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  Chapter One


 


 


 


  Hotel lobbies, seldom the cosiest of places, manage to have a bleak cheerfulness all of their own at half past six in the morning. Or so it seemed to Martin Ainsworth on the

  mercifully few occasions he found himself in one at that hour. They are filled with smells, all stale, which seem to reflect the mood of the night staff waiting with sullen inertia to go off duty.

  Electric cables criss-cross the floor and wrap themselves round the feet of the departing guest as he tries to sidestep the cleaners, heading, laden with his own baggage, towards the receipt of

  custom.




  Martin was travelling light (a single small suitcase) and so was nimbly able to avoid the coil of flex which tried to lasso his right ankle as he stepped from the lift and walked across to pay

  his bill.




  A stout man with a florid complexion, who was perspiring freely even at this hour of the morning, was laboriously counting out ten-mark notes under the contemptuous gaze of the night cashier who

  gave the impression of hoping that the bill could not be met and the police could be sent for. Eventually, however, the florid-faced man let out a slight grunt and pushed across a pile of notes.

  The clerk counted them with almost insolent deliberation before reluctantly receipting the bill and turning his attention to Martin.




  ‘Room 237,’ Martin said.




  The clerk fetched the bill from a portfolio on the desk behind him.




  ‘Herr Ainsworth?’ he queried.




  ‘Correct.’




  ‘You just arrived last night?’ he asked with a faint frown.




  Martin nodded. ‘About half past ten.’




  ‘You leave Munich again so soon?’




  ‘I’m afraid so.’




  ‘Have a good trip,’ he said, baring his teeth in what Martin charitably assumed to be a smile.




  ‘Thanks.’




  This was more than he had wished the previous departing guest and Martin began to wonder why he had been singled out for special treatment. But he quickly checked himself. If he allowed a few

  perfunctory words from a hotel clerk to set his imagination going, he would work himself into a state of neurosis before his journey proper had ever started.




  ‘Any chance of finding a taxi at this hour?’ he asked.




  The clerk shrugged indifferently. ‘It is early,’ he said through a smothered yawn, and turned away. His interest in Martin had clearly been nothing more than a formality and even

  that had now evaporated.




  Picking up his bag, Martin walked across the lobby and stepped out into the thin sunshine of a May morning.




  A tram trundled past, making the noise which he had associated with Munich trams ever since his student days in the city. He saw one approaching from the opposite direction with

  ‘Hauptbahnhof’ on its headboard and he crossed the street to join the queue of workers waiting at the halt sign. Half of them were foreigners and it occurred to him, not for the first

  time, how topsy-turvy had become the economies of countries which had to import labour from others whose own economies were in a state of even worse malfunction.




  He managed to squeeze on to the rear platform of the tram, where he found himself wedged between a Greek and an Arab. At least, that was his guess as to their nationality. They eyed him with

  considerable interest, as well they might, seeing that middle-aged ‘city gentlemen’ in rather obviously casual attire were an unusual sight on their morning ride to work.




  Martin had given a good deal of thought to what he should wear and was dressed in a dark blue terylene and linen jacket, a black woollen T-shirt, which he reckoned would look no scruffier at the

  end of the journey than it did at the beginning, a pair of charcoal grey slacks, which already looked as though he had slept several nights in them, and his suede desert boots which he had selected

  as being the most suitable footwear for all eventualities ahead.




  ‘By the way,’ Peacock had said to him at one of the final briefing sessions in London, ‘I suggest you wear something comfortable on your feet. Something you can run in and, if

  necessary, effectively kick with.’




  Well, he could certainly run all right in his desert boots, though he was less sure of their kicking properties. Perhaps he would have done better to have worn an old pair of climbing boots. The

  trouble was that no one had been able to give him any idea of the ratio of running to kicking; and, after all, everything depended on that. He hoped very much there would be none of either. Peacock

  had been entirely optimistic on that score, but then it had been in Peacock’s interest to radiate confident optimism.




  The tram came to a juddering halt outside the huge main station and Martin got out.




