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For Lori,
who shared the adventures




Things are seldom what they seem.


—W. S. Gilbert




AUTHOR’S NOTE


While reading this book, one should keep these facts in mind:


Despite the general public belief, the Central Intelligence Agency is not the only intelligence-gathering operation conducted by the United States.


Fiction and nonfiction works have made popularly known the former section names attributed to British Intelligence—MI5 and MI6. Because of organizational changes in recent years and a penchant for maintaining secrecy even at mundane levels, British Intelligence has changed its nomenclature.


The Irish Republican Army guerrilla activity in Ulster province of Ireland is funded both by individuals and unofficial channels of foreign governments.


The Soviet Union maintains spy networks in most Western countries and, wherever possible, such spies operate under cover of diplomatic immunity granted them by their status as employees of their respective embassies in those foreign countries.


Though a routine ferry service connects Liverpool and Dublin, there is as yet no rival Hovercraft service operating on the Irish Sea.
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NEW YORK CITY


The larger man, whose white body resembled a slug, took a step forward and ripped his glove lace-side up across the forehead of his black opponent. Blood exploded from the sudden cut on the black man’s head and sprayed red on the slug’s body and on the canvas floor of the ring. Yet the darker, smaller man seemed oblivious of blood or pain as he stepped forward himself, between the lumbering swings, grinning with the pleasure of a man controlling a machine in perfect use. The slug’s second swing banged harmlessly against the black man’s shoulder. Now the smaller man was inside and he tattooed a series of jabs into the expanse of that mottled trunk. The slug stumbled against the ropes, his head snapped back, and sweat sprayed both their faces. The white body heaved hopelessly, floundering in the net of the thick ring ropes. The smaller man moved forward precisely then, jabbing surgically. He hit the punching bag of a body seven more times even though the blood from the cut blurred his vision.


“So much for the great white hope again.”


Devereaux let his program drop to the floor.


It was not a signal, although it might have been, because everything about the meeting had been couched in similar melodrama and romance. A signal or not, Hanley chose that moment to begin talking even while the fight was belled to a merciful conclusion.


“I really thought he had a chance,” Hanley began. “Well.” Pause. “We’re worried about Hastings.”


Devereaux—and, indeed, everyone in R Section—was aware of Hanley’s annoying habit of uttering non sequiturs. Few realized, though, that Hanley had acquired the habit deliberately as an accoutrement of the profession he had entered thirty years before. It was Hanley’s belief that non sequiturs confused and misled potential eavesdroppers, made it convenient to insert appropriate code words and other verbal signals in everyday speech, and, finally, improved the attention of the listener.


Devereaux merely thought Hanley was an asshole.


In the ring, the white man was protesting the decision. Around Hanley and Devereaux, in the smoky, flat atmosphere, figures were hurling programs toward the square of light in front of them.


“Hastings?” Devereaux looked at Hanley.


The latter seemed momentarily lost in a private reverie. Finally, he resumed: “You know what Hastings is. Strictly a Second Man in a not-terribly-important posting. He hasn’t had anything for six months and now he wants thirty thousand dollars. Won’t explain and won’t reply to our cables except to hint that he has devastating stuff. ‘Devastating.’ The very word he used. National security involved, he claims, international ramifications, that sort of thing. He’s continued on payroll and we meet his expenses, but frankly, we haven’t the faintest hint of what he’s talking about.”


Hanley folded his program neatly and put it in his vest pocket. Devereaux wondered if Hanley had a hope chest of old programs.


“So now you’re going to rein him in,” said Devereaux.


“Kill that turkey motherfucker,” screamed a black man sitting next to Hanley. In the ring, the two fighters who had waltzed for most of the eleven rounds were now vigorously engaged in a post-fight charade. Separated by managers and trainers and the referee, they lunged at each other, hurling promises and insults.


“Not necessarily,” said Hanley. Pause. “He was a good man.”


Devereaux stared at his own flat fingers. He was not going to point out that Hanley’s faint praise was inconsistent with what he had said moments before. Devereaux hated Hanley the way people in the field always hated the clerks back in R Section.


“Get that nigger outta there,” cried a white man two rows back.


“Who you callin’ a nigger?”


Devereaux looked around. Anxious blue-uniformed security men came rushing down the aisles, and received a barrage of paper cups for their pains. “Christ,” he said. “Why didn’t you plan for us to meet on the stage of the Met? We could’ve been extras.”


“Sarcasm,” identified Hanley.


The black man next to him had vaulted over the back of his seat and was swinging at a white fan.


Hanley continued in the same flat, slightly too precise tone of voice: “Well, it took some doing but we now have the money and the clearance. You’re to take the money to him and find out what is going on.”


“I’m not a headhunter,” Devereaux replied.


Their voices were unnaturally quiet in the chaotic din around them.


Hanley smiled unpleasantly and spread his hands in a gesture of sincerity. “This is not a contract. We merely want you to evaluate our friend and his information and to remind him of certain aspects of … discipline … and to find out what Samuel is getting for his money from that funny little Englishman.”


Samuel was the current jargon name for the U.S. Hanley was always up on the jargon.


Devereaux suddenly turned away. He despised them all and all the cute espionage talk that filtered down from R Section. It came from all those dreary clerks spending their dreary lives in Mitty-like imitation of what they thought was the reality of the operation. In fact, their reality came from television and the movies and the latest spy fictions they read on their lunch hour in the marble cafeteria downstairs. Devereaux’s reality did not have names or comfort or jargon, and it did not have time for Hanley’s potent sense of melodrama.


“I’m going to get a drink,” Devereaux said finally and got up. He started to edge along the row to the aisle.


Hanley flushed: “I’m not through, goddammit.”


His voice pierced the din because it was so unexpected and so angry. The crowd around them suddenly fell quiet. Devereaux paused and turned back to Hanley. Hanley gaped around him and was instantly aware of the attention.


