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‘You told me that Tierney and Morrison pestered your mother. The Belgian and the Russians were only interested in the plane. But those two were desperate to find your father. Even our people noticed that at the time.’


‘They were his friends.’


‘So they hounded his widow? No, Faith. He hid it and he didn’t tell them where. And then he disappeared – and there wasn’t a thing they could do about it.’


There was no point in adding that what had probably hit the surviving conspirators hardest was the growing suspicion that they had been double-crossed by Steerforth, just as the Belgian had been double-crossed.


Faith Steerforth looked past him, into the darkness outside.


‘Then it’s still where he put it,’ she said softly, half to herself.


‘It’s the only explanation that makes sense of what’s happening now, Faith,’ said Audley. ‘The Russians must have come to the same conclusion, too. And they think it can be found.’
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Every August 14 for twenty-three years Mrs Steerforth put the same In Memoriam notice in the Daily Telegraph:


STEERFORTH, John Adair Steerforth, Flt Lieut, DFC, RAFVR. Lost at sea, September 1945. On this, his birthday, not forgotten – Mother.


It was not Mrs Steerforth’s fault that the notice was inaccurate. She had spent a whole week composing it, adding words and then subtracting them, until in the end she decided that brevity was the soul of dignity.


The words ‘not forgotten’ were her only concession to sentiment, and they were the direct result of the inaccuracy. It was the thought of the cold and restless sea that made her heart ache; she was resigned to her son’s death, but not to his lack of a known grave.


So for Mrs Steerforth the draining of the lake brought a sort of happiness: she was able to bury her son at last.


By the time Audley became involved with them, the lake, the aircraft and the man had parted company.


The lake no longer existed and the aircraft was spread out over the floor of a hangar at Farnborough. The man had been collected and taken away in a large cardboard box and later reassembled with unnecessary care in a much larger wooden one.


Audley never actually saw any of them, except in photographs. There would have been no point in his doing so, even had it been possible. The reports were clear and adequate; he wouldn’t have found anything more of value, for there had been nothing of value to find.


Yet he saw that lost lake many times in his mind’s eye. Not as it had become, a marshy puddle in a muddy wasteland. And not, perhaps, as it had been on the day it had closed over Steerforth. The overhanging trees grew taller in his vision, the enveloping weed was thicker and the water more rank. He saw it as the remote and secret place it was, a drowner of small adventurous boys which had lost its reason for existing when the mansion on the hillside above it had burned a century earlier.


Then Steerforth had given it back a new reason for being there, a secret of its very own.


But it was not the moment of impact he saw. He could never even decide whether it was skill or chance that slipped the plane so exactly between the random beeches and set it down so precisely. Chance more likely, for in that torrential downpour a frantic pilot could have seen little. And luck could be so cruel, certainly.


It was the long decay afterwards which he saw, and the slow journey to nowhere.


He saw Steerforth changing into a horror, and a gorgeous windfall for millions of tiny, hungry eaters; and then into a mere framework, Icarus turned Yorick. And in that framework generations of pond life in turn lived and died, untroubled except for the small upheavals of bones and buckles, buttons and fastenings, each settling into its natural resting place.


And he saw the night when that well-ordered world ended.


The lake did not die in one spectacular cataract, but slowly and without fuss. In the darkness no one saw the streams rise further down the valley; and no one heard the slither and splash as matted balls of weed slid down the fuselage and engine cowlings, scouring the mud to reveal the faded khaki drab beneath.


Yet by dawn the Dakota had ceased for ever to be part of the ecology of the pond. It had regained its shape as an intruder, squatting in a shallow pool surrounded by mud flats.


No going back now; John Steerforth, loving son, not-so-loving husband, sometime hero, sometime villain, had surfaced at long last. A man who had left the footprints of trouble behind him – and time had just not quite succeeded in obliterating them.


A few more years, and his reappearance wouldn’t have mattered: a natural statute of limitations would have neutralized him for ever. But now he was waiting for the unwitting causes of his resurrection.


