.


‘We must get aboard,’ Captain Borras said. ‘Break out the line gun.’


The sailors worked swiftly and efficiently, for this was something they had been well trained to do. There was no need for the Petty Officers to shout their commands; they did so in any case. There was a relief in the familiar voices, something to temper the dark menace of the silent ship beside them. The keg of coiled rope was hauled into position below the mouth of the gun, the steel shaft of the grapple slid down the barrel. The shell, with the charge of explosive that would send it hurtling out, slammed into the breach and locked home.


‘Too close,’ the Bo’sun said. It was his task to aim and fire the gun. ‘Can’t raise it high enough.’


The gun was already at maximum elevation and was pointing at the liner’s side. It had been designed to hurl a line across another ship, not a floating island like this one.


‘We’ll move away,’ the Captain said. ‘Fire when we roll.’


They waited in expectant silence while the Bo’sun aimed the gun at the stern deck, the lowest accessible part of the ship. Waiting, holding their breath, as they rolled – but not far enough to suit the gunner. He released the handles, spat on his palms, then seized his grip again. This time a large sea surged beneath them, the coast guard ship rolled heavily – and the gun fired with a sudden sharp crack.


Almost leisurely, the tonged grapple soared up and out in an arc, towing the thin strand of rope behind it. High up and over the rail, to vanish from sight.


‘Haul in the line,’ the Captain ordered.


The sailors pulled mightily until the line grew suddenly tight.


‘Secure, sir,’ the Bo’sun said. ‘Caught firm on something.’


The Captain looked up at the thin arc of line, curving up and away from the deck, almost vanishing from sight above. Presenting a very large problem, he suddenly realized. Normally this light line would be simply used to connect the two ships together, a first simple contact. Then a heavier line, then perhaps a cable would be bent to the end, each one thicker and stronger than the one before, each hauled across in turn. By sailors at the other end. Not this time. No one had appeared on the deck of the other ship. The grapple had anchored itself and that was the end of it. What next?


With the question came the answer. A possible answer; the one man on board who might possibly be able to help. ‘Basilio,’ Captain Borras ordered. ‘Get him up on deck.’


The message was passed and the Captain waited in silence, looking up at the cliff of a ship that bulked high above them. The Huascaran moved back and forth in the heavy seas under the helmsman’s skilled touch as he worked to keep them from crashing into the liner, or moving away from it so far that the line parted. It took two minutes for Basilio to reach the deck; he was a stoker and laboured deep in the engine room. He came out, blinking in the harsh sunlight, gaping up at the liner beside them.


‘Can you do it?’ Captain Borras asked. ‘Can you climb up that rope?’


Basilio frowned as he thought about the question; frowned even harder as he followed the arc of line with his eyes. He reached up and seized the thin line and put his weight on it, testing to see if it was thick enough to grasp and climb. It was. He nodded solemnly and flexed his biceps and fingers, the tendons in his arms standing out like cables. He was stupid – but he was strong – the strongest man on the ship. The only one who might possibly climb that thin rope. He reached up over his head, seized it in both hands, waited until a surge of the ship lifted him clear of the deck. Then began to climb.


Hand over hand. He made no attempt to throw his feet over the line to ease the weight on his arms. He simply climbed. Like a machine. Swing, release. Swing, release. Upwards with a steady rhythm. Higher and higher. He appeared to slow, but perhaps that was only a trick of distance. Then he was at the rail, resting for a moment before swinging an arm up to hook his hand over the wooden rail. Then the other hand, a kick of his legs and he was up and over. There was a spontaneous cheer from the men on the deck; silenced instantly by a growled command from the Captain.


‘Bend the rope ladder to the line,’ he said. ‘Have him haul it up and secure it.’


While this was being done, Captain Borras went to his cabin and pulled on a pair of leather gloves. He hesitated an instant as he passed his desk – then slid the top drawer open and took out the holstered .38 revolver. Why? He asked himself that even as he buckled it onto his belt. There was no simple answer. Fear of the unknown, perhaps. He had no idea of what he might find aboard the liner. Certainly this popgun would be of little avail against any forces that might have caused the liner’s disappearance. He still felt better wearing it.