Devereaux smiled: “Don’t be such a tired bitch. Buy us a drink.”


Hanley gaped on, now at Devereaux. The black man snickered behind him, and Hanley’s face turned red.


Devereaux leered, “Coming?”


“I’m coming,” said Hanley meekly, and he rose and followed Devereaux down the row.


“Fags,” said the man behind the empty seats. “Fuckin’ fairies.” The bell continued to sound in the prize ring.


Hanley ordered rye.


A midtown New York bar at ten P.M. Ill-lit, too small, pretentiously priced, it projected a kind of relentless insomnia, just like the city. Devereaux and Hanley sat at the curve at the window end. The street was shut out with red curtains; red flocked wallpaper tarted up the interior with a sort of comfortable insincerity. The bartender plunked down the drinks in large rounded glasses.


“I always order rye in New York,” explained Hanley. He made a face as he sipped at the drink. “That’s a good habit, you know—order the local drink. Makes you fit in. Rye here. Bourbon in the South—”


“Scotch in Scotland,” said Devereaux. He sipped his vodka and felt tired. Hanley, who grew up in Nebraska, had gained his indelible impression of the habits and mores of New Yorkers from the countless B movies that had ground their way through his local movie house in the thirties.


“Speaking of Scotland.” Hanley sipped again like a man just trying to get through a drink. “Did you know that’s Hastings’ base now?”


“I haven’t seen him for years. Since Athens.”


Hanley frowned. “I’m aware of that. You don’t keep up.”


“Why doesn’t the Section send around a newsletter?” Devereaux was sick of talking to Hanley and sick at the thought of what the job was going to turn out to be. He had liked Hastings once.


“Despite your sarcasm,” Hanley began, “I’m aware of what you think. You know you could have done better if you had kept up.” Like me, implied Hanley.


“What’s the job?” It was maddening.


“You leave tomorrow to see Hastings. It has to be made clear to him that he won’t get the money until we have a solid idea—an idea that will satisfy you—of what his information entails.”


“Thirty thousand dollars is hardly exit money,” said Devereaux. The cold vodka was numbing his tongue pleasantly.


“There’s more,” said Hanley, sipping dutifully at the rye.


Devereaux waited and let the coldness of the drink warm him.


“I didn’t get the chance to tell you everything.”


Pause.


“Hastings wants thirty thousand now.” Pause again. Devereaux sat still and stared at the ice bobbing in his drink. “For the first part of whatever he has. And a hundred thousand dollars deposited in a Swiss bank in nine days for the second part.”


Devereaux had had enough. “I’m not playing, Hanley. Until you give me some idea of what the hell this is all about.”


Hanley spread his hands in the same familiar and insincere gesture of openness.


“I’ve told you. We simply have no idea of why he’s being so secretive. We’ve talked to our London people—my God, they should certainly be on top of things. Hastings has never played this sort of game. Frankly, he’s never had much to be secretive about. Some of the people at Britdesk in the Section think most of his stuff has been clipped out of the Economist or Telegraph—”


Which it probably was, Devereaux thought.


Hanley realized, with something like horror, that he had finished his drink without finishing his conversation. “I suppose you want another,” he began. Devereaux nodded to the bartender. They did not speak until they were served. In a booth at the other end of the bar, a large, heavy man placed his hand on the thigh of a drunk young woman. He was not asked to remove it. Hanley stared at them.


“Hastings has been our informal link, as it were, with Brit Intell. He retired from them two years ago, you know.”


Brit Intell. For God’s sake, thought Devereaux.


“Well, as you may know, there’s damned little the Section is interested in getting from the blokes.” He used the old military expression of contempt for the English. “Still. He was worth his allowance, just to have all bases covered. Never gave us very much but … well … Hastings was justifiable. Then, six months ago, he stopped giving. Just … stopped … giving.”


Above the bar, the television set flickered on. There was no sound. The screen filled with the images of the slug and the black man. The fight was being repeated. Devereaux felt strangely disoriented. The edge of his tongue stung with cold vodka.


“Was he dead?” asked Hanley rhetorically. “No, old Hastings was very much alive. We sent a Third Man over a month ago to talk with him. No, he couldn’t tell us what was up. Hastings said he was putting pieces together. He said he’d let us know. The Third Man said he looked like a cat who’d swallowed a bird.”


Hanley now folded his hands and looked confidentially at Devereaux, rather like an employment counselor about to explain a company’s pension plan. “As you know, the Section operates rather loosely compared with the Langley company.”


Devereaux winced at the phrase—Langley meant the Central Intelligence Agency headquartered off the Beltway in that sleepy Virginia suburb.


“Because we are a much smaller operation—and because our charter is so much more limited—we have developed a rather loose field program and our operators are permitted a rather wide latitude in information-gathering. Still, Hastings has sorely vexed us with his silence—”


“As I have.”


“As you have,” agreed Hanley. “I can tell you there were some on the committee who wanted to pull the plug on him.”


“In what way?”


“Perhaps reveal his … ah … role in our organization to someone in Brit Intell—”


“That would be stupid,” said Devereaux.


Hanley smiled. “Right. That’s what the Chief said. That’s what I said. Stupid and self-defeating, I said. Look at the matter logically, I put it to the committee: There are several possibilities. One, Hastings is stringing us along and merely wants the money and has nothing at all. Two: Hastings has information of genuine worth and is entertaining bids for it from our side, from the Langley company, and others. Three, Hastings has the information and genuinely does not want to blow it—”


“—by telling your second-rate couriers about it—”


“We sent a Third Man,” complained Hanley defensively.


“Four,” said Devereaux. “Hastings has made the hit of his life. He’s going to milk it for every last drop. And then he’s going away.”