Audley saw them lumping up the track beside the muddy scar of the natural gas pipeline – the track which their machines had gouged across the lower edge of the lake with such disastrous results. Sour-stomached after a weekend’s drinking, the sons and natural sons of a long line of canal-cutting, railway-laying, tunnel-digging Irishmen.


First they saw the flooded pipe-trench, some stolidly, some gleefully, only the foreman aghast. And then one of them looked up the valley …


Audley’s vision always faded at that precise point, where the official records began. First the navvies, then the police. After the police, in a welter of garbled air disaster messages, an ambulance which would have been too late almost a quarter of a century earlier.


Then, in the exhaust of the ambulance, the first journalist had arrived, exulting in a fine off-beat story which had broken in time for the midday editions.


And last of all, an RAF crash crew, baffled at finding a plane they hadn’t lost.


It was the RAF who eventually stirred the dusty files and set them on the move towards Audley. But it was the journalists who first introduced him to Steerforth. In The Times the introduction was brief and formal: Wartime RAF/wreck is/discovered; with more panache, however, the Daily Mirror splashed ONE OF OUR AIRCRAFT IS FOUND above a superb photograph.


Both introductions were incomplete, for the first facts were vague. It was as yet simply an echo of a supposedly wartime tragedy, with names withheld. But it was the picture and not the text that stirred Audley’s imagination in any case. It reminded him of another picture he had seen years before of the barnacle-covered bones of a Lancaster bomber which had appeared briefly on a North Sea sandbank during an exceptionally low tide. The Dakota in the lake shared the same atmosphere of loneliness and loss, which not even the self-conscious airmen in gumboots posed beside it could altogether dissolve.


But where Audley had looked and read, and then had turned to another page, there were others who had read between the lines – painstaking, unimaginative men chosen for their retentive memories, whose job it was never to forget names and faces. Steerforth and his Dakota had been on their lists as long as any of them could remember, unremarked until tracked down at long last. Even then it was not their business to ask questions; to take the appropriate action had always been the limit of their satisfaction.


Yet that in the end was enough to make Steerforth’s resurrection certain and to set Audley’s phone ringing before dawn just one week later.


As a child Audley had feared and hated the telephone bell. At the first ring he was off like a jack-rabbit in search of cover, desperate to avoid being sent to answer it. When cornered he was always too nervous to listen properly, but stood sweating and tongue-tied until the exasperated caller rang off. ‘Is the boy deaf or just plain stupid?’ he remembered his father ask rhetorically.


Long since he had taken the measure of the beast, but his hatred remained. He would not have it beside his bed, and even the Department now accepted that no one should phone him at home except in the direst emergency.


That knowledge, and the looseness of his pyjama cord, filled his half-awake mind as he shuffled unhappily through the house, fumbling, blinking and grunting as he switched on each light in turn. Only in the direst emergency …


It was one of Fred’s middlemen. Disarmingly apologetic, deferential, precise – and leaving not a millimetre for argument.


He replaced the receiver and settled his glasses firmly on his nose. To be hauled out of his warm soft bed at such an hour was bad enough. To be then summoned to London at the same hour was worse: it suggested that someone had been caught with his trousers down, or his pyjama trousers even.


But to be required in addition to dress for a funeral – that was utterly ridiculous!


Funerals meant going outside, into the field, among strangers. And he was not a field man, never had been and never wanted to be. The back room among the files and the reports was his field. It was far more interesting there, more rewarding and infinitely more comfortable. And it was the only place he was any good.


He sat at his desk, staring into the night outside. No one he knew had died recently. He focused on the darkness and his mind wandered away into it. Two hours to dawn maybe; the dying time now, when those who had fought hardest in their hospital beds suddenly gave up the struggle. This hour, this blackness, suddenly reminded him of long-forgotten boarding school ends-of-term. The boys with the furthest to go got up now, all excitement, to catch the earliest trains. He had caught a much later train, with no particular joy.


Methodically he switched on the tea machine, showered, drank the tea. The Israelis were certainly not up to anything. Shapiro could be relied on there at least. And the Russian ships were in the wrong place for the Arabs to try anything important.