Basilio was just securing the ladder to the rail above when the Captain came back on deck, waving his arms to show that the job was done. Captain Borras was walking towards the ladder when the loud roar of an engine caused him to stop and look up.


A helicopter with a white star on its side floated overhead, hovering over his ship. An American carrier must have been close enough to hear the sighting radio call.‘Send a radio message at once,’ the Captain shouted, jumping for the ladder. ‘Notify the Americans that this is a matter for the Peruvian Coast Guard. Tell them that I am boarding now and will make a report as soon as I can.’ He climbed the ladder, quickly, panting for breath, but not slowing or stopping. He was first aboard; the newspapers would report it that way. First.


‘Nobody here, Captain. I can’t see nobody.’


‘Shut up … and give me … a hand …,’ Captain Borras gasped.


The sailor reached down and lifted the Captain easily over the rail. Borras pushed the man’s hands away and brushed his jacket straight. ‘Follow me,’ he ordered, and turned and walked across the deck.


It was as empty as the sailor had said. The folding chairs and lounges were neatly stacked and secured in place with tight-knotted lines. Dark windows stared at him and he felt a prickling of fear on his neck. Where were the people? He would never find out standing here. Hitching up his belt so the pistol was close to hand he walked across the deck, somehow reassured by the heavy tread of the sailor close behind him. The door opened easily to his touch and he stepped into the compartment beyond.


The bottles were ranked thickly behind the bar, illuminated by softly glowing lights, ready for service. Glasses were arranged neatly below them. The bar was air-conditioned and comfortable; recorded music was playing, the chairs were set expectantly before the tables, ashtrays neatly centred on the tables – the nearest one of them held an empty cigarette packet. Everything was ready.


Except there were no people.


‘Nobody here,’ Basilio said in a hushed voice. The Captain started to reprimand the sailor for speaking, but he didn’t. The sound of a human voice was unexpectedly reassuring. He led the way towards the door at the far end of the bar. At the last table he noticed a cigarette in the ashtray there. Long, expensive. Just lit, then grubbed out quickly and broken. Dark lipstick on the filter. Did it mean anything? He couldn’t tell.


The lounge beyond was as empty as the bar. Magazines lay on the tables, the chairs were there waiting. But something was wrong.


‘The life-jackets, Captain, they’re all gone,’ the sailor said, pointing at the empty lockers.


‘Obviously,’ Captain Borras said, heading towards the stairway. He wanted to go to the bridge; the solution to this unnerving mystery might be there. He climbed the stairs, then pushed open the doorway leading to the boat deck and stepped through it.


Face to face with the blank-eyed goggled man dressed in thick-padded clothing.


‘Dios!’ he gasped, fumbling for his revolver. The man drew back, waving his hand before him.


‘Not the shooter, for Christ’s sake!’ he said. ‘This is the U.S. Navy!’


Even as the man spoke the Captain was aware of engine sounds from above. The helicopter, of course. He rested his hand on his belt, as though that was what he had meant to do all along.


‘Captain Borras, Peruvian Coast Guard.’


‘Chief Nicolas. We got the message about finding the Queen. I just winched aboard. I was heading’ for the bridge.’


‘As was I, Chief. Shall we go there now?’


‘On the way. Have you seen anyone?’


‘No. No one at all. But the life-jackets are missing.’


‘Lifeboats, too. That’s all I could see.’


They walked the great length of the boat deck in silence, then up the companionway to the bridge deck. Captain Borras hesitated for a moment with his hand on the door – then threw it open.


‘Deserted,’ Chief Nicolas said, so quietly his words could barely be heard. ‘Underway at sea, crew and passengers aboard. It’s impossible. …’


Captain Borras could only nod in agreement. Impossible, yes. But it had happened. The lights were all turned on, as were the instruments. That meant that at least standby power was being generated. The log – that’s what he must see!


