by KENNETH ROYCE PART TWO

SYNOPSIS OF PART ONE David Lawremce’s presence on the island of
Ustico, near Sicily, was due to a long trail of events. For several years,
working as a British agent, along with his job with an industrial equip-
ment firm, David had co-ogperated on missions with Jimm Penso, a hard
ruthless man, but a good agent. After the death of their adopted daughter,
David had neglected his wife Susie, not realizing in the excitement
of his work that she too needed an outlet for her sorrow. Jim Penso had
taken advantage of her need for understanding and sympathy, and
though Susie broke off their affair, the guilt, added to her low mental
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Beafoee anyone could do aupthing;
Ereoncen. had raced foom the vitle, We
couldl only watch—feanful of whaet
stz woultl do. We dared not fire.

condition, caused her to commit suicide. David blamed Penso (as well
as himself) and on their next assignment together in Lebanon, travell-
ling across snow-piled mountains, he angrily challemged Penso, and
Penso’s indifferent attitude toward the matter resulted in David attacic
ing him. Later Penso slipped down one of the cliffs and David had no
choice but to leave his seemingly lifeless body to get help from the
nearest village. Penso’s body was never recovered. Saddened by events,
David gave up espionage work and decided to take a holiday on the
island of Ustico, which Susie had often mentioned. It was wallcanic
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and stark, but offered peace and distraction. At the
hotel, David met the Jovely Franca, who showed
him around the famous island grottoes. Ome, in
which a villa had been built, intrigued David but
he found it was forbidden territory, and his old
instincts and curiosity were aroused. Franca told
him her uncle Amgelo, a kingpin among gangsters,
was in exile there, and when later David was
summoned to meet him, he sensed a mystery
surrounding Amgelo and the grotto. At the hotel also,
he met an American, Burbank, whom he quickly as-
sessed as being something other tham the ordinary
tourist he portrayed. David, knowing the inaccessibil-
ity of the grotto entrance by sea, tried to find a land
entrance among the hills and rocks above it, and
saw Burbank there also. David was chased away
by Michele, Amgelo’s gunman, before he could
investigate further, and subsequently was made well
aware that his presence onR the island was unde-
sirable. David made a temporary retreat to Sicily
overnight, learning while there from an American
agent, Kenmedy, of the Ameiican consulate, that
Burbanks badly burped bedy had been found that
morning near Palerme. David agreed t6 help
Kennedy. They refurned stealthily by launch to the
island that nlght, and feund the land entrance {o
the groette—a Eéh\ -like shaft. An earth tremeor
indirectly saved them from dIseevery By Sprnging
the alarm system, and David identitied the volces
of Amngelo, Miehele, and their beatman Prime, there
was 3 feurth man whem David eeuld net see, but
whose velee seemed familiar. Afwer arranging te
agaln meet Kennedy, David returned the next night
t8 diseever that the feurth man was Jim Penseo.
He esuld hardly believe it; But knew if 1t was Pense
and Pense was 8n assgnment. then HRis loyalties
must Bé t8 Pense; net Kennedy. THe next day te
aveld meeting Kennedy. and te esnsult § deeter as
t8 RBw Jim Penss esuld have survived. Pavid went
t8 Sielly. €oming sut 8f the deeters office. David
I picked Up By the guAman Michele. New read
en ..

chapter 6

I SLIPPED out of the pew amd hke a dmdow,
* Michele followed me. On reaching the porcih,
Michele turned, his single hand came up to cross
himself as he faced the altar. Then we were both
standing in brilliant sunlight and Michele was wear-
ing his habitual grin as he looked sideways at me.

“] suppose you often come to the church of the
Santa Mara” L asked seatiningly,

“Often, sigmor.” | |
. "Religion is a peeullaF Mixture With YBUF BFO-
fessien, is't it, Micheled ) | _

Michele appeared puzzied: “Why, signsF? t
cafFy & 8UR tOF oRe Man Instead of 4R aFmy: 18
4 Friend whe stands by me instead of a gRYEIREnt

N defestst Miyiyfagshnany dmr}ﬁylobfi‘yélﬁ%érzfreq‘d'd?ted&iﬁrar,

sighef. | am net the hypecrits: ©6d does A8t
me twe-farsd:.” |

- An endiess argument eould have resylted kem
this: Michele Believed R his Werld; had knRowR RS
other: | esuld alse see his PoiAL:

We were still standing outside the e¢hureh.,
neither of us making any effert to meve. “Yeu
weren’t on the beoat,’ 1 said. "Wihere did you piek
me up? At the docks here?"

“I came over in the launch. Meeting you was
chance.”

| gave him a dry smile for that. "I theught you
werent two-flaced,” | said.

Michele smiled back, his blue eyes full of merri-
ment. “Nor am |, signor. But you would not expect
me to serve two masters.”

"So you've come to take me back,” | suggested.

"Fhere 18 Aot A beat URtl tBMOFFeY, Sigher"

I laughed at Michele's sirange diplemasy: “lts
goed of yeu e effer, Michsile. b aceept.™

This surprised him. | was delighted to see the
sudden suspicion cloud his face. 1 had already de-
cided that it was imperative for me to see Penso,
so mv return to Ustica was necessary. Whatever

Michelle’s motive for wanting me back, go back 1
must.

Before reaching the docks, F went into a post
office, telephoned my friend. Frank Linton, told him
that 1 would not yet be able to see him, that I was
going back to Ustica and with whom and whose
Jaunch it was. |1 then told Michele what L had done
without mentioning Frank’s name, in case he had
planned an accident on the way back.

Michele made no effort to hide his contempt,
although he laced it with Jlaughter. “You do me

y

little credit. Signor Lawrence. Nor, for that matter,
yourself, F am not even armed.”

We sat together on the broad leather stern seat
of the big launch on the way to Ustica, but we spoke
little. I needed the time to think and was gratefful
for it. The feeling of being scrutinized when Angelo
had taken me to his grotto was now explained.
Penso had wanted to take stock of the new arrival.
Wihat was not clear was why he had promptly tried
to edge me off the island, unless he feared 1 might
run into and recognize him, giving away whatever
game he was playing. I had to see him because
he might need warning. Burbank needed explain-
ing, and Kennedy was intent on identifying Penso.
For the time being at any rate, this set me against
Kennedy. | would have to face him, and somehow
fob him off until 1 had the story from Penso.

The flash of the lighthouse came uwp.

“Where are you taking me, Michele?” 1 had
turned to the big figure beside me.

"Back to the hotel.”

“Dom’t bother with that. Take me to Amgelo. |
want to speak to him.”

“"But does he with you, signor? Back to the
hotel. It is too late for Angelo."

I wasn't sure how he meant it, but I did like
the way he said it. Surely Jim Penso did not think
| was trying to sabotage him. Come to think of it,
he might; from his point of view I had left him
to die in the Lebamese hills. To press Michele would
be hopeless. He was acting under orders.

Dimmer was not yet over when I reached the
hotel, so after a quick wash IL went into the dinimg-
room. I thought I might as well meet Kennedy
early and have done with it. He was not there.

Afterwards, I went out on to the terrace. 1
nodded to a few familiar faces. Then I thought
to hell with Kennedy, 1 was under no obligation to
him, so 1 walked the length of the terrace and head-
ed towards Franca’s villa.