“Four,” agreed Hanley. “So good that it can make the Section. I don’t need to tell you we’ve had our problems with the committee.”


“No, you don’t need to tell me,” said Devereaux. He considered it. “Hastings. He must be fifty-five years old now.”


“Fifty-four,” said Hanley.


“Does he have a network?”


“Not much of one. Nothing too important. A couple of school chums involved in Brit Intell’s domestic operation in Belfast, keeping an eye on the Boys.” Such were members of the Irish Republican Army called. “But that’s not really of much interest to us.”


“No,” said Devereaux.


“That’s what’s got us stumped,” said Hanley. “I mean, where the hell did Hastings put his hands on something really important?”


“His British probes?”


“But you know what British Intelligence is. I mean, what could they know that we don’t know?”


Devereaux nodded. On the television screen, the slug was against the ropes again, again being hammered in slow motion by the smaller man. “So it might be important for a change, what old Hastings has found.”


“Every bit of information is important,” Hanley said with blithe inconsistency. Devereaux’s attitude seemed always to threaten Hanley and the structure of the world in which he found comfort.


“Nonsense,” said Devereaux. “You don’t believe that. Even you don’t believe that. Almost none of it is important. And the important stuff we usually get by accident. That Soviet fighter plane last year. Flown into, our waiting hands and those of the Japanese because Yuri What’s-his-name was pissed off at his wife in the Soviet paradise. Don’t make it all seem more than it is.”


Hanley was angry again. He had had quite enough. He reached into his vest and said, “This is all you need.”


He had pulled out the fight program.


“Am I supposed to give him that? Do you think he’ll believe it’s thirty thousand dollars? Or a Swiss account book?”


“Damn.” Hanley flushed. He shoved the program back into his coat and then reached into the vest and came out with a brown envelope. He placed the envelope on the bar, between the two glasses. Then he pulled a little notebook from a second pocket and put it in front of Devereaux. “Sign, please, there,” he said.


Devereaux made his scrawl.


“Thirty one-thousand-dollar bills. An account with the State Bank of Zurich containing one hundred thousand dollars in his name. Just in case he has both parts. It’s your judgment, Devereaux, remember. That’s a lot of money—”


“Why not fly him back here?”


“Our Third Man suggested it to him. He wouldn’t buy.”


“Doesn’t he trust us?”


Hanley shrugged. “We’ve always played him fair—”


“Except for recruiting him in the first place,” said Devereaux. “Remember? I was there.” A long time ago. On an island in the Aegean. The last time Devereaux had seen Hastings, the happiness had drained out of that puffy face, the eyes were both mocking and betrayed.


“If that’s all,” said Hanley. His voice was coming from a distance.


Devereaux smiled again. Hanley was irresistible. “One more thing as long as you’re here.”


Hanley glanced at him.


“My American Express card,” Devereaux said quietly. “I picked up my mail this weekend and there was a notice threatening cancellation. I thought you had taken care of it.”


“I’m sure we did.”


“Don’t give me that ‘sure’ shit. Just call up the goddam AmEx tomorrow and get the fucking thing straightened out. They said they hadn’t received a payment in four months—”


“You submitted your bills—”


“Fuck my bills,” said Devereaux, just as quietly. “You think those cowboys in the CIA worry about their credit cards getting canceled?”


“The error is probably on the part of American Express—”


“I don’t care who’s part it’s on. Just fix it.” Devereaux was actually enjoying himself, because Hanley prided himself on the efficiency of the Section, particularly the intricate paymaster system which he had created. Comparisons with the CIA’s lavish budget bothered Hanley as well. All of which put Devereaux in a better mood.


“The Langley people have their problems, too,” said Hanley. Then he saw Devereaux’s smile and refused to play anymore.


They finished their drinks, staring along with the bartender at the silent television screen.


“Oh, yes,” said Hanley at last. “If it’s one or two. Well. Let us know right away.”


“One or two?”


Hanley nodded. “Scenarios. That he’s stringing us or becoming an independent contractor.”


Devereaux was suddenly very tired and drained. He did not want to talk with this vile little man anymore. If it were possibilities one or two, in Devereaux’s judgment, it meant the end of Hastings.


“You pay,” Devereaux said. He got up then and went out the door without another word.
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EDINBURGH


November rain, full of ice and bleakness, dashed against the black and gray stones of the old city. Scottish noon: no one had seen the sun for days. Ugly clouds convened above the spires, permitting only varying shades of dull, gray light. Outside, the rain stung faces red and soaked into heavy tweeds and numbed the bones of shoppers bent against the wind whistling down Princes Street.


“Terrible, terrible.”


Hastings muttered like a priest’s housekeeper as he bustled around the room, picking up pieces of clothing and straightening the cover on the creaky couch. The air in the room was close with leftover odors of gin, Scotch, and cigarettes. A sudden puff of wind flung a hail of raindrops against the window.


“Damn it all.” Hastings felt suddenly depressed by his morning-after activity and sat down fatly on the couch. He fumbled as he lit a Player’s.


The smoke did not satisfy him.


He sighed and ran his hand through his thinning brown-tinted hair. Then he expelled a big puff of smoke and sighed again. The chill in the room crept up on him. The place was always damp and musty and always cold.


Not like the islands. Something softened his eyes at that moment, as though he saw the past clearly in the pattern of brown smoke. He had grown accustomed to the heat then. Too much so.


He dashed out the cigarette, ending the mood. After all, the cable had arrived that morning and it was no dream. Money due today.


Money due today. The money. The exit money.


The excesses of his life were obvious in lines on his too-red face and the swell of his paunch. But what excesses, really, dearie? Drank too much? Who wouldn’t with the loneliness of it all. And now this climate—why, duck, half the city is drunk from morning till night in winter. One always needed a little money, just to mitigate the pain. Hanley had once wired from R Section: How do you manage to spend so much money in such a miserable poor country? Hanley’s idea of repartee.