He hurried to it, looked at it, at the last entry.


‘It’s for June thirteenth,’ he said.


‘The day she vanished,’ Nicolas said. ‘And look here, at the chart.’


There was evidence here as well. A ruled course with a neatly pencilled notation beside it. Position as of midnight, 13 June. Just at the time the last radio message had been received.


‘What the hell happened here?’


Chief Nicolas almost shouted the words, shouted with puzzlement and fear. ‘This can’t happen. I mean not today, with radios and satellites to look at the sea traffic and everything. This is no sailing ship like the goddamn Marie Celeste. This is the world’s biggest liner with a couple of thousand passengers and crew aboard. They don’t just vanish into thin air. …’


‘Capitano! Ven’ aqui … !’


As the connecting door burst open Captain Borras realised that the sailor, Basilio, had not been with them when they had entered the bridge. But he was here now, gasping, his face white with shock. Or was it fear? Waving wordlessly down the passageway.


“He has found something,’ the Captain called out. ‘Come with me.’


They had to hurry to follow the man. Down the companionway to the deck below, to stare, uncomprehendingly at a black circle burnt into the carpet. Why – how? But the sailor was calling to them urgently. They followed him, aware now of the acrid smell of smoke still heavy on the air. Something was wrong. Very, very wrong.


This was the signal deck where the luxury suites were located. The door to the first one was open and they stopped in front of it. Staring in.


A disaster. It was burned, destroyed, consumed. Fire had eaten away the carpets so that the charred decking showed, had burned the furniture and even charred the ceiling black. The walls were blackened and blistered – and punched full of ragged holes. The automatic extinguishers had been tripped and had sprayed water over everything, turning it into a blackened soggy mess.


‘What happened – what the hell happened to this ship?’


Chief Nicolas shouted the words aloud. Shouted the question without an answer.


What had happened to the QE2?




Chapter Three


There was a raw wind blowing in from the Solent, moist Atlantic air that drove the thick banks of cloud before it. Although it was mid-afternoon it was as dark as evening, so that the burst of lightning lit up the wet streets and drab buildings of Southampton like a monstrous flashbulb. Instants after the lightning, the crash and roll of thunder burst down upon the city as well, echoing away with an angry muttering rumble. It was as though the lightning had pierced the sky, for the rain started then, a continuous downpour that hammered onto the already wet streets, sending quick runnels of water along the pavement.


Rafael Viar held tightly to the brim of his cap as he made his way across Town Quay, trying to avoid the deepest puddles, hurrying ahead of a heavy lorry on its way to the docks. His shoulders were wet where the rain had soaked through the thin raincoat and he could feel the water squelch in his shoes with every step. This was no day to go sight-seeing in England.


It was also no day to stay aboard the ship. Because the S.S. Polar Star was a seagoing slum. A piece of rusty filth that disgusted him when he so much as thought about it. The freighter was Liberian-registered and captained by a Greek pederast. The First Officer and the Chief Engineer were alcoholics who spent most of their time locked into the cabin with their cases of cheap gin. With this sort of leadership, the underpaid crew did the minimum amount of work with the maximum amount of complaining. Since Rafael worked in the kitchen he received most of the insults. He couldn’t blame them, the food was terrible, but he still did not enjoy it. Now that they were in port he braved the unbelievable English weather to escape for a while from the stench and dirt of the kitchen. He knew that he carried the smell of it with him on his clothes, so there was no real escape. But he still had to leave, if only for a few hours. Even though there was no decent wine in this harsh country, and he really did not like the beer. Yet he was no longer aboard the Polar Star. That was enough for him.