  For several seconds he just stood staring at the wide façade, as much for reasons of nostalgia as of putting off the moment of irrevocable surrender to the devious Peacock’s

  elaborate plans. People in Peacock’s line of business were, of course, required to be devious beneath their bland, but always wary, exteriors.




  But Peacock was not in Martin’s immediate thoughts and his mind had slipped back thirty-odd short years to the misty autumn evening when he had arrived at this station, a boy straight from

  school, to study at the university. Hitler had recently come to power and Martin had emerged from the station feeling tired and faintly homesick after his long journey to find himself caught up in

  a parade of S.A. He could see them now, their brown shirts and swastika armbands and their self-important expressions, as they marched towards Karlsplatz.




  There were tall and short, thin and tubby, bank clerks and office managers, dentists and engineers, but all with the same air of stern dedication. Cries of ‘Heil Hitler’ greeted

  their progress along the street as bystanders thrust out right arms in salute. Some saluted with less fervour than others. And some did not salute at all.




  Martin could still recall his feeling of faint chill as he watched the parade pass. It had been nothing more than an undefined shiver of apprehension, an awareness that ‘fun’ had no

  part in the Nazi vocabulary. For those who could read, the writing was already on the wall, though not even the benefit of hindsight could persuade Martin that he had been one of them. But

  eighteen-year-olds were less politically sophisticated and articulate in those days, he reflected.




  And now here he was, over thirty years later, standing not more than fifty yards from the spot where he had witnessed that parade—the first of many he was to see in the year which

  followed.




  One thing for sure, if it had not been for Hitler and all his works, he would not now be standing outside Munich Station, suitcase in hand and mind filled with uneasiness. If the distant past

  had brought its own measure of menace, so suddenly had the immediate future.




  Bracing himself, he crossed the road and made his way round to the side of the station. As he turned a corner, he saw a bright yellow bus parked in a bay about fifty yards away. There were a

  number of people standing around it and stepping over one another’s suitcases. When he got closer, he could read the black letters on the side of the bus, ‘HEROLD TOURING A.G.’,

  and knew that this was to be his home for the next three days. A bit closer still and he could see the slotted board beside the door of the bus which read

  ‘MÜNCHEN–ISTANBUL’.




  This was the bus all right and he found himself automatically casting curious glances at his fellow passengers, until he remembered Peacock’s strict injunction.




  ‘Behave quite naturally all the time. In particular, don’t stare at people as if you were directing a laser beam at them. Nothing draws attention to you more quickly than

  that.’




  At any other time, the route board would have given him a delicious thrill. As it was, however, he saw it only as a signpost to nemesis.




  An unshaven official of Herold Touring A.G. in a shiny suit with bulging pockets was standing by the entrance to the bus, holding a large sheet of paper on which he made ticks with a blunt

  pencil as passengers reported to him.




  ‘Gursan,’ Martin heard the man ahead of him say. He was short and powerfully built, with an expanse of forehead, a bushy black moustache and a pair of blue eyes which seemed to find

  the world an amusing place to be in.




  ‘Seat 17,’ the official announced after consulting his list and Mr Gursan, who had been smiling at everyone within sight, stepped into the bus.




  ‘Ainsworth,’ Martin said, keeping his voice self-consciously low, though no one appeared to be paying him any particular attention.




  ‘Seat 38. At back,’ the official said without looking up.




  ‘What do I do with my bag?’




  ‘Leave over here please.’ He nodded towards the rear of the bus where the driver and co-driver were loading the baggage trailer which resembled a large yellow oven on wheels. The two

  drivers could hardly have been more different in appearance. One, who looked around thirty, was tall and thin, with a head of thick blond hair. His nordic origins were unmistakable. The other, who

  hopped energetically in and out of the trailer, was short and dark and seemed to be made of rubber. He also gave the impression of being indestructibly cheerful as he kept up a non-stop flow of

  quips in a variety of different languages for the benefit of the small audience which had gathered to watch the loading operations.




  ‘Sind Sie Deutsch?’ he asked, seizing Martin’s case from him.




  ‘Nein, Englisch.’