Uncalled for and long forgotten end-of-term memories intruded. He remembered the boy in the next bed for the first time in over twenty years. Which was interesting: it meant that the right key unlocked a whole set of memories, and then one could recall and clarify the past, flexing the memory like the muscles.


Whose funeral? Half-dressed, trailing a faint smell of mothballs and fumbling with his ancient black tie, Audley decided he was hungry. But there was no time and his funereal suit reminded him that he had to watch his weight now. Where once the trousers had needed braces, now they were self-supporting.


He opened the safe and removed the files on which he had been working. Ever since May ’67 they had expected marvels from him. And that had been no miracle, but mere exasperation and lurking sympathy for the Israelis. They had ignored it, anyway, just as they had ignored the Lebanese report and the Libyan one before it.


Audley sighed. It was not Fred’s fault, he thought. Fred was good. Perhaps it was his own fault, a defect in presentation. The difficult thing is not the answer, he reflected, but the working.


The light grew as he drove. No rain today, but a cold, unseasonable wind, just right for a funeral to cull the weaker mourners. The countryside was only just waking up, but the towers of London were already ablaze with light, and there was much more traffic than he expected. Every year it started earlier and ended later, and one day the start and the end would be indistinguishable. I must retire early, he thought. To Cambridge.


With malicious pleasure he parked in one of the habitual early birds’ places, near the entrance. Here there were fewer lighted windows, surprisingly – except for a row high up, with one blank window in the middle. So that’s my room, Audley thought.


Inside the sergeant’s eyebrows raised fractionally as he passed. But it gave him no pleasure. Only by order, routine and unchanging habit could the hostile world be kept at bay. Even the presence of Mrs Harlin in her usual place – Mrs Harlin certainly represented all those virtues – could not turn 6 a.m. into 10.


But it was simple common sense not to take his irritation and disquiet out on Mrs Harlin. She was the source of certain simple comforts, and in any case secretarial staff were taboo. In his limited experience Audley had observed that those who took advantage of secretaries, either mentally or physically, usually lived to regret it.


He could not bring himself to wish her a good morning, however, but only the tortured semblance of a smile. And she rewarded him by editing her welcome to a stately and sympathetic nod.


‘Dr Audley – Sir Frederick wishes me to tell you that there is a file on your desk. If you would let him have your observations on it in the conference room at 7 o’clock he would be most grateful. The regular records staff is not available yet, so if you require anything else perhaps you could ask me?’


Audley blinked and nodded.


‘And I am just about to prepare a pot of tea for Sir Frederick. May I bring you a cup?’


‘That would be very kind, Mrs Harlin.’


The world was upside down, and he, the last man right way up, had to go along with it. Even his own familiar room seemed in the circumstances unfamiliar, with darkness outside, but without the atmosphere of a day’s work done.


His only comfort lay in the file itself, which was not too thick and freshly photo-copied. Sixty minutes allowed, and he no longer felt any disquiet, only that old examination thrill. He extracted a red biro from his breast pocket and a fresh notebook from his stationery drawer.


When Mrs Harlin slipped in unobtrusively with his tea ten minutes later he was already prepared for her.


‘There’s some more material I’d like, Mrs Harlin. To start with, The Times and the Mirror for last Tuesday, Wednesday and Thursday. Then from Records – here, I’ve made a list.’


Mrs Harlin was poker-faced. ‘I’m truly sorry, Dr Audley, but Sir Frederick requested that you concentrate on that one file for the moment. He said that everything else would be available in due course.’


Candidates would not be permitted to consult text-books. And Fred had foreseen that he would start cutting the corners straight away. Which was in itself informative, though aggravating.


By 6.45 he had completed the initial reconnaissance of the material. He closed the file and turned to the five photographs he had spread over his desk.


Five faces … five men. Four had baled out and lived. One had stayed aboard and had taken twenty-four years to die.


He lined up the survivors. Tierney the second pilot and Morrison the radio operator, the men with such good memories; Maclean the navigator and Jones the passenger, who had mildly contradicted each other. If they were all still alive it would be interesting to discover how much Tierney and Morrison had decided to forget, and how much Maclean and Jones had managed to remember.