There was a large green square ahead of him now, with shops and buildings on the far side. One of them was a café with lights glowing beckoningly through the misted windows. Good. A hot cup of tea would be very much in order. Perhaps some food, the famous English bacon and egg. There were no eggs aboard the Polar Star, certainly no bacon. He waited for a gap in the heavy, one-way traffic, then hurried across, stepping up onto the pavement in front of a large office building. There were steps leading up to the entrance where a man sheltered from the driving rain, a well-dressed man in a heavy coat and black hat. Rafael was facing in his direction when lightning crashed across the sky again. Rafael could see his face clearly, no more than two metres away:


As the thunder rumbled and rolled, Rafael fell against the stone wall of the building, clutching to it, pressing his face to the rough wet surface.


That face! He knew that face – how he knew it. But not here, certainly not in Southampton. Far across the Atlantic in a warmer, Latin country. Could it really be him?


Rafael turned slowly, still leaning against the building for support. The man remained in the doorway, looking out at the road, ignorant of the sailor nearby.


There could be no doubt. That profile, too familiar by far. The beak of a nose with the filthy little hair-line moustache below. It was him.


Rafael started forward just as the man moved. He walked quickly in order to stay dry, just the short distance down the steps and into the open black door of the waiting limousine. The door slammed shut even as Rafael stumbled towards it. He looked in, impotently, through the rain-speckled glass. Staring at Major Jose de Laiglesia sitting in warm comfort and looking at a brochure of some kind, a red and yellow folder.


And then he was gone. The car pulled swiftly out into a gap in the traffic and disappeared from sight. Rafael stood staring numbly after it, unaware of the rain soaking him, aware of nothing except the detested face of the man in the car.


What was he doing here? Where was he going? Why wasn’t he still working at his dirty business back in Paraguay? Oh, how he would like to know the answers to these questions.


Had de Laiglesia come out of this building? There was a good possibility that he had, because he had been standing in the doorway waiting for his car. Rafael looked up at the heavy lettering. SOUTH WESTERN HOUSE, it read, with CUNARD under that. The shipping company? Of course, this was a seaport, perhaps the home port of the line. He walked up the steps and into the lobby. The first thing that he saw was a large advertising display with an immense colour photograph of an ocean liner. QUEEN ELIZABETH II it said.


Ranked beside the display were racks of advertising brochures.


One of them was red and yellow.


They were free for the taking. Rafael walked slowly towards the rack, suddenly aware of how wet he was, how hard his heart was pounding in his chest. This wasn’t good. The doctor in Barcelona had told him about the strain that had been placed on his heart, how he should not overexert himself, should not place himself in stressful situations. The hammering within his body frightened him and he walked slowly and carefully as though he were treading on eggs. He took one of the red and yellow folders from the rack and stuffed it into his pocket, then turned and headed slower still towards the door.


There was a pub, just a few doors away. He shuffled towards it, clutching fearfully at his chest as though to hold the offended organ in place. The barman drew a pint of beer for him and he fumbled coins onto the stained wood and carried the mug to an empty table near the fire. The pill box was in an inside pocket and he took it out and shook three of them into his palm, then washed them down with the beer. Then rested with his eyes closed until the terrible hammering had slowed.


Only then did he take the paper folder from his pocket and spread it out on the table before him.


WORLD CRUISE QE2 it read. Inside were photographs of distant places and copy in English that he did not try to read. What did it mean? Was that piece of filth de Laiglesia going on a cruise around the world? Impossible. He was just a hireling, a jackel, a creature that obeyed. Then had he been sent here? And if so by whom? Rafael wanted very much to know. He wanted to know anything that had to do with Major Jose de Laiglesia who had come to his father’s house in the middle of the night with his soldiers. They had clubbed the old man down, struck down Rafael as well when he had tried to stop them, tore his screaming mother from her bed and dragged her into the street in her nightclothes, in front of everyone, and thrown her brutally into the open truck. That was all that Rafael remembered, because he had lost consciousness then.


He had never seen his parents again. They were gone, vanished as though they had never been. His father had been the best known lawyer in Villarrica, which was of course why they had taken him. Rafael was of no importance. Major de Laiglesia had enjoyed beating him with a heavy pole, then had personally attached the electric leads to Rafael’s testicles, had laughed until he had cried at Rafael’s antics when they turned the current on. In a few months the Major had tired of this fun and they had released him because he was unimportant and of no danger to the state.