Passing a line of fishermem’s cottages, the tang
of fish strong in the night air, I could hear some-
one trying to overtake me. I stopped and waited,
my back against a cottage wall, and recognized his
outhne as he cautiously approached.

“*Are you following me, Chad?” I asked him
from the shadows.

Kennedy gave no sign of being startled. He
eased his pace and swung over towards me. “So
there you are. No. I was not following you. I was
trying to catch you. Wihere are you going, any-
way?”

“Careful, Chad, you’re out of line.”

“Like you were this morning when you weren't
on hand as arramged.”

“Did we arrange something? I don’t remem-
ber.”

“Listen, Limey. You'll try to make a monkey
out of me just once too often. You're forgetting
that a countrymam of mine has been murdered.”

“imdieed 1I'm not. Yow'me perhaps forgetting that
its damn all to do with me. Let’s terminate this
now.”

Unexpectedly Kenmedy apologized. It could have
been genuine or calculated. With such a man it was
impossible to gauge.

“Look. Dave,” he said. “We seem to rub each
other the wrong way. It’'s probably my fault. I've
been hanging around all day waiting for you to show
up. and IL haven't the time to waste. So I'm irri-
table. I'm sorry. What say you go to your room
and I'll follow vou there. We can have a quiet
talk.”

That was part of his cleverness. His concilia-
tory tone made my position difficult. To back out
now, after his apology, would only make him
suspicious, which IL wanted to avoid. 1 would simply
have to try to match him.

Moving away from the wall, I said, “All right.
Do you know my room mumber?”

He smiled lopsidedly. “I haven’t been complietie-
ly idle.” he rejoined.

“Im that case, you can bring your own bottle. I'm
temporarily out of stock.” 1 left him standing there
and started the trudge back to the hotel. wondering
how best to deceive a person so astute: not only
astute but suspicious to begin with, and very mueh
trained to catch the lie. One night 1 was helping
him, the next I was baulking him. Chad Kennedy
was not going to be too pleased. 1 could only hope
that Kennedy would find that Perse was net his
man; that he had followed a dead line. I must see
Pense gquickly; whatever I theught of Pense, if he
was on a mission he would expeet My SUPPOFt.

| went to my room. 1 then checked to ensure
that the gun was still on top of the wardrobe where
I had returned it after the seoond grotto trip; it

was still loaded, the magazine still full. There was
a knock on the door, discreet, secretive. As | called
out “Emter,” | thought Kenmedy had followed a
little too quickly on my heels. Franca came into
the room, closed the door and stood with her back
to it. As I saw her, I knew that my face was giv=
ing me away.

For seconds we stared at each.other. From my
point of view she could call at any time and be
most welcome — except at this particular moment,
If Kennedy came in now it would immedimtely link
us, and that was the last thing I wanted.

I drought Franca might be fond of me, as Ihad I
grown fond of her. But our relationship as yet had
no depth. To forget that she had lived here or in
Sicily for years, that her roots were very deep,
and that she was the niece of Amgelo Morasco,
would be the rashest type of folly. She stood waver-
ing. uncertain of what to say.

“I—I saw you come in," she eventually said.
"I wanted to apologize.”

It was a night of apologies. | did not know
what to do. How does one eject a woman who has
come to make peace, and with whom one wants
to be at peace? She stood there, simply clad in a
plain white silk sleeveless dress, her jet hair tied
very loosely at the back of her neck, still visible
either side of it. A simple, lovely portrait with deep
pleading eyes which were already hurt because |
had shown only dismay at seeing her.

Hoping my smile appeared less forced than it
felt, I moved towards her and took her arm.
"Youiwe nothing to apologize for, Eranca. We'll go
to the bar and bury the hatchet.”

Franca placed her hand over mine and 1 could
feel her resistiance.

“No. L want to speak to you alone, not in front
of others.”

There was nothing more 1 could do if I wanted
to retain her friendship. She moved further into the
room, then sat on the edge of the bed. I stayed
near the door, keeping a ready ear for Kennedy's
footsteps.

“I was horrid to you last night, but 1 thought
it was for the best. 1 was worried for you,” Franca
explained.

"Winy worry for me, Franca? I'm a stranger
here, a new boy.”

*Is concern so rational, David? Does one have
to know a person for a set period of time? Are
you not pleased that 1 worry?”

"Yes. Of course I am.” I smiled at her, and
this time 1 found no difficulty. “It’s merely that I
don’t want to divide your loyalties. 1 think you were
afraid for me, but | think too, that you were comn-
cerned for Amgelo. That’s probably why you lost
your temper. You were torn for quite different
reasons.”

"You are wrong. My loyalties were not torn.
They go too far back to be dismupted.”

L was mot quite clear what Franca meant Wby
that. She had confirmed my own view about her
familly ties, but there was something I did not
understand.

Mrere was a knock at the door and my heart
froze. I chose to ignore it. More loudly, for the
benefit of Kennedy outside, I said, “Amyway, it was
nice of you to worry on my account. It means a
good deal to me.”

The knock was repeated. I could not ignore it
again. Opening the door a fraction, I prepared to
give Kennedy a quick danger signal. A maid waited
politely outside and I bravely opened the door
while I could feel the flush of relief in my face.
The maid handed me a letter with an English stamp
on it. L noticed my name in a handwriting 1 recog-
nized and which nearly demented me. I Heard the
maid's words in a complete daze, which 1 stiruggled
to shake off,

"The letter was put in the wrong box, sigmor.
It was returned to the desk this evening. I was told
to bring it straight roumd.”

Thanking the maid I closed the door. Hastily 1
crammed the letter into my pocket, not daring to
touch it again, scared because the ghosts were

walking, and two in as mamy days was too much
for me.

“Are you all right, David?”

Franca was by my side, and I guessed I was
visibly shaken. I had received an enormous shock.

"it's the swun,” | gasped. “I've been too long in
it and I'm not used to it.”

Franca tried to make me sit down, but I imn-
sisted 1 felt better standing. I had to stay near the
door. Obviously concerned, she again sat on the
edge of the bed. Expecting some expression oOf
anxiety from her, I was more than surprised when
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she asked, “Did you go to the grotio?"

She had shaken me, but at least it forced me
back to the present. “The grotto?” 1 answered
innocently. “When?”

Franca smiled, just a faint puckering of the
corners of her lips.

"Youw were not dressed in dark clothes for
nothing last night. And I imagine you do not carry
a gun fior a walk to the villsge’"

"Oh, ves. The gun,” I said weakly. Had Angelo
sent her to sound me? Weighing one thirg against
another, | decided on taking a risk. | had to get
back to the grotio to see Penso—ithis might be the
way.

"You know too much,” I accused. “Yes, 1 did.”

Franca was staring steadily at me. At first she
did not believe me, but as her features tautened
and she lost a little color, I saw that she did.
Franca was startled. Then she asked, “Did you
see what vou went to ses?””

I did.”

“Dom’t keep saying that, David. Tell me about
it.™
| leaned against the doeer jamb, tired of stand-
Ing but still with half an ear open for Kennedy.
“There’'s nothing | can tell you that you don't al-
r@adg.kn@w.. You know perfectly well who is there.™
~ Biting her lower lip. Franca showed her agita-
tien. Her fingers started intertwining; long, lovely
fingers portraying turmoil.