The wind knocked at the window again like an insistent visitor.


Well, there wasn’t anything funny about it, my darlings. It was a miserable and poor country and one needed money just to retain one’s sanity. Just to stay drunk when the night comes at three in the afternoon. The men were stuffy, righteous, close, even pompous in their smug tams and tweeds; the places of pleasure were opened only grudgingly; one felt as though one were a child again living here—only the childhood consisted of a single, eternal Sunday afternoon.


For a moment, a tear appeared in the corner of Hastings’ eye as he thought of that poor child of himself, trapped in tweeds and knickers, staring out the window at the rain on the immense lawn, tiptoeing through the adult house of shadows and too many rooms. Poor darling boy:


He shivered. He rose and went to the gas ring and turned it on. The blue flames hissed evenly and he held his hands over them.


Well, ducks, weep not for Hastings but for yourselves. The money was coming today and Hastings must be up and about his father’s business. His uncle’s business, in any event.


He giggled.


God bless America and all its money and endless need for intrigue and a chance to meddle in others’ business. Yes, bless them all.


He began to hum the old war song as he went to the grim, oak wardrobe by the door. He selected a shabby green Harris tweed jacket and shrugged it over his round, sad little fat-man shoulders. Then the mackintosh. No wonder all this heavy, foul-weather stuff bore Scottish names.


He closed the door carefully, inserting the bit of match box just so between the jamb and door. Then he turned and hurried down the musty hall, down the worn stairs to the street. As he opened the outer door, the wind slapped his face in greeting; he joined the other pedestrians in homage to the force of it and bent his uncovered head as he hurried along the narrow mews. Nearly one P.M.


Hastings had the gift to see himself clearly, even when he presented a ludicrous sight. Now he thought of the white rabbit in Alice and managed an odd, twisted smile. Hurry, hurry, old darling. No time to waste. …


He finally emerged onto the broad, windy expanse of Princes Street. On the other side, away from the row of fashionable stores, lay the long gully that carried railway lines out of Edinburgh Station. Above the lines loomed the rocky menace of Edinburgh Castle, carved into the lip of the hill. The rain turned to hail.


“Oh, Christ,” Hastings prayed loudly as the hail began to pelt him. “Give us a rest.”


For a moment, it was too much for him. He took refuge in the doorway of a tailor shop. Not a cab or omnibus in sight, only the thin miserable line of private cars sloshing through the eternal downpour. Clouds boiled up from the west like new stock. What a miserable country.


He waited in the entranceway for the sudden, furious onslaught to ease. He felt damp already, and cold.


The meet had been decided weeks before. When he had talked with that boy they sent—a Third Man. Not his type at all, ducks—a little too macho, with a ferret face.


He recalled with satisfaction that warmed him how he punctured Ferretface’s tough-guy act. It had been quite easy. And then Ferretface had listened to Hastings’ instructions.


Your humble servant, Hastings, had selected the buffet in Edinburgh Central Station. Miserable little buffet not a hundred feet from the gate to the afternoon express to Glasgow. Just in case.


Hastings was aware they might not trust him anymore.


He plunged into the street again and half ran down the sidewalk, staying close to the shop buildings. Across the magnificent and gloomy expanse of the famous thoroughfare, the wind built volume that whirled capriciously behind him and prodded Hastings along like a crusher with his nightstick. Move along there, yer bloody queen. …


The brooding gothic columns of the Walter Scott memorial loomed up and then away and Hastings hurried on until he was down at the entrance of the station, breathing hard, his face flushed, his mackintosh soaked. His breath came in foggy jerks.


He wanted to rush into the cover of the station.


Caution, old luv, he told himself. He stood in the entry and waited for his shivering to cease. One o’clock and all’s well. The train for Glasgow sits steaming at the far gate. Ticket. There it is. Leaves in ten minutes. Just enough time to judge the situation and make a run for it if he had to.


He strolled to the window of the buffet in the main concourse of the station and peered inside.


Typical British Rail. All bright plasticky colors already fading. Stacks of stale sandwich rounds. A fat woman in a heavy coat with two small, red-cheeked children sat slopping their tea at one table. An old man with a copy of The Scotsman sat near the window, judiciously muttering over the headlines. Two British Rail conductors sat at a third table, leaning over the tits-and-bums page of The Sun.


And Devereaux.


Hastings caught his breath, felt heavy in his arms.


Rather too much, luv, isn’t it? I mean, sending a Ninth Man from Section? Don’t they trust dear, dear Hastings? The thought overwhelmed him. He slowly continued his inventory of the buffet and then let his eyes rest again on Devereaux, who sat in a smoking wet raincoat, cupping a mug of milky tea in his broad, flat-fingered hands.


Still the same. Same gray-and-black hair. Same cross-hatched face that was neither handsome nor ugly. Devereaux’s features all showed age in an oddly appealing way; probably he had not been as attractive as a young man, but, with age, had accumulated character. Same marble-gray eyes and wintry face. Even when they were in Athens a long time ago. Aren’t you cold, luv, with a face like that? Then he would smile—Devereaux had liked Hastings—and Hastings had begun to feel comfortable with him. Strictly platonic, old darling, not my type at all.


Six minutes to the Glasgow train.


Hastings fingered the little cardboard ticket in his pocket. The Section would never kill him in a British Rail buffet. No, no. Wouldn’t do at all. Indeed, they would prefer not to kill him in these blessed isles at all, since R Section did not exist.


Five minutes.


Lost your nerve, old darling?


Hastings made his decision then.


He pushed open the door of the buffet and strode in with what he fancied a hearty manner. He shambled to the food counter and ordered a cup of white and carried the plastic mug to the plastic table where Devereaux sat.