Perhaps that had been their mistake. Perhaps what he had seen now was important. Perhaps something could be done about it. He didn’t know what, but he did know someone who might be interested. A man he had met at a rally in London who had promised to see if anything could be discovered about Rafael’s parents. Nothing could be found out, but he still reported to Rafael that they were trying. His name was Leandro Diaz and his phone number was on a piece of paper in Rafael’s wallet. He dug it out, took all of the change from his pocket and made his way to the public telephone in the rear near the toilet. It might mean nothing at all, but he felt still that Diaz should know.


Diaz seemed interested, but he was in a hurry and wanted to call back. Rafael gave him the number of the phone, then went back to his table. He finished the beer and had a second one. Then a cold sausage from the bar, because he was hungry, which he regretted as soon as he had eaten it. The British had some strange tastes in food. Almost an hour passed before the phone rang. The barman answered it, then put the hand-piece down and looked around.


‘Call here for a Rafael Beer.’


‘For me, thank you, thank you a much.’


Leandro Diaz spoke quickly in Spanish.


‘Can you come to London? Now, this evening?’


‘Of course, that is why I phoned you. Where do you want me to go?’


‘There is a public house called the Blue Posts. It is very easy to find. Go down Rupert Street from Shaftesbury Avenue, it is there on the corner of a small passage named Rupert Court. Do you understand?’


‘Yes. No trouble. I will take the next train.’


‘Good. I’ll be waiting for you.’


Once he was in the warmth of the railway compartment, Rafael found himself dozing off, exhausted by the strain of the past hours. It was not a restful sleep, for he dreamt that he was back in the prison in Emboscada where he was beaten with el sargento, the cat-o’-nine-tails with lead balls on the tip of each thong. He had never been whipped with this cruel invention but had seen others torn to pieces by its flails. It was always his terrible secret fear that it would be used on him as well. It was there, often, in his dreams, especially when he was very tired. When the crashing of doors in Victoria Station woke him up, Rafael was soaked with sweat. He was the last one to leave the train.


The queue of people waiting at the taxi rank was a short one, as was the journey. They passed Buckingham Palace and went through a park, then the driver went through Piccadilly Circus and up Shaftesbury Avenue, stopping at the corner where he pointed out the bar that Rafael was looking for. Rafael paid the sum on the meter, added a careful ten per cent tip since the driver had been courteous, then pushed through the door of the Blue Posts. Leandro Diaz was waiting in an alcoved booth to the rear.


They shook hands and Diaz looked him up and down.


‘You don’t look so good, my friend,’ he said.


‘Unhappily, I feel just as I look.’


‘You will have a drink then, an Irish coffee, speciality of the house. Very warm and nourishing, with alcohol in it as well.’


They waited until the drinks had been brought before they talked. Then Diaz said, ‘Please tell me exactly what you have seen.’


Leandro Diaz sipped at his drink while Rafael talked, the fresh cream leaving a white line on the dark skin of his upper lip which he carefully licked off. He was a handsome man in his middle thirties, taller than most of his countrymen – the heritage of his Spanish ancestors-dark-skinned and strong like his Indian forbears. This strength had permitted him to live through four years of confinement in the despicable National Penitentiary of Tacumba. Four years that had nurtured his hatred for General Alfredo Stroessner and his followers. He wore his straight black hair quite long to cover the scars on his neck; the invisible scars within were hidden behind his set and passive expression. He nodded silently and listened as Rafael talked. When the sailor was finished he remained quiet, thinking for a moment, while Rafael gulped at his drink.


‘You saw no one else in the car?’ Diaz asked.


‘No one in the back with de Laiglesia. A driver, of course, but just a glimpse of a uniform hat.’


‘Did the Major carry anything?’


‘Yes, of course! I had forgotten until you asked. A leather briefcase, dark brown or black.’