"Did you see—him.” she managed hoarsely.

"Yes, | saw him. Amnd | don"t know what the
fuss is about. Had IL been permitted to see him from
the outset, there would have been no trouble.” 1|
kept her waiting while [ pulled out my cigarets.
As she gratefully accepted one, Franca could not
keep her fingers steady. She looked up at me over
the flame, her eyes wide, imploring. At least | had
removed any suspicion falling on Kennedy. even if
he now walked in. He had not been on the islkand
last night,

"lThe man is an old colleague of mine.,” I said.
“I dont know why he is here, but if he thinks my
presence will embariass him, IL cafn oRAly say that
I'm here merely by chamee. f might even be able
to help Hum.”

o For a moment | thought Franca was about to
aint.

"Now what have | said?” 1 stood back., giving
her time,

“They might have killed you.” It was a whisper.

Was she really so concerned for me or shattered
by my admission of what 1] had seen?

"But they did not,” I said. “Amd they will never
know 1 was there unless you tell tihem.”

‘Do you expect me to ?” Franca snapped. But
I could see she was still jolted.

"That’s beside the point, The fact is I want
you to. Whatever name you know him by, the man
with Amngelo is Jim Penso. I must speak to him,
and you can arrange ift.”

With great dignity Franca stood up. She was
wan, but quite controlled. “I'll think about it,
David. It is not easy, as you well know. Perhaps
your friend will not want to speak to yow.”

"1 didn"t say he was a friend,” 1 emphasized.
“He was a colleague.”

“I'll see what 1 can do.” Franca moved towards
the door, tall, slim, upright and full of qualms,

| helped her along the short passage to the
exterior flagstones. Escorting her to the foot of the
steps, we stopped at the bottom in silence. Franca
then turned down my suggestion to see her home,
and 1 was not sorry, for I was anxious about Kefm-
nedy.

S S

Rushing up to my room, I tore the letter from
my pocket. Having recognized the writing, IL had
quickly put it out of sight to preserve my own
sanity. The writing was Susie’s all right. It was
addiressed to me at Shepherd’s Hotel, Cairo, and the
postmark was 15 months old. The addiess had been
lightly lined through in pencil, and in the lower
left-ihand corner in small writing was the Ustica
addiress. The broken flap had been stuck downa with
a strip of cello-paper. There was one line oA it
written in pencil with no signature.

"Wihen you get rid of the dame, come to room
63."

8o lkennedy had eome aleng and had heard
Franca and me talking. That was my first thought.
My seeond was slower and mMeFe vielous as it grews
| began @ wemble with rage. My shoek on re-
eeiving the envelepe, witheut time to properly
examing i, had been a very real and Rasty ane.
This time kennedy had gone mueh tee Far.
Kennedy was sitting in a wieker ehair beside
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his bed and opposite the door. On a small bedside
table was a bottle of whiskey and two glasses, one
of them half full. Through my mist of anger, |
saw his hand continue to reach out, closing round
the glass which was raised to a point below his
lips. Above the glass, his cool blue eyes surveyed
me mockingly, steady and clear.

“Cieers,” he said, and sipped his drink, holdi-
ing it before him when he had had enough.

His calculated action did not reduce my anger,
but it warned me of the danger of releasing it. |
had felt like this when & had struck Penso that day,
and what turmoil that had started. With difficulty
| controlled mysellf.

"Wihem did you search my room?" | smarled.
[ could hear the barely controlled tremor in my own
voice.

Kennedy offered a frosty smile.

“Mly dear. David. You did not expect me to be
complletely idle while you were missing, did you?"

His pseudo-English accent was well done, but
overdone in the sense he intended. Kennedy was
out to raffle me, and he had started off extremely
well.

To give myself time to simmer, | crossed to-
wards him. took the bottle and poured myself a
drink in the second glass. |

All right,”. 1 acquiesced. "Wihy did youd™

Checking up on you, naturally. Habit dies
hard,” he said. “Now let's get doewn to it.”

"Waiit a moment.” | stopped him as he UR-
crossed his legs and was about to gquestien Me.
“I'm not all that forgiving. How many ef my Wife's
letters did you take?"

St

h didn't take @my:"

But you took an envelope, anyway."

- “Syre | did. I Eheug\»!g} it might Be BF use. apd
it was. But ne letters. Winen | Bussy-iosted ioRg
to your reem and heard a dames vgies; | saw
my use for it.” ‘

Just how mueh had Kkennedy hséfd:‘ f ES 'Hjaﬁ
heard me telling Franca absut JIM Pensg. thER 4il
this was an aet o allay me. The PBossBIlLY Was
appalling.: . -

He must have seen %%F?SéHg?%ﬂBF m %ﬂﬁﬁl%’ﬂ:
for he said, "Hont Werry: | g &st 18 ﬁ%‘ﬁ;
but eeuld only Rear VBICES: AQEL WOFHS: SE{ 8V
life is nething te me: | %%&]{ the Rots iq tRat &R-
velope to sHF yed YR, 18 1883ER YBUF tBRGUSE: q{
might have worked.” | ) |
it was all tes djsarming. Mt §'ﬂﬂf88 ms
ﬂbghf.-{ h eeﬁg kABY W gf %?FF?B%§BS?§% [‘?nﬁff é
303%@ 8s;tir in*nhle.wﬁ?‘ey@dhhlm é%lgly.- Bﬁ§ COMES §_§
a great shock to receive a letter from the dratd

| had never expected to see Kkennedy embar-
rassed. His change of expression was {09 PeRtaf-
ous to be anything but geauine. His tough; expefi-
enced face broke down, and his determined lips
groped for the right werds. During these Few
seconds, he revealed something of himself and Iss-
sened my anger against him. At the sameé Hme l
realized that | had to keep him and Pense apart.
whatever it was that was drawing them  (Bgether
as enemies. | could only hope again that Jim
would give me the answers. .

"Forget it," | said gruffly. "Start youf Inter-
rogation.” | . . :

h waited 2 litde anxigus| ﬁ?? trom yy pornt
I weuld be deing a g3ed dedl 8F '?ﬁﬂ% .
 First he rechargsd 8HF §Ig§§8; S
4 still de't know Yeur angle 1 all w1

m T he is a comparatively new bay in this

o line, even though he wused to wmite

stories in exercise books at sehoel and

sell them to the other boys! So far he

has had six books published, written in

the spare time he has as director of a
London travel agency.
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to know who's in the grotto. Sometimes [ think
you're a layman, sometimes not. You volunteered
to help. Yet you knew I'd be over on the first
boat, and you were not here. I think I have the
right to ask why.”

"I question your right,” I said. “But 1M tell
you anyway. Last night I went to the grotto again.
Curiosity compelled me, and there was little else
to do. 1 went early. I spent a good deal of time
down there watching and listening. 1 saw all three
of them; Amgelo, Michele and Primo. There was neo
one else.”

Kennedy was quite still. Nothing in his features
portrayed suspicion. Yet I could feel it emanating
from him. In some peculiar way we were attuned.

"Yet you heard a fourth voice when we wedié
together.”

"I did. And 1 did again last might.”