The previous occupants of the table had left a half-eaten ham sandwich. Hastings sat down and covered it with a paper napkin. “Requiescat in pace.”


Devereaux did not speak. The trip had been a brutal one. The plane had landed late at Heathrow just after dawn and the northern airports were all socked in. He had driven five hours north to make the meeting.


“You look older,” said Hastings at last. “But well.”


“I am.”


“Well, jolly to see you and all that. Been years.” Hastings affected a bishop’s manner. “How long?”


They both knew how long.


“Ten years.”


“My, ten years in service to my American cousins,” Hastings said. The milk-and-tea was warm and a little bitter. “Time flies so when one is so thoroughly enjoying oneself—”


Two minutes to the Glasgow train. Dash. Upset the table, throw the tea in his face, through the door, the gates, the train just pulling out.


Steady now, old luv.


“You’re quite important now, I should say,” Hastings said. “I really didn’t expect you at all. I mean, from the ridiculous to the sublime—first that little ferret and now you. Nothing in moderation?”


Devereaux watched him.


“Wretched stuff,” Hastings complained suddenly. He flung down the cup. “Disgrace when the bloody British can’t make a decent cuppa.” He glanced up. Devereaux had not moved. “Of course,” he continued. “One can’t expect civilization from the Scots.”


All was still. The woman with the apple-cheeked children had left.


Hastings dispensed with the bishop. “You’ve got the money?”


“What have you got?”


“Ah,” said Hastings. “Ah.” He decided. He eased back on the plastic chair and, releasing the Glasgow ticket, pulled his hand from his coat


“Ah, what I have,” he said.


“I am prepared to evaluate it,” said Devereaux quietly.


“To give it value.” Hastings “ahed” once more. “So that’s why they sent you along. Of course. Certainly. Makes a good deal of sense. Field evaluation.” It was all going to work out satisfactorily.


“They are puzzled by your silence,” Devereaux said carefully. “They want to be filled in.”


“And filled in they shall be, luv,” said Hastings heartily. “Filled and refilled and filled again until they have had their fill.”


“Do you have both … both parts?”


“Do you have all the money, luv? That’s more to the point, ain’t it?”


Devereaux said, “We’re prepared.”


Hastings winked. “You wouldn’t fool an old man, would you?”


Devereaux looked at him closely, at the mottled face, and felt something like pity. “You wouldn’t fool us now, would you?”


Said mildly, without hint of malice. Which made it frightening.


“No, no, never dream of it,” the older man cried. “Not at all. This is the goods, my dear, as you might say. This is the McCoy, the Derby Day.”


Devereaux tried a cautious smile. Merely as an exploration. “The last one, eh, Hastings?”


Hastings glanced up.


Devereaux tuned the smile two degrees upward. “We’re prepared for that. Don’t worry. Even agents have to retire.”


“Ah, well, then.” Something like relief. Forgetting his previous comment, the Englishman slurped down the remains of the milky tea. “I’m free then. A free man.”


“Soon,” said Devereaux.


“As you say, Dev. Well, to business then, me darlin’. You must get a room and get out of those clothes. Bloody climate here. Not like the islands, eh, Dev?”


Devereaux did not respond.


“I’d let you stay in my digs but you wouldn’t care for it, luv. It’s not you.” He laughed. “All me.” Patted his belly. “And then some. Simply no room at the inn, old duck.” Becoming the avuncular country cleric. “Station hotel upstairs is as good as any and better than most. Very convenient. Been in this filthy city before?”


“I suppose.” Devereaux knew airports, not cities.


“Well, you clean up and soak in a hot bath and I’ll meet you at six o’clock sharp right across the way at the Crescent and Lion. Splendid pub. One of the few decent pleasures left in this Calvinistic, moralistic, tight-fisted hole—where was I? Six P.M. I’ll lay it out for you and then we can arrange to talk with a couple of my … my colleagues.” He was lapsing into a stage-Irish dialect. “Me boyos.”


“A total fill-in.”


“Well, let me put it this way,” said Hastings. Improbably, he winked again. “It will be worth it all to both of us.”


“We expect that.”


“Or what?” asked Hastings playfully.


Now Devereaux smiled. Not by degrees. “Did you think I came here to kill you?”


He coughed. “Thought crossed my mind at one point, luv.”


“No.” Devereaux rose. “It’s not that simple, Hastings. You should know that.”


The gaiety forced up by fear and the restless weeks of waiting was suddenly drained out of the Englishman’s face. He felt tired. Felt like an old man.


“I know that,” he said.


There was only time for two double whiskies before the midafternoon pub closings. Hastings had reluctantly drained the last of his warm Johnnie Walker and then hurried outside into the bitter chill again, up the Royal Mile to Edinburgh Castle. Hastings’ walk resembled nothing so much as a baby’s first tentative steps on uneven ground.


He was meeting Sheffield at three.


They had been schoolboys and then friends and now they were business agents, dealing in information. As far as Hastings knew, Sheffield was the only man in British Intelligence who knew Hastings’ real masters.


The wild morning storm from the Atlantic had blown away across the Firth of Forth outside Edinburgh, dancing on into the icy, roiling mass of the North Sea. A gentle rain, as welcome as sunshine, fell on the city.


Hastings huffed up the hilly street. He was cold again, the whisky in him perfidiously chilling. Without looking, he passed warm shops of tailors and curio sellers and tobacconists; shops decorated with tartans and shops that promised to trace your clan lines for two quid.


Sheffield was supposed to wait for him at the edge of the broad square that fronted the grim, gray stone gates of the castle. Below the square was the expanse of the New City, stretching to the Firth.


The square was empty. Fog rolled in the light wind crawling across the bricks.


Sheffield appeared quite suddenly from the doorway of an office building. Hastings was startled; he felt a pain in his chest.