‘This is all very interesting,’ Diaz said. He took a packet of dark, thin cigars from his pocket and extracted one. Rafael waved them away when they were offered to him. Diaz struck a match, waited until the chemicals had burned away, then carefully lit the cigar. Only then did he speak.


‘We have been keeping a close eye on your sadistic Major, who now enjoys the rank of military attaché at the Paraguayan embassy here. He is a running dog, nothing but a messenger boy who does their dirty errands for them. Small fry – but small fry are the easiest to watch. He drinks a lot, gambles, goes with Spanish whores in Soho – while he weeps a lot about his mother while they whip him. A dirty piece of work, our Major.’


‘I would like to kill him,’ Rafael said vehemently.


‘So would a lot of other people. But he is of more value to us alive for the time being. Something is happening in Paraguay, something big. We have had reports from Asunción. There have been couriers coming here and a lot of stirring about. We do not have enough people to watch them all of the time so we missed de Laiglesia’s little motoring journey. Our thanks for pointing it out to us. I have checked and he was seen leaving the embassy around noon. So this is a quick round trip to Southampton. For what reason?’


‘To do something that he did not wish to be seen doing in London?’ Rafael asked, hesitantly.


‘My reasoning exactly. They know they are being watched; they’re not complete fools. So a flying visit to Cunard in Southampton, with a briefcase that can hold papers, money. …’


‘Or it could hold tickets.’


‘Quite possibly. But whatever it held it was something that they didn’t want us to know about – which means we are now very interested in it. A briefcase with something they are very concerned about in it.’


‘And a brochure about a world cruise on the QE2. Is there a connection?’


‘I don’t know – but I do know that we are going to find out. Our thanks, Rafael, for your help.’


‘I want no thanks – I will do anything to combat these filth, these vermin. …’


Rafael started to cough, deeply and strongly, and Diaz rested his hand on the other man’s arm, lightly. There was little else he could do for him or any of the other victims of the régime. ‘We have had no more word about your parents,’ he said.


Rafael nodded and wiped his hand across his lips. ‘I know … you would have told me right away if you had.’


‘There is still hope –.’


‘I doubt it. I have stopped hoping. It does no good. I have no family, I have faced that. I am a stinking dishwasher aboard a filthy tub. Some day, God willing, I will be able to go home again. It is you and your people, Diaz, who will make that possible. Perhaps I will be able to go back to the university. I don’t know. Meanwhile I stay alive. …’


‘Old friend; do you need some money? Is there anything we can do for you?’


Rafael shook his head in a slow no. ‘I have nothing to spend money on. I’m all right. Just do what you are doing. Now I will finish this drink and go back to the station. There is a late train I can get so I will be back to the ship tonight. There is less trouble that way.’


They shook hands and Rafael parted in silence. Diaz looked after him as he left and seemed unaware of the man who came in through the side door of the pub and joined him in the booth.


‘He has gone out for the evening,’ the newcomer said.


‘Apparently on the way to his whores again. Victorio is following him.’


‘And Victorio has a radio?’


‘Yes.’


‘Good. Then he can warn us in time if the pig is returning to his quarters. We will be looking for a briefcase that could be of immense interest. Come then, Luis, I’ll tell you about it on the way.’


Charles Street in Mayfair is not far from Park Lane and most of the top hotels in London. The area is well-lit, clean, well-policed, and reeks of gentility and money. The two Paraguayans parked their car in Berkeley Square and strolled slowly in the direction of the park. If they were noticed, they were accepted, for they were neatly dressed and groomed; the thin attaché case Diaz carried could have held papers rather than the tools of the criminal trade.


Without slowing or looking about, they turned into the doorway of the building where de Laiglesia lived. There were other flats here and Diaz had enquired about a vacancy some months earlier; taking the opportunity to make an impression of the estate agent’s key at the time. They saw no one as he unlocked the front door and made their way up the stairs to the second floor. Diaz had the lockpick ready in his fingers as they approached the door in the front of the building. Diaz knocked on the door, waited a few moments, then knocked again.