  ‘Oh, fine stuff. Jolly old England. I once live six months in Birmingham.’




  ‘What were you doing there?’ Martin inquired with a smile.




  ‘What I was not doing! I was doing everything. Very fine place Birmingham.’




  ‘Where do you come from? You’re not German, are you?’




  ‘I am Persian, but I have German wife and many fine babies. My wife is blonde like Hans.’ He grinned at his fellow driver before disappearing inside the trailer with Martin’s

  case. Hans, who had been waiting for their conversation to finish, gave a helpless shrug.




  ‘Verrückt!’ he muttered.




  ‘Who’s saying me crazy?’ the Persian asked, popping out again. ‘Poor Hans, he can’t speak good English, but he’s fine driver. Aren’t you,

  Hans?’




  He gave the German’s cheek a friendly pat and quickly ducked out of range as the other aimed a lazy cuff in his direction and said, ‘Du bist wirklich verrückt, Ali.’




  Martin decided it was time to go and find his seat. As he walked down the aisle of the bus, he received an amused wink from Mr Gursan who was sitting with hands clasped across his stomach, an

  expression of hopeful interest on his face. Martin acknowledged the wink with a smile. Mr Gursan had a strongly dependable look and, if the opportunity presented itself naturally, he decided he

  would try and find out something about him. He might prove a valuable ally. But even as the thought entered his mind, it conjured up a frowning Peacock.




  ‘Don’t fraternise with the other passengers,’ he had said. ‘It could be dangerous. Exchange the usual travellers’ banalities if you must, but don’t go further

  than that. For heaven’s sake don’t go probing the life histories of any of them or anything of that sort! You don’t need to know where they live, or what they do when

  they’re at home. If they tell you things about themselves, that’s their look-out, but no inquisitive questions please.’ He had grinned. ‘The English are the one people who

  can get away with reserve without rousing suspicion, which can be very useful at times.’




  Martin had pointed out that, in his vocabulary, travellers’ banalities often included an exchange of information of a personal nature. ‘Not in mine, they don’t,’ Peacock

  had said firmly.




  Seat 38 turned out to be two rows from the back and right over the rear wheels, he observed with dismay. It was the aisle seat with number 37, still unoccupied, on its inside.




  He sat down and waited. Waited, conscious of his beating heart, for the journey to start; but, above all, he was waiting for the occupant of the seat next to him to arrive and claim her place .

  . .




  Trying to appear relaxed, he gazed at the dozen or so people still standing around outside the bus and wondered which was Peacock’s local man come to see and report back that he had safely

  reached the starting point. He could not believe that Peacock would not check on that.




  He glanced at his watch and saw that it was three minutes before half past seven. The bus was now nearly three-quarters full and there was an air of impending departure.




  The tall driver, Hans, had put on his jacket and was running a comb through his hair. Ali was still playing the comedian to a small group idling their time away until the bus left. There were

  three long-haired youths and two girls, and an old man of the sort that frequents the public galleries of Magistrates’ Courts in England. Once the bus departed, they would presumably drift

  away in search of further free distraction.




  Martin noticed a taxi pull up about thirty yards away and a girl jump out in an obvious hurry. She paid off the driver and came half-running in the direction of the bus. She had very fair hair

  and was wearing a tightly belted white mackintosh with upturned collar. This, he felt sure, must be the girl whose fate was to be linked with his own over the next few days. This was the girl about

  whom Peacock had told him so much—and, at the same time, about whom he knew nothing at all.




  At the last minute, she veered away and disappeared through one of the side entrances to the station, leaving Martin feeling as he often had on the tennis court after racing back to retrieve a

  lob only to see it drop out.




  He glanced again at his watch. It was now one minute before the half hour and both drivers were standing by the entrance talking to the official with the list. A stewardess in a dark

  mustard-coloured uniform was standing at the end of the aisle counting the passengers.




  The official with the list looked across impatiently to where a number of passengers were dismounting from a tram. Peacock’s man, if he had ever been there, must now have taken himself

  off. At least, there was no one left in the vicinity who was showing the slightest interest in the bus.