He stared at them for a time, then turned them face downwards and drew the fifth face towards him.


John Adair Steerforth.


Photographs could lie just as persuasively as people, but this was surely Lucifer’s face: handsome, proud and dissatisfied. Perhaps there was a trace of weakness about the chin, but the mouth was firm and the slightly aquiline nose aristocratic. Women would have loved him very easily – hard luck on them that he was dry bones. Or maybe good luck?


At least the funeral was explicable now. But his own role and his involvement was still inexplicable. On the face of it there was not the slightest link with the Middle East here.


On the face of it. He opened the file again. A document like this was no simple collection of facts. It had a story of its own to tell. The newness here was deceptive: the material and language was dated. But it had been cut since, possibly twice, and edited – once clumsily, and then more skilfully. Audley recognized the pattern. He gathered up the scattered papers and his notebook. Now was the time for some of the answers.


Fred welcomed him with a graceful apology.


‘Butler and Roskill I believe you know, Dr Audley. And this is Mr Stocker, who represents the JIC.’


Butler and Roskill were both European Section men as far as Audley remembered. He had once briefed Roskill on the Dassault company’s dealings with the Israeli air force, and the young man had impressed him. Butler looked exceedingly tough, with his short haircut and bullet head.


But Stocker was the one to watch, particularly as Audley had never quite understood the exact role, or at least the ultimate power, of the JIC.


Fred gathered them with a glance.


‘You’ve all read the Steerforth File now. What do you make of it?’


Butler would be first.


‘A collection of non-information,’ said Butler in a voice that was Sandhurst superimposed on Lancashire. ‘A lot of clumsy people looking for something, and we never came close to finding out what it was.’


‘I don’t think they were all that clumsy,’ said Roskill mildly. ‘I think they were in a hurry.’


‘Well, we were clumsy. The interrogations weren’t handled firmly – there was no co-ordination. We should have leaned harder on the ground crew. And on the Belgian.’


Audley wondered what a firm Butler interrogation would be like.


‘The RAF Court of Inquiry was just whitewash. The trawler captain’s evidence proved nothing.’ Butler was getting into his stride now. ‘And the survivors’ evidence was conflicting.’


‘Baling out isn’t a clear event,’ protested Roskill. ‘I once baled out of a Provost. I don’t believe I gave a very clear account of it, though.’


Butler shook his head.


‘The conflict was between the two who were vague and the two who rehearsed from the same script. It was all too pat – first the radio, then the engine. It smells – to me it smells.’


Good for Butler, thought Audley. He was worrying the right bits of evidence, sniffing instinctively at the weaknesses. A firm Butler interrogation might be a lot more subtle than the man’s personality suggested.


‘On this evidence,’ concluded Butler, ‘there’s no proof that the Dakota ever came down at all. It could have been a put-up job from start to finish.’


Good for Butler again.


‘But it did crash,’ said Roskill. ‘We’ve got it.’


‘Roskill has the advantage of you there, Butler,’ said Fred. ‘You’ve been out of England – and you’re not such an avid newspaper reader as Dr Audley. The Dakota came down in an artificial lake in Lincolnshire, not in the sea at all. And last week that lake was accidentally drained – it was an accident, wasn’t it, Roskill?’


Roskill nodded. ‘Carelessness, anyway.’


‘And Steerforth?’ Butler asked.


‘Steerforth was still in the cockpit,’ replied Fred shortly. ‘Now, gentlemen, as you will have read, our interest in this began by pure chance, when it was learnt that the Russians were interested in the missing aircraft. First there was the known agent, Stein. Then there was the military attaché. And there was also the Belgian, Bloch, who claimed he had nothing to do with the others.


‘We couldn’t touch the attaché, of course, and as Butler has pointed out, we didn’t get anything out of anyone. We came to a dead end. Officially Steerforth was a dead hero, who chose to crash at sea rather than hazard life on land. Unofficially he was a smuggler who’d picked up something so hot he didn’t dare crash with it. You will note the references by the crew to the unauthorised boxes in the cargo space. Steerforth’s property, apparently.