‘He’s out,’ Luis said, ‘you know that.’


‘Of course I know that. But perhaps he left a visitor behind who doesn’t know that. Always use care.’


Luis shrugged expressively, saying as clearly as he could with words that he disagreed. When no one answered after the second knock, Diaz took out the pick and inserted it in the lock.


‘What are you doing there?’ a woman’s voice asked from down the hall.


Diaz calmly knocked on the door again, at the same time palming the lockpick.


‘Can’t you hear me? What do you want?’


Luis was standing stock-still, not knowing what to do. But Diaz turned slowly, saw the sharp-faced woman in the open door down the hall, and tipped his hat politely.


‘Excuse me, madam. I didn’t realise that you were talking to us.’


‘Well, who else is in this hall? Well?’


‘How charming of you to ask.’ Diaz smiled warmly. ‘We are here knocking on the door of our friend Mr Penninck who pressed the button to release the catch on the ground floor door so we could enter the building. Does that answer your question, madam?’


The woman sniffed and withdrew her head – then almost smiled. ‘It is a very good answer. Except that you are on the wrong floor. Mr Penninck is the floor above.’ She closed the door with a triumphant bang.


‘So sorry,’ Diaz said, winking strongly at the befuddled Luis.


They walked heavily down the hall and up the stairs. Diaz leaned close to whisper.


‘Do you see what I mean about taking care?’


‘Yes … but who is this Penninck?’


‘I have no idea. But I took the precaution of noting his name when I was last here. In case I should ever have to explain my presence in the building.’


Luis was impressed. Even more so when Diaz knocked on the fire door, then opened it. ‘Ahh, hello, do come in,’ he said in a deep voice trying to disguise his own. Then he slammed the fire door shut and touched his fingers to his lips.


On the floor below they heard a door close.


‘For a lawyer you make a pretty good thief,’ Luis whispered.


‘Many people would say that they are the same thing. We’ll wait a few minutes, then go down as quietly as we can. No noise. If she sees us again we’ll have to leave.’


Diaz forced himself to wait a full three minutes. They slipped down the stairs and tiptoed to the apartment door below. Diaz had the lockpick ready in his fingers and he quickly inserted it and probed for the combination. Luis looked worriedly towards the entrance of the woman’s flat. When the door finally opened they pushed in as quickly as they could and closed it silently behind them.


Inside the dark apartment Luis used his pencil torch. It threw only a small spot of light onto the floor, just enough for him to see his way across the room to close the curtains.


‘All right,’ he said.


Diaz turned on the lights and they looked about the room. ‘There’s the briefcase,’ he said.


‘And if you look you will see that there is a wall safe right above it. I hope that I am wrong.’


‘Unhappily you are correct,’ Diaz said gloomily, poking about inside the empty case. ‘Whatever he brought back is undoubtedly in the safe now.’


‘Can you open it?’


‘I am a better lawyer than a thief, Luis, still learning my new trade. We could get someone who could break into it without leaving any marks. But not before tomorrow. By that time the Major will be through with his whores and will have taken the contents of the safe to the Embassy.’


Diaz was looking about the room as he talked, at the pretentious and gawdy furniture, the vulgar prints on the walls. A sideboard was covered with bottles of expensive liquor mixed with flasks of cheap aguardiente; the Major had low tastes. On the floor next to the sideboard was a wastebasket shaped like a drum. Diaz went to it, kneeled and took out a crumpled red and yellow folder.


‘It’s marked by drops of water,’ he said. ‘As though it has been out in the rain. An advertisement for a world cruise for the fabulous QE2.’ He laid it out flat on the desk and opened it. On the inner page was a list of fares and schedules, with accommodation varying from ‘Duplex Suite with Private Veranda’ and ‘Two-Room Duplex with Bath, Shower and Toilet’ to ‘Quad, Two Beds & Two Uppers’ right down at the bottom of the list.