He looked across at me, puzzied now. so | con-
tinued, "You must have noticed the odd acoustics
in the grotto. It's that simple. From certain posi-
tions in the grotto a voice changes timbre, sounds
like someone complietely differemt.”

How can you be so swre?”

| tested it several ¢times until 1 was in mo
doubt. When they are walking around near the
grotto entrance. their voices change. As they ap-
proach the bar the tones return to normal.” ’llhe
acoustics in the grotto are peculiar. That was true
enough. 1 almost began to believe my own story.

"So you then left the islamd.” Kennedy was sull
suspicious.

"Wihait | did then is hardly your business. The
grotto held nothing more for me. | had to go to
Palermo, so 1 went on the boat you came over on.”

"You took a great deal of trouble avoiding me,
didn’t you?”

"A great deal. I had no intention of being de-
layed by you. For my money, the grotto information
could wait.™

“Are you employing me or semmetinimg?™

“1 sfill want to know winy.*

It would have been a mistake to offer excuses
about something IL had made clear was a private
matter. 1 had to play it through to satisfy him.
"We have several expressions in England which
really amoumt to the same thing. They are delighi-
fully explicit, if rude. To use one of the mildest,
go jump in the lake.”

“I know them. We have them, too. I only hope
for your sake you're not clamming up on me.”

"Il tell you what I'll do,"” I said. “Tomorrow
night I'll go back to the grotto with you. That sihould
satisfy youw.”

"Tomight would satisfy me more.”

At least I had expected that. "It's far too late
if you expect them all still to be up." This, of
course, was true.

“Alll right.” His tone was complietely non-com-
mittal. “Immedieitelly after dinner tomorrow. We'd
better scratch tip an acquaintamnce at breaskfast.”

| left him still sitting in the wicker chair, his
eyes cool. 1 dont know how much of what | had
told him he accepted, if any. I would have to get
to the grotto as soon as possible. That meant mow.
| hoped Kennedy would not have the same idea.

Foac eg. Eg NOW 1 %
on° he i%L r,”%"g 'slg rif 28R
Fhenaty AELELANT WHOTEY 3 i
91t SIERLg TR {075
VOICGJ © ﬁg\ﬁg o
you
aRcars HlE, v &88g§ 4n
Ik BElEd RBUsECaat: hBt 168k 48 it she
HFAWING-TBBHM:
drawing the eurtains. Te the windows she said.
have remeved any sueh idea from my mind. At
"I'm sorFy about this," | said. ¥l must get into
Franca sat down, and she eyed me almost
of the time you are unaware of me as a woman.
beautiful."

¥ HERE was no light showing from Franca's

vi}lla as | a was a\mos
midni&ht. Tsrzlﬁg m
ﬂgﬁw Pt ARG fhe y

g; I e diviigpaom - windows. er

a "Who . i3 ,jt?" ‘ |

TS mowry B 1 most spsak i

he gpsned B 4nd k went in: |

n Sh , , %%s .W?é v%sm‘au{

méi‘kfg E'F{ rﬁ%ﬂgésg‘mé B I%§8|8§Vw h"g{ e B 3
ALLIred: | . W :
225 %sn %‘28 A Sl |

. ing: .. .., :

Y& 4f& %’g‘ﬂn't'iffﬂl’," | said as we entered the

h did Mot see hew faee as | spoke fior e was
“Thank you. Have you eome to make love to me?"
HeF guestion was s90 mMatier-of-fact that it weuld
the same time, she made me face my own subdued
thoughts abeut her. But this was not the time.
the grotto tonight, openly. And you did say vou
would help me."
abstractly.

"Yowme a strange man,” she continued. “Maost
)} am perhaps someone of use to you. Then when
you find that use, you come and tell me I am

““The two have no connection. I meant what |
said simcergly.”

“1 knew yeu did. That's what makes you
strange. What have women done to you to frighten
you, David?"

"Perhaps it's what I've done to them. You
don't really know me, do you, Franca?”

"Youire making it difficult for me to get to
know youw.”

I looked away firom her because 1 was findiimg
her curiosity disconcerting. The soft light Was play-
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ing havoc with my nerves. This was net what | had
come for. I tried looking at her again, at her
depths, and realized that what she had said of me
;vas equally true of herself. | knew very liiile abeut
er.

“Firanca,” | began to explain. “You are Angelo's
niece. At one time I thought Amgelo and IL would
fimish on opposite sides. Had that been the case,
J would not have asked your help. Now it's different,
and | do. Will you please help me?”

“You think 1 might have betrayed you to him?”

*I think you would have been forced into a
position of taking sides. 1 imagine you owe him &
great deal in spite of what he is.”

Franca lost her composure. Her fingers moved
along the hem of her housecoat. She no longer looked
at me. Then she spread her hands upwards. “Exeiny-
thing 1 have he has provided. This villa, everything.
He has taken great care of me.”

| thought 1 heard her sob and quickly looked
across at her. But when she raised her eyes she
was quietly smiling.

“So,"” she said. “Nlow you want me to take you
to Amgelo because you no longer have a guarrel
with him. All right. 1 will take you. Giive me a few
moments to dress.”

| became convinced that Franca, too. had her
problems, and that they were far deeper than mine.
Perhaps it was in the way that she silently walked
beside me, or in her fierce grip of my hand when
she stumbled. An unspoken., unrecognizalble com-
mumnication had passed between us which left me
groping, for 1 became convipced that it was im-
mensely important. At last | was thinking beyond
myself.

We took it carefully down the slope to the
chimmey. Franca needed little help from me. as
she clamibered around the boulders. Without hesita-
tion, Franca sat on the rim of the chimmey and in
the torchlight I could see her right foot depressing
on the top steel rung. She was sounding off the
alarm in a series of signals by tapping the rung.
| missed the seqguence because it was half penfformed
before | realized what she was at. And she was
very quick.

“It should be safe now.” Eramca turned round
and lowered herself into the chimmey. L kept the
torch on her until she was a good way down, then
| fiollowed.

I sull had a little way w0 go when [Franca
reached bottom. Looking down at her, | wondered
at the sudden brilliance of my torch before |
realized that there must be lights on in the passage.
So there was a reception commititee waiting. h had
expected nothing else, but wondered what sort of
signal Franca had given them. It was far too late
to consider my trust of her. Taking the rungs more
rapidly, L dropped the last few feet. On one side
of the passage stood Amgelo, and on the other side
was Miclhele. Both men held guns,

Amngelo stopped beside me, his gun held ex-
pertly out of reach. “Follow Michele. Signor Law-
rence. He will lead you to the grotto. You may
make your explanatioms there.”

As | saw Amgelo's impassive face, his bleak,
non-committal watchfullness. 1 could not resist say-
ing, “I know the way, l've been beffore.”

Amgelo did not change expression, but his silence
conveyed something that made my belly crawl. It
had been a mistake to boast, particularly at his
expense.

We reached the grotto. The lights diffused out
of their crevices, giving a warm if peculiar glow,
but the bar lights were off. The table was cleared,
from which 1 concluded that they had all retired.

liinere was a noticeable chill at this hour. The
light reflected off the sea in a cold, remote sort
of way. Primo was not in sight, though kL suspected
be was close by and there was no sign of Jim
Penso.

Franca gave Amgelo a brief signal in my
direction. She then went to the bar and sat on a
stool facing us. She was grave and a little pale.