‘But at least the other side didn’t get anything either, so the matter was more or less shelved. Until the Dutch got in touch with us in 1956, that is.’


He pushed three slim files across the table.


‘Ever since the war they’ve been busily reclaiming more bits of the Zuyder Zee, and in every bit they find wartime aircraft wrecks – German, British, American. They’re very good about them. Very correct and dignified, with no sightseers or souvenir hunters allowed.


‘But one day they came to ask what was so special about Dakota wrecks. Every time they came across a Dakota they’d had all sorts of Russians sniffing around. Just Dakotas. British Dakotas. It didn’t take much checking to decide which Dakota interested them.’


Butler cleared his throat.


‘But we’ve got Steerforth’s Dakota now.’


‘Indeed we have. We’ve got the Dakota, and Steerforth, and the mysterious boxes. But there was nothing in the Dakota, and nothing in the boxes either.’


‘Not exactly nothing.’ Roskill unwound himself. He was a nonchalantly clumsy man who gave the impression that he hadn’t finished growing, and that upright chairs tortured him.


‘Builder’s rubble, that’s what the boxes contained. Or perhaps I should say bomber’s rubble, because the experts are more or less agreed it’s Berlin stuff, vintage ’45. Otherwise the Dakota was clean.’ He grimaced. ‘If you don’t count a ton of mud.’


‘Had the boxes been tampered with?’ asked Butler.


‘The wood was pretty rotten, of course. But no – the lids were untouched. I’d say they were as consigned.’


‘Identification positive?’


‘Steerforth or the plane?’


‘Both.’


‘Oh, yes. No trouble there. Numbers for the plane, perfectly readable. Identity tags and teeth for Steerforth – and an old arm break. Absolutely no doubt.’


‘Cause of death?’


‘We can’t be precise there. Drowning while unconscious is my guess. There was no evidence of physical damage.’


Butler looked round the table.


‘And nobody spotted it for twenty-four years?’


Roskill shrugged. ‘It was out of the search area. Overhanging trees, thick weed. God only knows how he put it down there. And the weather was poor for a week or more afterwards, the worst sort of search weather. It’s not so surprising – it’s well off the beaten track.’


Roskill added three more slim, identical files to those on the table.


‘It’s all in there. Plus my estimation of the probable course of the aircraft – he must have made a much wider turn than was assumed after the crew and the passenger baled out. That’s what put the search off the scent, apart from the low cloud they had to contend with. He would have crossed the coast again a good ten miles south of the direct route – if he hadn’t put down in the lake. Which was a damn good piece of flying, as I’ve said.’


‘Why did the plane crash?’


‘It’s in my report,’ said Roskill, with the smallest suggestion of asperity.


Butler persisted. ‘How well does it tally with what the crew said?’


Roskill shook his head. ‘It’s going to be very hard to say. It was the port engine they complained about, and it took a clout from a treetop coming in. That and twenty years under water – it doesn’t make the detective work easy.’


He looked round the table. ‘To be honest, we may never know. There can be a million reasons. If it’s plain human error, like fuel mismanagement, we’ll certainly never know now. They’d been losing height – we know that from the survivors; I’ve known cases where a pilot had an engine malfunction and simply shut down the wrong engine. Not even a DC-3 would stay up then, and at that height it would have been fatal. Or maybe he simply misread his altimeter. I tell you, there are a million ways it might have happened.’


‘All right, then,’ said Fred, heading off any further technical argument. ‘How does this fresh information change your interpretation of the original conclusions, Dr Audley?’


Audley looked up from his notebook to meet Fred’s mildly questioning gaze, which in turn caused the other three men to look at him. He had been reflecting just a moment before, with satisfaction, that so far he had not said a word since arriving.


But then he really had nothing yet to say – nothing, at least, which he could say in front of strangers. He certainly couldn’t say ‘What am I doing here, for God’s sake?’ at this stage in the proceedings.


‘Dr Audley?’


It would be an interesting academic exercise to discuss the nature of an unknown object which was able to retain its value over so many years. No secret terror weapon, no list of traitors now in their graves or their dotage could last so long. Newer and far more terrible weapons had made the technology of the 1940s antediluvian. And a whole generation of younger and differently-motivated traitors had superseded the honest simpletons and rogues of Steerforth’s day.