“You startled me,” he complained. His voice carried annoyance; sweat formed at his thin hairline. Sheffield was the younger man and Hastings held a sort of dominance over him in their friendship. They had been at Cambridge together; Hastings had been quite brilliant and there had developed a trace of deference in the younger man’s manner which had never left him. It was as though Hastings might, reasonably, insist Sheffield fetch his boots from the cobbler or go on an errand to the Rose pub in Rose Crescent.


Sheffield was a thin man, shy and pinched in face and manner. But at the moment there was something like amusement in the simple brown eyes as he regarded Hastings.


“Sorry, Hastings,” Sheffield said. His eyes carefully swept the empty square as they talked.


“I should say,” huffed the older man, who was feeling very foolish indeed today. First Devereaux and now Sheffield. Hang on, old luv.


“We have the documents,” Sheffield said in the manner of royalty.


“And I have our American friend.”


“And the money?”


“As good as gotten,” the older man replied. “Let’s have them then, Sheff.”


“My dear fellow,” Sheffield began. “I rather think it might be protocol if you handed over the agreed sum first—”


“I ain’t got the bloody swag yet,” Hastings cried, changing the accent to Australian. There were so damned many obstacles and now this bleeding pouf bastard—


“Dear me,” said Sheffield. He glanced down the Royal Mile to the center of the Old City.


“Don’t be a bloody fool, Sheff,” he said. “He has the money but he’s not going to turn over a bloody farthing unless he’s convinced, and I need those papers to convince him.”


“Well, let’s both go to meet him, then, darling,” said Sheffield.


“No, we’re not both bloody meeting him, darling,” Hastings snapped. He made an effort to choke off his anger. “Ye don’t start changin’ yer bleedin’ rules midway in the match—” Unaccountably, the rougher Australian accent had settled in. “Everything is as we agreed, me bucko, and as we agreed it’ll stay.”


Sheffield altered his tone as well: “‘Me bucko’ me all you want, old darling, but I have rather a stake in all this. It’s my neck on Her Majesty’s block. I’m the one who took the risks—”


“And I’m the one what showed you what the risks were worth, you bleedin’ poufter!”


Hastings suddenly pressed his fat body against the younger man and both disappeared into the shadows of the doorway. Sheffield found his arms pinned by the door and wall and his life’s breath being choked out of him by Hastings’ big hands. Amazing, he thought dreamily as he began to die. Really quite extraordinary that old Hastings could move so quickly. … Never would believe—


Sheffield would have died, if Hastings had not ceased. The breath came back in burning jerks into his lungs and he could not speak. He coughed and gobbled more of the cold, damp air into his mouth.


“Now, my luv,” said Hastings softly.


“I had only meant—” Sheffield tried to begin.


“I know, I know,” Hastings said in a soothing, motherly voice. “Don’t blame you, Sheff. But I have promises to keep and miles to go before I sleep. You understand.”


“Yes. Yes, of course,” said Sheffield, joyous that his life was returned and the other had forgiven him. He almost felt like crying.


“Now the papers, dear Sheff,” said Hastings in the same croon.


“Of course,” said Sheffield. He almost gurgled as he removed the photostats from inside his shirt. They had been taped to his chest.


Hastings did not glance at them but stuffed them quickly into his mackintosh.


“I know you’ll do right by me,” Sheffield said.


“Ain’t I always, Sheff? Of course I will. Trust your old pal, luv. There’s no need to worry. It’s all complete now, all the parts—”


Sheffield nearly missed the slip.


“What other parts?”


“Never mind.”


Sheffield was silent.


“Don’t trouble yourself,” Hastings said gravely.


Sheffield touched his neck. He knew there would be bruises. Without another word, the fat man turned away and began to toddle down the Royal Mile, back to the center of the old part of the city. Sheffield stood in the shadow of the office block for a few more moments until Hastings was lost in the fog beneath the hill.


Sheffield promised to kill him.


The tiredness had felled him. First a shower, and the hot, slashing water soothed the ache out of his arms and back; then a giddy wave of nausea was replaced by this utter sense of exhaustion. Devereaux did not even pull back the covers but fell asleep, naked, across the bed.


It seemed only a moment later when the telephone rang.


The ring repeated several times before Devereaux could even comprehend the sound. He did not know where he was. The room was black but a sliver of light came from the bath. Hotel room. He always awoke the same, never sure of himself or of where he was. He picked up the receiver and a heavily burred voice said, “Five o’clock, surr.”


It did not mean anything.


He fell back on the bed, only wanting sleep; but the voice had started his thoughts up again and he would not sleep. Suddenly, he pushed his forty-three-year-old body upwards and staggered again into the ornate, old-fashioned bathroom where the tub had clawed legs. He splashed icy water on his face and shivered. Then he looked at the gray, drawn face in the mirror.


On the basin was a small packet marked aspirins. Except they were not aspirins and Devereaux never had a headache. Swallowing two of the white pills, he went back into his room and began to pull fresh clothes from the leather two-suiter on the bed.


By 5:55 P.M., he was marching across the road from the station hotel into the dark streets to the Crescent and Lion pub. Night had brought an end to the rain. There was only a sweeping sense of cold blowing down the old streets. Devereaux’s face had lost its pallor; his eyes glittered almost unnaturally.


He had a rhythm to walking on a job. He moved methodically, his eyes sweeping the street in front of him: Doorway, post, street, car, bus, doorway, window—


He stalked into the pub.


After work. A gentle murmur and hard drinking. Brownish whisky in plain glasses and large British pints of Tartan Ale and Guinness and Bass Ale. Glasses sparkled in the subdued light as they sat on the shelves above the bar top. The pub was not a fancy pub; there was no saloon side in the English style. Devereaux ordered a double Johnnie Walker and took the drink to a table that hugged a wall next to the front window.