“Explain, Signor Lawrence.” demanded Angelo.
His voice had an almost inaudible quietmess which
J found most disturbing. Angelo was handling the
type of situation he had handled a hundred times
before. Michele was the faithful, waiting servant,
ready to squeeze the trigger at a nod from his
master. To be in the hands of men like these was
& chilling experience, because J never doubted for
one second that all initiative was with them, and
that they were used to holding it.

“"Before 1 explain, is there some way of blocking
the chimney at the bottom?”

“iIs someone following you?”

&

*Mio, but I did find it easy to get in last night.
Someone else might find the. same.”

Amgelo nodded to Michele, who put his gun in
his waistband and went to a recess behind the bar
from which Primo appeared. Together they lifted
a circular spiked grid, and headed towards the
passage.

“So,"” said Amgelo. “You came down last night.
IL hope you know what you @re smying. Your life is
already in the balance.”

“Listen to him, Amgelo. 1 would not have brought
him had I not considered it important to you.”
Franca’s voice drifted with the echoes from the
direction of the bar.

Amngelo did not turn, nor did his features change.

“I am listeming,” he said.

| turned slightly to half-face Franca, and Angelo
turned with me. He was now less in the shadow.
For a man of sixtyish, his physique was excellent.

*I came down,” I said, "out of sheer curiosity.
Life doesn't mean so much to me that | have to
plead with you, Amgelo.” IL had started off meaning
it, but had ended startled by  the sudden awareness
that it was no longer true. 1 was no longer sure of
myself. "I watched you all, and then | saw Jim
Penso. 1 know him. I thought he was dead. But
because 1 know him, it became importamt to talk
to him. For his sake, not mine.”

"You should choose your friends more wisely,
my dear.” Amgelo looked levelly at me. "You are
loo late, Signor Lawrence. He has gone, and |
cannot afford to have you telling people that he
was ever here.”

Would he shoot me with Eranca here? L began

to feel very lonely standing there.
There were sounds from behind me. then

Michele and Primo reappeared. Well, at least | had
kept Kennedy out of the way. Even if he eame dowR
the chimmey, the grid would stop him and he weuld
be too far away to hear our veoices.

L moticed Franca moving closer, and 1| <ould
see that she was deeply perturbed. "Let him geo.
Angelo.” She spoke quite severely without plead-
ing.

L saw @an odd flash of emotion deep im Angelo's
eyes. it was the only time lL had seen positive ex-
pression in them, but it was sufficient for me to
realize that he was very fond of his niece. It could
make no difference. Almost in a tone of regret,
he said, “1 dare not, my dear. 1 cannot afford to
trust a man whose curiosity comjpells him to intrude
on another’s privacy. There is more to Signor
Lawrence than meets the eye.”

“I assure you there is not." | protested. "1 came
in good faith to help you and Jim Penso."

From the direction of the villa a familiar voice

said:
"lt's all right, Amgsie. I'll speak to him.” ARd
Jim Penso stepped from a rock eleft on a ledge
projecting from the ehunky entranee wall. bumping
lightly dewn on to the shelf, he approached us quite
slowly with all his eld assurapee, master of the
situation. From the first seeond of his appearane€e
it was quite clear that he was in fact the master.
Amngelo and Mishegle were awalting his linstiiuetions:
I had not expected Angelo t© be subservient to
anyone, yet h was witnessing it. Omne thing was
clear; among these three men there Was R Sign
of dissension; they were a upit and, | thought, a
uniquely powerful and deadly one.

Penso approached me, a languid smile barely
visible. His eyes were full of quiet mockery and
not a little of his usual arrogance. His dark good
looks had not dimimished, but he appeared tired
and was thinnmer than | recalled. What did intrigue
me was the extent of his tan, as if he had not
been cooped up in the grotto.

So here he was. Jim Penso, who had occupied
a tiny part of my life yet had influenced it more
than anyone: a man who carried trouble with him
because he was that sort of man, and because his
job invariably led him to it. Rut he was immensely
capable of dealing with trouble and had always
survived.

He held out his hand while the others watched
in silence. It was as strong as when first 1| had met
him.

“Hello. David,” he said, as if we had just risen
after a night out together.

lime had not changed my reaction to him: 1}
was merely calmer about it than J would have
expected. | could almost feel his repressed energy
reaching out to engulf me. Jim Penso was an im-
possible man to ignore. The others were watching
him, not me.

“§ thought you were dead,” | said, "I made
the mistake of trusting in the absence of a heart-

beat instead of the presence of an wunquenchable
spirit.”

Penso smiled and nodded and turned to Angelo.
"Coulld we be left alone for a few minutes, mv
friend?”

His tone surprised me. The old Penso would
have made his wishes more to the point. There
was obviously a high mutual regard between the

two men.
% % w

Their retreating footsteps sounded like a small
army coming from all directions. With just the two
of us left |1 felt like one of earth’'s last survivors,
so eerie and lonely was it in the vast caverm with
its odd rock formations.

"Let's have a drink.” Penso moved towards
the bar. “So you thought 1 was dead,"” he observed,
as if it was news to him.

| told him what had happened after his fall.
He had remained behind the bar, and we faced each
other across it like a publican and the first evening
customer.

“Didint Cummimgs tell you KL had survived?"

"No. When L reported you dead, he seemed
almost unconcerned. Told me to forget about it."

"By then he must have knowm 1 was alive. It
might have suited him to leave you with your own
thoughits on it. In fact, I wouldm™ put it past. him
to have generally encouraged the idea that | was
dead.”

"Because of something else he had in line for
vou?"

*Yes. It was the biggest job | had ever tackled.”
Penso dipped his swizzle-stick in his drink and
turned it. "I was not alone on it, and it's by no
means finished even mow.”

"Before you go on,” | said. "Wihat happened
after your fall? Where did you go to?" | could
have said the words for him, but 1 wanted to be
sure. Expecting his look of surprise and faint dis-
dain. 1 also bore his slight contempt.

"We were on a mission, weren't we? When |
came to, | went on to the pass as arranged."

ITinis was the old Jim Penso, so damned logical
and so completely inhuman. He was right, and it
did not help to know it. He would have left me. in
reversed positions. Had the mission failed, as |
thought it had, that failure would have been mine.

"I did what 1 thought was best for you.” | ex-
plained coldly. “Amd not because I liked youw.”

“Your priorities were wrong. David. They
always were.”

| could not face going back over the old gnmound
again. My past dislike of him was quickly welling
up. "We had better drop it," J said. “Let's leave
it that you're a damned fine agent, and that 1 was
a bloody poor one.”

- --Penso gave me a queer look. “Im your own line
you are a good agent. The field work was my job.”
then he said rather strangely, “Yow said was.”

L sdtared Wlankly @ bhim, wondering why Ius
lids were down, before comprehending. “1 jagged
it n." 1 explained. “Resigned.”

"Wiait are you doing here, then?" His voice
was loaded with suspicion and it was typical of him
to make no attempt to hide it.

"Why? Do you think I've been sent to keep an
eve on vou?"

His lids wgre almost fully closed, and 1 knew
L hhad miled Hnim.