And no single Dakota could carry enough mere loot to hold the Russians’ interest down the years. Or in the first place, when they were bulging with German valuables.


‘I assume,’ he said tentatively, carrying on his thoughts aloud, ‘that the Russians are still interested. That’s why we are here now, at this hour, without our breakfasts?’


Fred smiled.


‘They are indeed, Dr Audley. In fact I’m afraid they were down at the crash site pouring beer down navvies and interviewing talkative aircraftsmen before we were. But I meant have you anything to add to the Steerforth File in the light of his reappearance?’


Audley started to adjust his spectacles, and then stopped awkwardly. He had been trying to control that gesture for years, without real success.


‘I mean, are the Russians still interested, after having learnt that those boxes contained rubble? Did they learn that? It’s an important distinction.’


‘Assuming that they did – what then?’


‘I should have to know rather more about Steerforth. There is a possible sequence of events, but I wouldn’t like to advance it yet.’


‘Why not?’ This was Stocker at last. ‘You have a reputation for drawing remarkably accurate deductions out of minimal information. I’d very much like to hear what you make of this.’


Audley felt a flush of annoyance spreading under his cheeks. It galled him that he had a reputation for understanding without reason. Intuition had its place, and was valuable. But only in the last leap from the ninth known fact to the inaccessible tenth, and never at the very beginning. And even at the last it was not to be trusted.


He knew he ought to control his feelings, and hold the only real card he possessed. But he couldn’t.


‘I’ll tell you one thing I do know’ – he tapped the Steerforth File with his index finger – ‘that Major Butler was more right than he knew when he said that this was non-information. I’d like to see the original file, for a start.’


‘The original?’


Audley sighed. Maybe he did have that flair. It would be easier to admit an inspired hunch than to explain that he could look between the lines of this material to see the gaps in the narrative, the sudden thinness of the material, the changes of style, the tiny inconsistencies of editing. All of which suggested the removal of something too intriguing to be left to the common gaze.


He looked to Fred for support.


‘Quite right too,’ said Fred. ‘You shall see it. Stocker only wanted to know—’


‘—I only wanted to see Audley pull a rabbit out of his hat.’ Stocker smiled, and was transformed by his smile from a faceless JIC man into a human being. Audley felt that he had been small-minded and pompous.


‘And you did pull a rabbit out. Only it was not the one I expected. I’m sorry to have played fast and loose with you. Sir Frederick warned me. But the missing bits don’t concern Steerforth, I assure you. You’ll still have to find out about him for yourself. Which I believe Sir Frederick is arranging for you.


‘On which note I will bid you good morning. It has been a pleasure to see you at work, even if only briefly. But I shall be seeing you again soon.’


Audley could only blush, and shake the hand thrust out to him. Then Stocker was gone, and the atmosphere lightened perceptibly. Audley observed that both Butler and Roskill were grinning.


‘I really cannot understand,’ said Fred, ‘why the JIC always produces threat reactions in you people – even in you, David.’


There was no point in suggesting that Fred himself had formalised the conference in Stocker’s presence by dropping all the Christian names he usually affected. He probably intended to foster the JIC mystique, not reduce it.


‘It has a perfectly reasonable co-ordinating function, which you all know perfectly well. But no matter. Have you any more immediate questions?


Roskill stirred. ‘One thing – only I don’t quite know how to put it. This Russian interest, after all these years – couldn’t it be just a case of bureaucratic obsession?’


‘And we could be making a fuss about nothing? Or something that has become nothing? It could be, Hugh, it could be. But if it isn’t – then it could be rather interesting. Weighing the possibilities, I think we have to go ahead, at least for the time being.’


‘Have you got any more questions, David?’


‘I have – yes. But not about Steerforth. First, if it is decided that I must attend his funeral – I must assume it is his funeral – I must be allowed to have my breakfast first. I cannot go to a funeral on an empty stomach. Second—’


Fred held up his hand.