  Martin fell to wondering what he would do if the bus started with the seat beside him still unoccupied. This was one contingency which had not been covered in any of his briefing sessions with

  Peacock. It took him only a second’s reflection, however, to realise that there was nothing he could do but sit tight. But it would be disconcerting to say the least. Rather like steeling

  oneself for the surgeon’s knife, only to be told when already in the theatre that the doctors are not sure it will be necessary to operate after all.




  There was a sudden flurry of movement by the entrance and the stewardess stepped aside to let someone enter.




  Martin almost ricked his neck in his determination not to stare at the girl who was coming towards him. He was vaguely aware of a pale, tense face, a pair of opaque dark glasses which completely

  hid her eyes and slightly wind-blown, shoulder-length hair. He had nearly jumped up from his seat before she ever reached him, but had realised just in time what a give-away this would be to

  unfriendly eyes.




  She was now standing over him.




  ‘Bitte, Entschuldigung,’ she murmured, as he got up to let her into her seat. She slipped past him without a glance and sat down and at once lit a cigarette.




  So this was Anna Schmidt . . .




  



  




  Chapter Two


 


 


 


  It had been just over two weeks before that the man named Peacock had erupted into Martin Ainsworth’s life.




  What had happened was this. Martin had been due to spend the latter half of May and most of June out in the Persian Gulf where he had been briefed by one of the big oil companies to appear in an

  arbitration case. In view of this, John, his Chambers’ head clerk, had spent hours on the telephone rearranging things so that he would have to return only the minimum number of briefs and

  had finally achieved the impossible, as only barristers’ clerks can in such circumstances, when a cable came through announcing the postponement of the arbitration hearing until the autumn.

  As far as Martin ever gathered, the postponement was due to the whim of a local ruler, but the result was that he suddenly found himself with six relatively slack weeks ahead of him.




  He told his clerk to give him a couple of weeks free, the sudden void in his professional life having given him an unforeseen urge to take a short holiday, and had promised that he would then

  return and be ready to deal with such work as the clerk had managed to redirect on to his table.




  It was at this moment that Peacock had entered the scene and Martin had since been left to speculate as to the degree to which his emergence from the shadows had been fortuitous. Though he had

  never admitted it, Martin had a sneaking belief that Peacock had somehow learnt that a normally busy barrister suddenly had time on his hands. Otherwise, it was really too much of a

  coincidence.




  It all began on a Thursday evening about five o’clock. Martin was standing in the window of his room in Chambers observing the progress of a couple of girls in mini-skirts and thinking,

  not without a certain amount of relish, of the outraged reaction of a few of the stuffier old judges who had been on the Bench when he had first begun practising at the Bar. He hoped they were

  looking down over the edge of their celestial clouds and might even fall off in a spasm of choleric affront. Personally, he found the particular girls extremely attractive and he moved towards one

  side of the window the better to keep them in view.




  He was still gazing at them when the door opened and John stuck his head round.




  ‘There’s a Mr Peacock on the telephone, sir. He says it’s personal and private and rather urgent.’ John had never trusted the Chambers’ switchboard since an

  embarrassing occasion when a caller had heard himself described as ‘Sounding like a peevish sheep’ and had let it be icily known that he didn’t much care for the description.

  Since then, on the occasions when there was no one else to take calls (normally Edward, the junior clerk, or Maureen, the typist, did so) he had made it a rule to leave the switchboard and

  personally convey his impressions of those callers who might be anything from cabinet ministers to well-spoken lunatics. ‘He sounds all right, shall I put him through?’




  ‘No clues at all as to who he is?’




  ‘None. I thought perhaps the name might mean something to you, sir.’




  ‘It doesn’t, I’m afraid. However, I’d better speak to him.’




  A minute later, a faintly drawling voice came on the line.




  ‘Mr Ainsworth?’




  ‘Speaking.’




  ‘My name’s Peacock. We’ve never met, but I believe you know a colleague of mine called Noyce.’




  ‘Noyce?’ Martin repeated, trying unsuccessfully to recall the name.