Scotch in Scotland, he thought and smiled to himself. He sipped the brown, liquid warmth. Better. Much better. He looked out the window at the cold as though it was a stranger. The pleasant, burred voices around him soothed him.


By seven o’clock it was clear that Hastings was not coming.


The warmth had left Devereaux. He sat contemplating his third double whisky and reviewed the options.


One, Hastings had nothing and it had all been a bluff as Hanley suspected.


Swirling the whisky in its stemmed glass, he watched as it rose and fell against the bubbled sides like waves.


Nonsense. Out of the question. Hastings was not mad enough to believe the Section would pay him those extraordinary sums without seeing his information. A bad scenario.


Around him, the hard-drinking crowd had settled in at the bar, pushing against the ten o’clock closing time in Presbyterian Scotland. Those with homes or supper waiting had already left.


Two. Hastings had been delayed by the sort of freak accident that even spy flesh is heir to. He’d fallen down, had a heart attack, was struck by a bus. In that case, it was merely a matter of waiting to be re-contacted.


He sipped at the whisky.


Three. Hastings had been killed.


Who would kill Hastings?


A lover. An enemy. A friend. Someone who knew what he had. And who knew it was worth a life. At least a life.


Devereaux drained the whisky and set the glass back down on the scarred black oak table. The pills and whiskies were producing an odd effect: Devereaux’s body was slowly falling asleep though his mind was awake and outside the body—watching it and commenting on it.


What did Hastings have that he was sure was worth exit money? And which he knew we wanted?


And why deal with R Section?


That had puzzled Devereaux most from the moment Hanley had given him the assignment. After all, Hastings had been recruited by the Section and he was the Section’s man—but if it was a matter of getting exit money and retiring, he could have dealt with the company as well. The CIA was more generous than R, and the CIA could have guaranteed his safety. Even from us.


Go back to the beginning of option three.


Hastings is dead. Someone killed him.


The killer eliminated him for one of two reasons: To get his information or to stop him from giving it to us.


Devereaux tried to remember Hastings as he had seen him six hours before.


He felt sure Hastings was dead.


“Ah, y’ll be havin’ to get it yourself, you know.”


Devereaux looked up.


The man wore an ordinary rumpled business suit of heavy wool that looked as though it was usually damp. His white shirt-collar was a trifle dirty and the shocking red tie was knotted so fiercely at the thick throat that it resembled a noose.


“I beg your pardon?”


“Whisky, lad. Yer be havin’ to get it yourself. At the bar.” The face was middle-aged Irish and so was the accent. The man smiled.


Devereaux did not. “I know,” he said and turned back to his thoughts. He was not finished with Hastings.


“Now, I intended no offense—”


Devereaux nodded slightly, politely. But the Irish businessman seemed not to care.


He leaned over confidentially from his table—all connected by the same bench that ran along the wall—and said, “Yer an American.”


Devereaux looked at him.


“I’m Irish,” he said unnecessarily. “From Belfast.” As though the name of the city would invoke a reaction. “Poor old bleedin’ Belfast.” He saluted the city with his own whisky glass. “On business here. Edinburgh is a lovely city, don’t you think?”


He was irresistible.


“Lovely,” said Devereaux. He got up and went to the bar to order another. He intended not to return to the table. He would wait for Hastings a while longer.


But the Irish businessman pursued him to the bar as well.


“Me,” he began as though there had been no interruption. “I like the Scots, you know. Not like some. We’re all Celtic people. I’m Catholic, though, you see.” Saying it, he lowered his voice as though it were still against the law to be a Catholic in lowland Scotland.


“But they’re an honest enough people and who can we blame for our troubles now, I want to ask you,” he went on. The whisky came and the Irishman placed a five-pound Irish banknote on the bar.


“I canna take yer Republic note,” the bartender said gently. He was a red-bearded giant with a flat, pleasant face.


For a moment, the blue-eyed Irishman bristled. Then he let it go. “Ah, well, it’s all the same, isn’t it now? The Sassenach won’t take yer Scottish money down there but they expect us to all take theirs at their bloody convenience.” He tried out a smile of Celtic comradeship but the barkeep was having none of it. When the businessman finally produced an English fiver, the barkeep snatched it away with a grumble and made change.


With a stage wink, the Irishman turned to Devereaux and nodded at the bartender’s back. “And den some of them are like that stiff-backed Prod with no sense of humor atall and you wanta join the IRA yerself.”


Devereaux allowed a smile. Thought was impossible before the onslaught of Irish charm. He surrendered with a shrug and the Irishman looked as though he had won a battle.


“Yer health, sur,” he said and drained half the whisky at a swallow. After the Irish habit, he had mixed tepid water with the alcohol.


“What about the money?”


The Irishman looked startled.


“What money?”


“The Scottish and Irish money. I don’t understand—”


“Oh.” The Irishman looked relieved. Devereaux picked up on it. Something out of place. “Oh, that. Well, y’see, the Republic prints its money and the Bank of Scotland prints its money and the Bank of England prints its money. Y’follow, now? This is a Scottish note here. But it’s all the same bloody money because the Republic is tied to the English pound and the Scottish pound the same. If the English pound is worth so much, then the Irish pound is worth the same. Y’follow now? Same money. If yer go into dear Dublin and yer an Englishman, ya hand over an English pound and they give you change nice as can be. Anywhere there. Me mother’s people ran a pub there, always takin’ English notes. They treat it the same as if it was Irish pounds. But if yer take yer Irish money into London and yer in a pub somewhere and you put down the note on the bar, well, they’d as soon spit at you, the Sassenach bloody bastards. That’s the English for yer. A bloody rude people.”


He swallowed more whisky and it liberated his speech.