‘David, I do apologise. You shall breakfast with me in a few moments. Mrs Harlin has the matter in hand. And then you will be going to the funeral – you’ve got the transport laid on, Hugh?’


‘8.45 from here, Sir Frederick. It’s a good two hours to Asham. We’ll pick up the other car in Wantage.’


‘Very good. And you’re concentrating on locating the original cast, Jack?’


Butler nodded. ‘Mostly routine, but it may take a little time. They may be all dead, except the Joneses.’


‘I hope not for all our sakes. In the meantime, gentlemen, I have some explaining to do, I believe, for Dr Audley’s benefit. I’ll excuse you that.’


The departure of Roskill and Butler cued in Mrs Harlin, with breakfast. And breakfast conceived on a scale which shattered Audley. The condemned man’s meal, or at least one designed to give an elderly vicar strength to go out to evangelise the Hottentots.


Before they had even sat down Fred moved to forestall argument.


‘I know you’re not a field man, David. But I don’t see this quite as a field assignment. More an intellectual exercise in human archaeology.’


‘But I deal with words, Fred, not people. I’m no good at interrogating. I don’t know how to start.’


Fred snorted.


‘Absolute nonsense. You interrogate our people all the time. Extremely closely, too, if what I hear is true.’


‘I know them. That makes it different. Get me the reports on this as they come in. I’ll do the job just as well that way – probably better. But why me, anyway? I’m a Middle East man.’


Fred lowered his knife and fork.


‘And a damned unpopular Middle Eastern man, too.’


Audley stopped eating too. Here was the truth at last.


‘Did it ever occur to you, David, that you might annoy someone with that recent forecast of yours – before the Lebanese business?’


Audley bridled. ‘It was true.’


Fred regarded him sadly. ‘But undiplomatically packed. It didn’t leave anyone much room to manoeuvre in.’


He cut off Audley’s protest. ‘Damn it, David, it wasn’t a report – it was a lecture. And an arrogant lecture, too. You’re a first-rate forecaster who’s stopped forecasting.’


‘I’ve never twisted the facts.’ Audley could sense that he was digging his heels into shifting ground. ‘That forecast was accurate.’


‘If anything too accurate. If you were a gambler I’d say your cards were marked. And you’re too far in with the Israelis.’


‘I’ve used Israeli sources. I don’t always believe what I get from them though.’


‘You lunch with Colonel Shapiro every Wednesday.’


‘Most Wednesdays. He’s an old friend. But so are Amin Fawzi and Mohammed Howeidi. I meet a great many people.’


Fred sighed, and started eating again.


‘I don’t give a damn, of course. As far as I’m concerned you can have your own old boys’ network. You can poke your nose anywhere, as it suits you. But that last report was the final straw.’


Good God, thought Audley: he was being taken out of circulation. Banished to the Steerforth File, where he could not cause any annoyance except to four ageing members of the Royal Air Force Volunteer Reserve.


Yet Fred was smiling, and that didn’t fit.


‘For a devious character you are sometimes surprisingly transparent, David. If you think that you are going to be put out to grass, you are mistaken. You ought to appreciate your value more clearly than that. What you need is a dose of reality. You’ve been leading a sheltered life for too long.


‘In any case, you surely don’t think the JIC would send one of their troubleshooters here at such a godforsaken hour just to watch you being cut down to size?’


Audley remembered the edited Steerforth file and felt a pricking of humiliation. He had gone off at half-cock.


‘And you can thank your rugger-playing past for this. too. Or rather your impact on Dai Llewelyn – you remember him?’


Audley frowned. There had been quite a number of Welshmen in the old days. Mentally he lined them up, and Dai Llewelyn immediately sprang out of the line-up – an exceptionally tough and ruthless wing forward for the Visigoths. A far better player than Audley had ever been, older and craftier.


‘He remembers you rather well. He says you were a black-hearted, bloody-minded wing forward, and not bad for a mere Englishman.’


‘He was the black-hearted and bloody-minded one. If I’ve got the right Llewelyn, he was a rough player.’


Fred nodded. ‘He’s still a rough player for the Arab faction in the Foreign Office. But he seems to have a certain regard for you. He said your talents ought not to be wasted – provided you didn’t play against his team. He has a marked weakness for sporting metaphors.’