  ‘Yes. In Berlin a few years ago.’




  ‘A-ah!’ Martin exclaimed as a flood of memories, mostly disagreeable, were suddenly released in his mind.




  Peacock, however, chose to ignore the note of wariness that had entered his voice.




  ‘I should very much like to have the opportunity of meeting you. I think we also have a common acquaintance in Oliver Whyte, whom I was talking to yesterday. Could you manage lunch one day

  fairly soon?’




  ‘Yes, I think I could,’ Martin replied cautiously.




  ‘That’s fine. Is tomorrow too soon?’




  ‘No, I could manage tomorrow.’




  ‘Would the Ritz suit you? I know it’s a bit staid, but it’s one of the few places you can eat without getting splashed by people spooning up their soup at the next table. At

  most restaurants these days you almost sit in some stranger’s lap. Well, see you tomorrow at one o’clock. I’ll book a table and wait for you in the dining-room.’




  He rang off without waiting for any response, leaving Martin staring abstractedly out of the window. Not even a brigade of mini-skirted girls would have attracted his attention at that

  moment.




  So Peacock was a colleague of Noyce! Noyce who had been the head of one of the numerous intelligence agencies in Berlin when Martin had made his first—and, as he had subsequently vowed,

  last—foray into the world of espionage. And a pretty disastrous foray it had been! A humiliating fiasco which he preferred not to remember.




  An hour later, he arrived back at his flat in Knightsbridge to find all the lights on and Aunt Virginia, reclining feet up on the sofa, buried in a travel brochure. She was a small bird-like

  woman who showed little evidence of her seventy-five years, in which respect she had been greatly assisted by a life of wealthy ease. She had been widowed twenty years previously and for the past

  fifteen she and Martin had shared an extremely comfortable flat to the convenience and pleasure of each of them. They lived their separate lives, but enjoyed a bond of mutual respect and

  affection.




  ‘What do you think Barbados would be like in October?’ she inquired, after he had poured himself a Scotch and mixed her a Dry Martini.




  ‘Apart from hurricanes, you mean?’




  ‘I thought it was a bit early,’ she said, turning a page of the brochure. ‘What about a safari in East Africa?’




  ‘For yourself?’ he asked in surprise.




  ‘Why not?’




  ‘I didn’t know you were particularly interested in wild animals.’




  ‘I’m not sure that I am, but I feel it might be an experience.’




  ‘Cheaper to spend a few days at the zoo.’




  ‘Lots of women my age go on safari these days,’ she replied with spirit.




  ‘I don’t believe it. You’ll be telling me next that you were considering Barbados for the skin-diving. Anyway, what is that brochure you’re looking at?’




  ‘It came through the letter-box this afternoon. It’s called “Sterling Holidays in the Sterling Area”.’




  ‘Presumably only intended for those with oodles of sterling,’ Martin commented.




  Aunt Virginia laid the brochure down and looked at her watch. ‘I’m dining and playing bridge at Marcia’s this evening. What’ll you do about dinner?’




  ‘I’ll forage in the larder. I’m not particularly hungry.’




  ‘I don’t think Mrs Carp has left anything either. For some silly reason I had it in my head you weren’t coming in this evening.’




  Mrs Carp was the daily woman who not only kept the flat clean but who did a certain amount of cooking when Aunt Virginia, a first-class cook, was feeling lazy or otherwise disinclined to spend

  time in the kitchen.




  ‘Don’t fuss, I’ll be all right.’




  In fact, largely because it was not a regular occurrence in his life, Martin rather enjoyed foraging in the larder and cooking a meal for himself. Fried eggs invariably found a place on his menu

  even though the resultant smell and mess were out of all proportion to such simple fare. Nevertheless, he would sit down afterwards with his cup of instant coffee, feeling as satisfied as if he had

  climbed the Matterhorn or won the men’s singles at Wimbledon.