Someone had been doodling on the brochure with a red felt-tip pen. Marking little crosses and circles and hatching in the white spaces that surrounded the printing. The sort of doodling that someone might do during a boring ride to London in heavy traffic.


The doodler had done some marking on the printed copy as well. Diaz laid his fingertip on the two inked circles and looked up into Luis’s eyes.


‘Does it mean anything?’ Luis asked.


‘It might. And we’re going to find out, aren’t we?’


Luis nodded slow agreement.


The circles red-ringed the listing for the two duplex suites.


The Trafalgar Suite and the Queen Anne Suite. The best accommodation en the world’s most luxurious liner.




Chapter Four


The two men shook hands briefly, then parted just around the corner from the Cunard ticket office, Diaz staying and watching for a moment as the other casually opened the Cunard door and walked in.


As the man entered, the clerk looked up, then nudged the girl next to him.


‘Now, just look at this fine specimen that’s just come in from the lobby,’ Willy Mahon said. ‘Look closely, Heather, and tell me just what you think of him.’


Heather was an executive trainee at Cunard, destined for greater things in the offices of the company. That was her future. However, right now she was serving as a sales assistant in the booking office in London. Willy Mahon was her training officer, and after the first weeks of getting to know him she was finally beginning to appreciate his better qualities. Not his personal qualities, a quick grope and an even quicker slap had established that relationship quite early. It was his sales ability she admired, his knowledge of the complicated fare structure of all the Cunard ships, linked with a talent for always selling a cruise or accommodations costing that little bit more than the customer thought he could really afford. She followed his instructions now and looked closely at the young man who was examining the rack of sales brochures. She tried to sum him up.


‘Young, late twenties, not too well dressed, probably can’t afford a cruise and he will probably ask us where he can book on a tramp steamer. Right?’


‘Wrong on all counts, ducks, except maybe his age. This chap is a gent and maybe the heir to millions. Notice how tightly rolled the brolly is. Dead give-away. And the clothes are old, but that’s to show that he doesn’t care about money. You shouldn’t let that fool you. Take a look instead at the jacket he’s wearing. It’s hand-woven thorn-proof tweed and it would set you back the best part of a hundred knicker if you wanted to buy one like it. Shoes polished to a dull glow – and hand made on Jermyn Street to boot. He’d be wearing a monocle if they weren’t out of style right now. And notice one hand in the bottom jacket pocket. That’s to show he doesn’t care if someone pinches his wallet or not – since there’s plenty more where that came from.’


‘My, aren’t we being Sherlock Holmes today.’


‘Listen, love, I could have taught that old junkie a thing or two – yes, sir, can I be of assistance?’


‘Yes … ahh, perhaps. A cruise, that’s the thing.’


Willy cast a glance of triumph towards his assistant as the nasal Oxbridge tones washed over them. Heather acknowledged his accuracy with a nod and a thumbs-up sign out of sight behind the counter. Then moved decorously away so that he could slip in for the hard sell and the kill.


‘Could I interest you in a world cruise, sir? Since you have the brochure in your hand I thought. … ?’


‘Quite …,’ the customer gaped slightly at the colourful brochure, as though seeing it for the first time, then dropped it onto the counter. ‘QE2. A rather nice. …’


‘Nice, sir – why that’s like calling the Mona Lisa a fair painting. She’s the flagship of the British fleet, sir, the queen of the oceans so to speak. There’s nothing like her sailing the seven seas, nothing.’ As he talked Willy produced a glossy pamphlet adorned with a large coloured photograph of the QE2 sailing one of these seas.


‘She’s one of a kind, sir, and you’ve never seen her like before or will you ever again. I won’t bore you with the details of her standard accommodation – five-hundred and forty-one rooms in all there – but just look here at the three-hundred and twenty de luxe rooms, all outside and all with bath and shower, twenty of them de luxe suites with outside varandahs. …’


‘I know. I’ve sailed on her,’ the customer said with great weariness. ‘Stilton wasn’t quite ripe.’
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