"I'm here on holiday.” I told him. “purely and
simply. It was recommended to me by someone
we—lbotih knew. Curiosity dies hard when probing
is part of one’s nature, and has formed part of
one’s job. It was evident that there was some sort
of mystery here. In the course of probing it. some
peculiar things happened. An American named Bur-
bank was murdered, and 1 was forced off the idland
by some appalling hotel sarwice.™

Penso laughed. "I heard someone was making
enquiries about the grotto, so arranged with Angelo
to bring him here. I did not expect to see you. 1
reasoned that if Cummimes had sent you, he would
have warned me. If you were here by accident,
then I had to avoid you because I could not risk
recognition. Again, with Amgelo’s influence. 1 made
things difficult for you at the hotel. 1 was not really
surprised when | heard that vou had retwmned.”

“"Amd Bunrtami?™

"If 1 knew of a Burbank conmected with what
I'm on. I think you know | wouldnt tell you. Not
unlless you were assigned to me. But I'll tell you
this much, because | suspect you have another
reason for adkimg.”

Jim Penso swallowed half his drink, then, with
elbows on the bar, hands clasped, he faced me.
"“Tihere was an American nosing around here. Dark-
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haired, with gray running abundamtly through it.
Does- that fit Burbank?” When I nodded, he com-
tinued. “The day Michele prevented you from poking
around the chimney, he was up there too.”

"So Miclhele told you about me.”

Penso half smiled. “Did you  expect him not
to? It was another reason for getting you off the
island. | could- not understand what you were up
to. You were becoming an embarrassment. Anyway,
while ‘Michele was herding you away this other
fellow was actually climbing down the chimmey in
broad daylight. When he reached the bottom Angelo
let him have it with a gun butt. After Michele re-
turned. he and Primo took the American to Palermo
in the’ launch. He was swilled with ligquor and
dumped near the docks.”

"Amnd that's all that happened to Inim?"

Wearily Penso raised his glass. Before drinking,
he 'said. “Thats alll | told them to do. Theyire being
paid a fat fee for keeping me here and for doing
what I want. They would not disobey me. And there
would” be no point. What happened to him?"

| told him briefly.

"How did you find out?” he asked casually,
reaching” for the bottle of Campari.

"“Bumbamk and | had had a drink together. He
told me he worked at the American Emibessy in
Palermo, the day Michele shot at me I had seen
Burbank. Then he disappeared. When |1 went to
Palermo IL looked him up. They told me what had
happened, even thought for a time that I was im-
plicated. Wihen 1 eventually discovered you hiding

here: Nhdddotapptdaktotoygeul caare wierhdlplpy ywibpy

allaying future- Burbanks.”

"You might at that.” Penso made -a move ¢

towards my glass, but I shook my head. He eyed
me steadily, and he was worried, which was some-
thing new-in- my experience of him. “Dawvid,” he
said. *“1 can only tell ' you so much. Palermo is a

N.A.T.O. base and there is far more going on there-

at the' momemnt than meets the eye. The place is
crawling with agents, most of them unfiriendly. I'm
biding my time here until a particular moment.
Those agents who belong to countires supposedly
friendly are operating independently, without liaison.
It sounds stupid. but unfortumately there is good
reason: Just now there IS Ao trust. Se they find
themselves -chasing thelr tails and thelr ewn allies
Wihewer - fixed -BurBank &eized an opportunity be-
cause we had left Rim:epen t6 reprisal frem half
a dozen different sourees. There are far (69 many
of ‘us abeut. 1¥’s almest like an agents’ war. ORe
hears of 8Re heled U somewhere, and off 8ne goes
fese -te the growng.”

| had run into three, including Penso, during
my own brief visit to the iskand. "Wy don’t the
top- men organize themselves?’ [ suggested reasom-
ably.

Penso grimaced. “How much of a picture do
we chaps ever get? We live in a world of mystery.
However, | know sufficient to tell you that in this
they have their reasons. Good reasons."

1 was amazed to observe that Penso’s face was
damp. The veins at his temples were pulsing as if
to remind me of the occasion when I had found no
pulse. With incredible vehemence he said. "But
I'Il win this. My God I will. I'll beat the bastards,
the "lot- of tiinerm.”

And watching him I did not doubt it.

"“IKeep your ear to the ground.” he demanded.
“If any more fools come round, head them off and
let . me kmow."

“It's all right,” Jim. I'll help.” | was almost
sorry for him, but he killed it instantly as he half
smiled and said. "Nlow if Franca was keeping me
company, | could bear the wait better.”

Erom someone else it might have been inter
preted as a coarse but jocular remark, and really
harmlless. Erom Penso it was a genuinely callous
observation; a real desire.

Keeping my voice controlled, | said, *You have
Amgelo’s loyalty, I've no doubt of that because he's
that*sort of man. Whadever its cause, | imagine
that if Angelo makes a bargain, he keeps to it.
Just the same, | wouldnt test him too severely if
L were you. He's flond of Framcs."

Penso gave a strange little shrug, then came
round to my side of the bar. “Youw haven’t had
much of that,”” he said, indicating my drink.

"How long will you be holed up here?" | asked,
ignoring his observation.

"“I'm -waiting for a signal. A few days at the
most."” Coming up beside me, he looked out towards
the ddallemed sea. He seemed to be listening to it.

“You'lll have to stay the night, David. Pmrimo
can take FEranca and you back in the morning.™”
He suddenly grinned at me, a friendly, boyish,
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involuntary action.' Perhaps he was like this before
he«turned sour and became a highly effficient
machime. “So we work together once again. I must
tell Cummimges- when I see him.”

So that night I stayed -in‘ the villa. A certain
amount of rearrangement was necessary, and 1
was given a blanket and a pillow for the couch in
the living-room,

| was glad when we broke up. For some time
| sat smoking on’ the edge of the couch. Slipping
off my shoes, 1 lifted my legs on to the couch and
half lav, half sat with a hand supporting my neck.
Quite idly and without thought, I took in the detail
of the room. Armcihaiits, bookcase packed tight with
books, a glass display cabinet full of botties and
glasses, occasional tables. The walls were bare.
In one -corner was a radio; In another was a fall
instrument on a three-wheeled chromium stand with
a plastic hood over it. It looked like & Rhalr dryér.

Had there not been a hood over it, I would not
have bothered. As it was my ridiculous curiosity
compellled me to ease my tired body off the. couch
and’iim stockinged feet 1 padded over to the corner.
Pulling at the tape binding the hood to the stem
of the instrument, 1 lifted it up. 1 smiled to myself,

It was a sun-ray lamp; one of the type that
carried ultra-violet and infra-red. Turning out the
light 1 went back to my couch and pulled the blanket
over me. | was desperately tired, too tired (o go
over the evening’s events. Which turned out to be
a pity. But at that time [ could absorb only o
things; 1 had to help Penso whether I liked it or
not,. and tomorrow | would have to face Kennedv
and his eternal suspicion.

il fell asleep chuckling over the fact that Iim
Pense was. so cooped up that he had to use a sun
lamp to obtain his tan. Yet -he was wise. In a sun-
soaked country no one is more conspicuous than
the pallid visitor not yet golden brown. But Penso
was always clever, blast him.

chapterS &

EFORIE Franca and I left in the launch early
the follown morning, a cheerfulness had cre
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“He was once quite gay,” she said. "And ve
human.” Then, at a seeming tangent, she added;
“I used to share my villa with another girl. About
my own age. We almost grew up as sisters, and
in a sense we were. She was Amgelo’s daughter,
Maria."

| had an uneasy insight of what was coming,
but I dared not speak.