  But on this particular evening, he found his after-dinner thoughts focused entirely on his forthcoming lunch with Peacock. He could think of only one reason why Peacock should want to see him

  and that was to enlist his aid, which was not a welcome prospect. However, he would not prejudge their meeting and would go to the Ritz with as open a mind as the Edwardian dandies who once paraded

  their plumage within its purlieus.




  It was exactly half a minute after one o’clock when he entered the dining-room the next day. He had barely paused to glance around before he was aware of a tall, sandy-haired man with a

  slight stoop getting up from a table over in one corner and coming towards him with a tentative smile on his lean face.




  ‘Mr Ainsworth? I thought it must be you from the description I had. We’re over in the corner.’ They reached the table and sat down. ‘Let me order you a drink?’




  ‘I’ll have a Tio Pepé.’




  ‘Yes,’ Peacock went on. ‘Oliver Whyte described you very accurately. I gather you and he still play a certain amount of tennis together.’




  Martin and Oliver Whyte had been at Oxford together and had gained lawn tennis blues the same year. Whyte had gone into the Diplomatic Service straight from university and the two men had since

  kept in touch with one another, even though contact was at times only maintained by an exchange of Christmas cards when Whyte was in a post abroad. He was currently back at the Foreign Office and

  Martin had seen him fairly often over the past twelve months, usually, as Peacock had correctly gathered, on a tennis court. They were both members of Queens and played all the year round.




  ‘As a matter of fact I have a letter of introduction from him. Perhaps you’d better read it, since it establishes my bona fides.’




  He pulled an envelope from an inside pocket of his jacket and handed it to Martin, who saw that it was addressed to him in Oliver Whyte’s neat classical hand.




  He opened it and took out the short note on Foreign Office headed paper which read:




  

    

      ‘Dear Martin,




      This introduces Guy Peacock of our Service who has something to discuss with you. I know that he hopes very much you’ll be able to help him:




      We must have some more tennis soon. Indeed, once I’ve recovered from a humiliating, though mercifully mild, attack of gout.




      

        

          Yours,




          Oliver.’


        


      


    


  




  Martin looked up from reading the note to find Peacock watching him. He had cool green eyes whose colour was emphasised by the ginger of his eyebrows. His mouth was small and could, Martin

  surmised, quickly reflect silent anger.




  ‘O.K.?’ Peacock inquired with a faint smile. ‘Am I vouched for? Actually, Oliver and I are not engaged on the same work, as you may have gathered. Oliver is the real thing,

  whereas I only masquerade as a diplomat, but our paths happen to cross quite often.’




  ‘I understand Oliver is in line for an ambassadorship,’ Martin said.




  ‘He’ll get one very shortly, I hear.’ Peacock who had been fingering the edge of his menu now picked it up and said, ‘Shall we get the ordering done with? I imagine

  you’re filled with a fair amount of curiosity about this meeting and I’m not one who holds back from talking business until the coffee stage. Now, what would you like to start with . .

  .?’




  Peacock ordered their meal with the deliberation which the prospect of good food demands, taking particular care in the choice of wine after a short consultation with Martin on the rival merits

  of a Moselle or a Hock to start with.




  As soon as the wine waiter had departed and a lower minion had gathered up most of the cutlery and then replaced it, Martin leant forward and, in a tone which he tried to keep light, asked,

  ‘In what way are you hoping I’ll help you?’




  Peacock pursed his lips in faint annoyance as though he did not care for having the initiative wrested from him quite so crudely.




  ‘By taking a bus ride,’ he said, after a second’s pause, giving Martin an amused smile which seemed to say, ‘You’d better let me tell it my way, hadn’t

  you?’ ‘A bus ride from Munich to Istanbul to be exact,’ he went on. ‘But let me start in the right place.’ He twiddled the signet ring on his little finger, as though

  tuning in his thoughts before continuing. ‘We have an agent in East Germany whom we wish to get out. I needn’t tell you anything about her—yes, it’s a girl by the

  way—because the rescue operation doesn’t require you to know any of her personal details. Indeed, it doesn’t require you to do anything but sit on the bus and enjoy the scenery.