“Same with the Scottish pounds. Take them south of the river Tweed and yer English look at ye like yer trying to pass a bloody yen or somethin’. But English pounds is all welcome in Scotland. Yer see what I’m sayin,’ sir? Here the English treat us both like we have the bloody pox but then how do we treat each other? Like brothers, sir? None of it. Look at that ginger-bearded fella behind the bar!”


He slammed down his glass for emphasis and waved to the red-haired man for another round.


“And I tell ya, it’s the same with we Irish. We treat each other like enemies. Poor bleedin’ Ireland.” He paused. “And look at this poor country as well. They’ll get their North Sea oil in a few years and they’ll ship it all down south to London and be lucky to see a bob on every pound of profit. Mark me. No one ever bested the English in a deal or a war.”


“Save us,” said Devereaux.


“Ah? Oh, aye. Save the United States of America. God bless ’er.”


Devereaux listened on while his mind tracked Hastings. His body tried to nudge him toward sleep but his mind pursued the fat Englishman. He glanced at his watch and was surprised to see the black Omega dial blur momentarily. No more whisky. He got up to disentangle himself from the Irishman’s one-sided conversation. It was not easy. Devereaux was forced to nod and smile and poke the Irishman’s conversation with a question, hoping it would permit him the chance to depart; but O’Neill held on like a wrestler, his monologue pinning Devereaux down. The Irishman had offered his name at one point but Devereaux did not introduce himself.


Finally, Devereaux bought his round and begged farewell and broke the web of words. At last, he managed to plunge again into the icy darkness of the Scottish capital.


The streets were nearly empty already.


He tried to play his game again: Doorway, post, street, passing cars. But the drinks and tiredness seemed to overwhelm his concentration. He hurried across the wet street to the station entrance and down to the cab line. He felt careless, but unable to do anything about it, for he had to know about Hastings.


He ducked into the tall black car and gave an address to the driver. The stately Austin pulled quickly away from the curb and plunged into the traffic on Princes Street. In the darkness, the battlements of Edinburgh Castle were lit with eerie light; fog began sifting in from the highlands beyond the city.


Devereaux felt ill. He wondered if it was from the whisky and pills or from thinking about Hastings. He had helped trick Hastings into service for R Section: He’d never felt guilty about it, because Hastings was a greedy man. Until now. Maybe that’s why his stomach churned.


A four-story building, dour and dark.


He paid the cab and went up the steps to the entry. Beyond the outer door he could see worn carpeting on stairs leading up to an ill-lit landing.


He pushed the door. It was locked. He was puzzled by it for a moment before he inserted a thin, strong wire into the lock and twisted the tumbler. He entered the hall.


There was no sound except for his heartbeat, which he thought was thunderous.


Mr. Percy. Second floor rear.


Percy. Why did he choose that? His mother’s maiden name? A friend? A lover? An enemy?


The stairs creaked under Devereaux’s weight.


He wondered if he should be afraid. He knew his body was tense but he knew it in a disassociated way. That was the pills acting on the whisky. He thought if there was danger finally at the top of the stairs, his mind would react too slowly.


He managed the landing.


A naked bulb of low wattage burned faintly from a fixture in the ceiling. Electrical cords—painted over scores of time—ran along the wainscoting.


He had no weapon except for the garroting wire wound in the copper bracelet on his left wrist. The bracelet was the type sold as a cure for arthritis. The thin wire inside it had killed three men—quietly and quickly. The technique was quite simple: Behind the victim, over his head, turn your body and throw your shoulder into his back and then bend over, lifting the victim’s body as it dangles on the wire around his neck. Usually, death is instantaneous; in any event, the victim cannot cry out. Very neat, Hanley had said; R Section was pleased with it for its simplicity and effectiveness. And cost. The wire was indestructible and cost—Hanley had been especially proud of this—seven cents to produce.


The door to Mr. Percy’s room was ajar.


The hallway was dark; vague, dank odors of mold and heat permeated it.


Devereaux stood at the top of the stairs and waited. He tried to listen for a sound that wasn’t there. He waited two minutes for the silence to end.


He walked across the hall then and cursed the creaking of the wooden floor under the flowered carpet. He pushed open the door of Percy-Hastings’ room.


He nearly stepped into the blood.


It was everywhere.


He walked around the soaking pool by the door and looked down at Hastings.


The fat older man looked like a broken doll. His face was puffed up by death, his eyes protruded comically. His swollen tongue lolled out of his mouth.


As Devereaux stood and looked at him, the first wave of nausea rose in him and then fell back. He stood perfectly still while his eyes catalogued the room:


Hastings had been stabbed. The wounds were all over his naked body. He was sprawled face up but his legs were drawn up and his hip rested on its side on the floor in a grotesque fetal position. His penis lay on the blood-soaked couch.


Devereaux squatted down, holding his raincoat off the floor so that it would not be stained.


He touched Hastings’ neck. There was a deep cut running from ear to ear. A thin cut, cruelly made. It had killed him, Devereaux decided. And it had not been made by a knife. Hastings had been garroted.


Hastings’ body smelled. There was excrement on the floor, mixed in the blood, released at the moment of death.


The room was torn up; papers were scattered on the floor; books were heaped in a corner. Everything Hastings owned had been violated, searched, torn apart, destroyed.


Devereaux stood up and took a last look at the agent and turned and retraced his steps to the door. He backed into the black hall and went to the stairs. For a moment, he stood and listened.


He thought he heard a door closing quietly.


His heart thumped; there was the beginning of a dull pain in his shoulders, spreading and warming across his upper back.


He started down the stairs.


Outside, on the empty street, the houses were all in darkness. Old-fashioned street lamps barely stabbed at the fog shrouding the buildings. Devereaux moved to the middle of the street and began to walk toward Princes Street. His mind had now surrendered to the exhaustion of his body; he felt drunk, and he knew that if they were waiting to kill him, he would die. He gave up and surrendered to any death waiting for him.
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