Audley remembered Llewelyn well now. Almost a stage Welshman, all rugger and Dylan Thomas, until you crossed him. Then you had to look out.


It was on the tip of his tongue to protest that he hadn’t been playing against anyone. But it wasn’t quite true, and the thought of Llewelyn marking him again was somehow a shade frightening. He sensed that it would do no good any more to protest that he was a Middle Eastern specialist.


Fred shrugged off his objection.


‘David, you’re like a good many thousands of ordinary British working men: you are going to have to learn new skills. Or rather, you must learn to adapt your old skill in a new field. And I think you’ll find the new field gives you greater scope. You’ve got the languages for it. You’ll just have to catch up on the facts.’


Fred reached over and rang the buzzer.


‘You wanted to know what had been taken out of the Steerforth File … Mrs Harlin, would you get me the Panin papers?’


Audley jumped at the Harlin presence at his shoulder. She moved as stealthily as a cat. Then the name registered.


‘Nikolai Andrievich Panin. Does that name ring any bells?’


The tone implied that he was not expected to know very much, if anything, about Nikolai Andrievich Panin.


‘Didn’t he have something to do with the Tashkent Agreement?’ he said tentatively.


Even that was too much. Fred raised his eyebrows and pushed himself back from the table.


‘How in the name of God did you know that?’


‘I just know he’s a sort of troubleshooter – someone like Stocker, I suppose, except that he usually deals with internal affairs,’ said Audley, trying to gloss over what appeared to be a gaffe. ‘Once he was an archaeologist, or something like that. A professor, anyway.’


He hadn’t said anything in the least funny, but Fred was laughing nevertheless.


‘Like Stocker? I must tell Stocker that. He’d be flattered. And he’d also be impressed, because you seem to know quite a lot for a Middle Eastern man. It was his idea that we should give you Panin, too. If you can do half as well with him as you have with Rabin and Mohiedin, there’ll be no complaints.


‘But you wish to know his connection with Steerforth. It’s quite simple: he’s only been in England once, and that was to look for Steerforth 25 years ago. He was the fly-by-night attaché who turned up at the Newton Chester airfield.


‘When he became more important he was edited out of the Steerforth file, which is an open one.’


Mrs Harlin entered noiselessly, carrying a red folder as though John the Baptist’s head rested on it.


‘Actually,’ continued Fred, ‘we know very little about the man. But we do know that every year he spends a month in the spring excavating a site in ancient Colchis. Keeping his hand in, as it were. It’s the only sacrosanct date in his calendar.


‘Or it was sacrosanct.’ Fred stared at Audley. ‘This year he packed in after only four days and flew back to Moscow the day before yesterday. And for once we know why.


‘It seems he thinks Steerforth is still interesting, even with a load of rubble.’




II


A cold wind came off the shoulder of the Downs, over the low wall of the churchyard, and straight through Audley’s old black overcoat.


But he preferred the chill of the open air to the mockery of the service in the little church; there had been too many double meanings in the beautiful old words.


‘For man walketh in a vague shadow, and disquieteth himself in vain; he heapeth up riches, and cannot tell who shall gather them …’


It all applied too exactly to Steerforth. And whatever the priest said there was not going to be any resting in peace for him. Resurrection was the true order of the day.


But now at last the wretched business was coming to a close and his work could begin: the official intrusion into private grief.


He scrutinised the mourning faces again. They were a disappointing lot. A few journalists; the RAF contingent from Brize Norton, with Roskill uniformed and anonymous among them; and a scattering of morbid onlookers. Only Jones represented the Steerforth file, and Jones could hardly avoid his wife’s husband’s funeral.


He had hoped for a better catch. But it seemed that not one of Steerforth’s crew had come to see his captain’s bones committed to the earth at last. Perhaps they didn’t read the papers; perhaps they were all dead and buried too.

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/9781780220482_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
-

K

The Labyrinth Makers

WINNER OF THE CWA SILVER DAGGER





OEBPS/9781780220482_oeb_logo_r1.jpg