  We’ve devised a very simple plan and it’s this. At a given point along the route—in fact, when you’re passing through Bulgaria—this girl we’re going to get out

  will take the place of the one who has been sitting in the seat beside you from Munich. The only thing you will be required to do is to pretend, if necessary, that it is the same girl all the way

  through. The odds are that it won’t be necessary and that you will have a trouble-free run.’ He searched Martin’s face for some glimmer of reaction, but saw only an expression of

  suspended judgment. ‘Let me answer one or two of the more obvious questions that have come to your mind. In the first place, the girl who will be in the seat next to you from Munich, does, of

  course, bear a very marked physical resemblance to the one who is to be rescued. That’s an essential part of the whole plan. Next, you don’t need to worry about what happens to the

  first girl after the exchange has taken place. That’s all taken care of and it’s not a part of the operation which affects you. As I know you appreciate, an operation of this sort

  involves a large number of human cogs and “the need to know” is the over-riding principle. No one cog is given more information than he needs to mesh with those either side of

  him.’




  Martin nodded. ‘So I take a bus from Munich to Istanbul and dare the world to suggest that I’ve got a different girl sitting next to me at the end of the ride. Is that really all

  there is to it?’




  ‘That’s it exactly,’ Peacock said in a satisfied tone.




  ‘When?’




  ‘In about a couple of weeks’ time.’




  ‘And how long will it take?’




  ‘It’s a three-day bus ride. Add on two days for flying to Munich and back from Istanbul and the whole thing can be done comfortably inside of a week.’ He smiled as he added,

  ‘And all expenses paid, of course. You can spend a few extra days in Istanbul if you like. If you’re not pressed for time, that is. Indeed, I’d suggest you should if you’ve

  never been there. It’s a fascinating city and we could certainly wangle you a bit of extra money to cover that.’




  ‘I once spent a few hectic hours there on a cruise and have always intended going back some time,’ Martin said reflectively.




  ‘There you are then! A chance to explore it at leisure at H.M.G.’s expense!’




  Conversation ceased while their waiter brought the next course. Martin had ordered a veal chop garnished with button mushrooms and Peacock was having Steak Tartare. It seemed to Martin rather

  appropriate food for one who dwelt in a ruthless world of sophisticated gangsterism. Raw meat!




  ‘Do you feel able to give me an answer yet?’ Peacock asked, after the waiter had departed. ‘There’s obviously a good deal more to tell you if you’re going to agree

  to help us. On the other hand, I think I’ve probably told you sufficient to enable you to make up your mind. What about it?’




  ‘You’ve made it sound all rather hum-drum and plain sailing, but I imagine a good many things can go wrong in this sort of operation. I think I’m entitled to know what the

  risks are before giving you an answer.’




  ‘Ye-es,’ Peacock said thoughtfully. ‘Things can, of course, go wrong—badly wrong. But even if some link in the plan does break, I can’t see that it will involve

  you. You’re going to know nothing about either of the two girls and nobody is going to be able to connect you in any way with either of them. You just happen to be in the next seat . .

  .’




  ‘But it’s going to look highly suspicious—and that’s an understatement for a start—if every other passenger on the bus swears that a swap has taken place and that

  the girl next to me at the end of the journey is definitely not the one who started in that seat.’




  ‘I assure you that won’t happen,’ Peacock said emphatically. ‘I ask you to accept my word for that.’ He went on after a pause, ‘But it is possible that if

  something goes wrong you might find yourself being questioned by local police, together, that is, with all your fellow passengers. It’s then you stick to your story and I promise you that you

  won’t be able to be caught out.’




  ‘What are these girls?’ Martin asked. ‘Identical twins?’




  Peacock did not answer. His green eyes, moreover, were as inexpressive as a cat’s, and Martin knew he was not going to receive a reply to his question.




  ‘Supposing I am questioned and supposing it’s suggested that I’m a British spy?’




  ‘You deny it. You’re not one and there’ll be no evidence that you’re in any way connected with either of the girls. You’re just an English tourist taking an

  interesting trip.’




  ‘But that won’t prevent someone’s security service grabbing me and holding me in prison, if they’re so minded.’
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