"She had a beautiful body, David, and she was'
gay, lively and complietely irresponsible. Jim Penso
was very much in love with her. Amgelo did not
mind. He liked Penso, and in mamy ways they
were similar.

"For a long time Maria and Jim Penso courted
together. It was understood that they would marry.
Until he actually asked her. Maria .laughed in his
face and fold him he would never have suffficient
money to keep her. Just that. She could be terribly
cruel. There- was no -other man. 8He had had her
furi ‘and it was over. In ltaly we take these things
seriously. Maria had disgraced Amgklo’s manme—"

;Seeing my -puzzled frown, Franca interrupted
herself. “Oh, yes,” she said. “[Ewven a gangster has
his- pride, and none more than Ampells: It. was a
long time before we saw Jim Penso again. When
we did, he was a changed ,rmvam; & mmam who . Hed
made work his god because he dare not give his
mind. time to dwell on what might have been. In
the meantime Maria had married a wealthy busimrss-
man. They live in Rome and have three childrem™

I waited while I mulled over the story. “Are
you telling me, then, that Amgelo is harboring Penso
because. pf a conscience; some obligation he feels
he must show; some loyalty to a friend who has
been let down by his own family?”

. “That is what I am telling you. I—like you,
David. 1 think you should know that what binds
Amgelo to Jim Penso is something far less flexible
than momney. Such a bond will not be easily brokem.™

"I don't understand you, my dear. I've no wish
to break it.”

Franca made a move to go. “I’'m sure you
don’t. But if the occasion arises when you do, just
bear in mind what I have told yow.”

| extracted no more from her. I took her back
to her villa, but it was a strangely subdued journey,
our ‘'minds on entirely different chanmels. It seemed
that the Franca | had first met had disappeared
for ever. At her door, she stopped, apparently in no
hurcy to go inside. Then she smiled at me a little
wistfully; if there was concern in her gaze, there
was also pleasure. “Wihen you were away yesierday
they annoumced the dance.”

'The dance?” | emquired.

“Just once in a while we have a dance in the
night club by the hotel. A band comes over from
Palermo. It is tonight, and there will be fireworks.
Are you goimng?"

The nightclub was a grotto deep in the rock
beside the hotel. 1 had not been in it. “If you’ll
partner me, I'll go.”

llll join you for dinner. Thank you for inviting

" Franca laughed at my surprise, then entered
her villa.

| was in no hurry to get back., I was happy
about taking Franca to the dance, but I wished I
knew more about her. She had given me some sort
of oblique warning that meant nothing to me. I
still thought that basically she had Angelo’s interests

at heart, and therefore 1 suppose I was still wary
of her.
% x »*

Collecting my key, I went up to my room, um-
locked the door and went in. About to close the door
behind me, someone pushed me in the back-and I
went sprawling across the bed. As | landed, I heard
the door close.

Pulling myself up, I turned to see Kennedy by
the door. My first reaction was that his heavy
brogues were incongruous with his bare, hairy legs
and bathrobe. He had his hands deep in the pockets
of his robe, and by the position of one of them I
guessed he was holding a gun.

1 don’t like being pushed, particularly in the
back. IL don’t relish the idea of being shot either,

I did not like his mood.

I was too far from him to attempt the foolhardy,
and I imagined that had been the object of his
push. Instead of rushing him I sat on the edge of
the bed and swore at him. He was wnmoved.

“Just . what are you playing at, Lawreace? If
[ have to beat the truth out of you 1 will.”

My glance strayed to his pocket. “I reckon you
wouldn’t be fussy about what you used to do it with,:
either. How did you get in without a key?””

“I don't need keys, and no, I wouldn’t be fussy



about what 1 used.
dirty two-tiimer.”

“Js that what 1 am?” 1 knew it would annoy
him, so 1 rolled on to my back, hands across my
stomach, head on pillow.

Kenmedy stood with his feet apart, hands still in
his pockets, and silently watched me for several
seconds. He was tough, but also very clever. He
would not have come here out of anger.

"That was quite a good story about the acous-
tics/" he said. “I noticed their peculiarity myself.
| didn't believe you then. I don’t now.” Kennedy
scratched his ear. “I saw you last night,” he com-
tinued. "Wiith the girl. You must have enjoyed the
rungs. Me, 1 had to climb down. There was a grid
at the bottom. Suddenly they had decided to use a
grid. Affter you had entered.”

“I suggested they put it there,” 1 admitted
casually. “I' didn’t think you had believed me
either, because you're a disbelieving type. |
thought you'd follow.”

J had scored a point, and 1 saw his uncertaintv.

"Wihy shut me out?”

"Tihey dont know about you, if that's what's
worrying you. J told them 1 had been down before,
how easy it was, that’s why they put up the grid.
Winat I went for is not conmected in any way with
our little jaunt together., It may seem so. It is
not.” A mixture of truth and lies. 1 am ashamed
to admit that I was beginning to enjoy myself. |
was feeling very confident, because 1 knew he could
not break down my story.

Kenmedly's face crinkled into a grin. He shook
his head and chuckled. “She’s a nice Jlooking
dame,” he said. He came over, still chuckling, and
sat on the edge of the bed, his back half turned
to me. I did not really see the movement, but 1
have often reconstructed it since. The stiffened
edge of his hand crashed under my nose. The pain
was so excruciating that my whole body arched off
the bed in a belated reflex action to ease the un-
bearable pressure under my nose which I was cer-
tain he had broken.

My mind became a mass of swollen wooliness
through which a throbbing pain continued to pound.
By the time I feebly grasped at retaliation, L could
only see a screened haze of shape through the tears
which had spurted to my eyes. L peered out to see
Kennedy now sitting on the end of the bed, his gun
directed at my chest. He showed no pity, and wore
the bleak expression of his kind in momemts like
this. Climbing off the bed, I went to the washbasin
and did something about the blood streaming from
my nose. When I had stemmed the flow, I wiped
my face with a towel.

“Wihat made you stop?” I gibed. “Yaoui're going
soft.”

"Unnorscious men cannot talk, Lawrence. Now
listen to me. The reason I don’t knock your brains
ocut here and now is because of the rumpus it will
cause, nothing more. As you well know, lives have
been lost, others are in the balance, including yours.
You are not the person I want, but the momemt 1
find you are protecting him, then within minutes of
that time I will kill yow.”

Kenmedy unwound himself, and slowly backed
to the door. He had meant every word.

Aftter he had gone, I bathed my face. My nose
was still very sore and my head still muzzy. Well,
if Kennedy had known what he was talking about,
| certainly did not. To my knowledge, only Bur-
bank had been killed. It looked as though Penso
was right. Something was going on down here,
with too many agents confusing the issues simply
because there was no co-operation at the top and
not a little distrust. It would have helped to know
what the issue was, but I did not expect Penso or
Kennedy to enlighten me on that. 1 knew the game,
and I knew the rules. I wondered if Kennedy sus-
pected it was a British agent Angelo was sheltering.

Pulling up a chair I stood on it to scan the
wardrobe top. There was rough wood and dust and
nothing:else. 1 had not expected to find the gun, of
course. Neverthelless, I felt naked without it, be-
cause | strongly believed that I would need it. But
! could not blame Kenmedy for taking it back. So
tar as he was concerned I was now clearly the
enemy.

J had no idea what he would do. I could only
try to watch him and keep him out of Penso's
way. Penso was a good agent; so was Kennedy.
For the task of protecting one and misleading the
other, I had only myself to blame. By so doing,
perhaps 1 was really protecting them both, and that
seemed satisfying, but subsequently proved that I
was nowhere near as good as 1 thought I was.

Franca took my mind off things. Winitever had
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I'd use anything at all on a

been troubling her had gone, or had been put aside.
We met ior dinner and did not discuss anyone on
the island but ourselves. The sight of her alone was
sufficient to distract me. Evidently a dance on the
istand was something to be grasped at. As she
came along the terrace I stopped her at arm's
length. That others were watching did not concern
me. Heads could turn and fill with envy. Her jade
green dress swirled about her knees; it fitted
closely emphasizing her tiny waist, and the shoe-
string straps contrasted with her splendidly beauti-
ful shoulders. She looked lovely and mature and
beautifully composed.

To hell with everything, I thought. Franca was
with me and very much a woman, and L cursed my
stupidity in being so slow to acknowledge it. Eor
the first time, L accepted her as she was, without
thought of implications, loyalties or anything else.
I was proud to be with herr—and Inappy, tQo.

After dinner, we stepped to the night club en-
trance. The entrance was a natural cavity in the
rock face. Against one wall concrete steps
descended sharply to the club some 20 feet below.
If Ustica abounded with grottos, the islanders cer-
tainly knew how to make use of them. The dance
floor was solid rock, levelled and polished, smooth
under the feet.

We followed the rope guide fixed at the side of
the steps, threaded our way through the dancers
and found a table in a deep cleft. It was not
seclluded, but offered just a modicum of privagy.
We danced and laughed and drank, finally joining
in with another group near us. The stage artists
were excellent. There were some fine voices, and
Sicilian melody is a brand L could never tire of.

So we enjoyed ourselves. | saw Kennedy ecome
down the steps alone. Mest tables were already
occupied. He saw but ignored us. | hoped he weuld
turn away, and he did. Quite slowly he aseended
without another glance down.

Puring one of the intervals, a shout went up
that the fireworks were about to start, and every-
one scrambled towards the steps. There was plenty
of good-natured jostling, but there was no real rush.
Near the top the crowd thickened, wailting to get
through the grotto mouth into the air. I was held-
ing the rope guide on the edge of the steps with
one hiznd and Franca’s arm with the other. We
moved upward slowly, We were near the top when
amidist a burst of laughter and cheering those at
the rear pushed forward. 1 couid feel the pressure
from behind, but it was controlled and there was
no danger. Franca and 1 looked at one anoether
and laughed. In that instant 1 unequivocably ae-
cepted just how much I wanted to be with her.
Another surge forward and someone Wwhipped my
feet from under me.

I went hurtling under the rope, over the side
of the steps. Framca screamed as | let go of her
arm, and she was carried up with the crowd, 1
grabbed at the steps, but my hands merely slipped
over the concrete, leaving some of my flesh behind.
Someone was pushed forward on to one of my
clutching hands, and, while the pain was excruciat-
ing, it checked my momentum just sufficiently for
me to throw out my other hand and grasp at the
base of one of the stanchioms suppeorting the rope
guide.

The 1oot lifted from my hand and my body spun
round. I saw the boulders gyrate immediately be-
low me, and I hung on grimly for my life. The hand
that had been stamped on was useless. Franca
screamed again, and a great silence followed from
the crowd. Then it was over. Dozens of eager
hands were grasping at my arms until once again
L was stamding among tinem.

Franca, who had been carried several steps
beyond the point of the accident, fought her way
down towards me. Her anguish was worth the
momemt. People were hustling about us, kind, com-
cerned people, but I laughed it off with an effort.
I did not want an inquest. From then on. Franca
clung to me as if she feared 1 would run away. I
could understand the incident upsetting her but her
fear went far deeper than that. Her fear em-
braced the future, and I could see it in the surrep-
titious glances she cast as we left the grotto.

Her immediate concern on reaching the terrace
was for my crushed hand. She wanted to take me
off and attend to it. But although it burmed with
the slow pulsing pain of fingers caught in a door, 1
was able to move it and no bomes were broken.
Easing my hand in my trousers pocket, I put my
other arm round her waist and led her towards the
low wall of the terrace. People were already lining
it. and we had to move towards the far end before
we found an empty space. .

There was great merriment. as the fireworks
were let off, the mirror of sea providing a duplicate
performance. Along the edge of the landing space
great batches, of roman candles were ignited at
once until the whole sea front was.a mass of brill-
liant light. Ammomg the .excited faces peering over
the parapet 1 saw Kennedy.,.

I saw Franca’s childlike interest gather, so 1
chose the moment to reflect a little on my own. It
had been no accident the way my legs had been
knocked fromm under me; it had been a carefully
executed, vigorous sweep of someone else’s leg.
Whase? A few days ago I would not have been so
concerned. As ] looked at Framca's animated face
beside me | faced the fact that now 1 was greatly
concerned. —

I made myself take an interest in the fireworks.
L wondered iff Angelo @and Michele were in one off
the boats illumimated by the constant colored flashes
on the sea. They would not be allowed in the hotel.
Amyway, their job was to guard Jim Penso. and
they had no further quarrel with me.because 1 was
endeavoring, to do the same.

Taking Franca home after midmight was like
taking my first girl out. I had shut myself out too
long. Life continued whether or not | liked it. There
was nothing I could do about the past, whatever
my distaste for my part in it. But I could try to do
something about the future.

At the villa I kissed her. 1 had meant it to be
a gentle, sweet affair, but it did not finish like tinat.
I had medkoned without Franca and the nmdisesimg
of my own bottled emotioms. When danger
threatens, and 1 think we both knew that it d'd.
passion is apt to run riot.

I had never doubted that Franca could be
warm-blooded. What did surprise me was the dis-
covery that 1 was not the cold fish I had imagined.
But none of this was really important. Wihat mat-
tered was the gentle strength of her in my arms,
her endearments, and the indescribable pleasure of
simply holding her body to mine and knowing that
she was as happy as I. -

| would not forget this night. As I made .my
way back to the hotel later, there were no lights
and the moon had disappeared. The quiet darkmess
and the early morning chill brought back reality of
a different kind. I hoped that nothing would be
spoiled between Franca and me. Had 1 tried to
pinpoint my sudden depression I might possibly
have solved my problems and saved some lives.
As it was my mind by-passed the implicatioms be-
cause too much had happened to grasp it all and
segregate it for analysis. Muwuch was also wnknown
to me.

I reached my room without seming anyone; 1
had not expected to. Whoever had tried to kill me
wanted natural causes or misadventure.

* % N

A constant rapping on my door awoke me.

Sleep was becoming as elusive as Kennedy's
thoughts. ] opened the door, and the receptionist
thrust an envelope into my hand, then rushed off.
Inside was a short note from Angelo.

‘Il can spare Micihele until tomorrow night

but no longer. Angelo.’

I did not understand it. So I washed, dhaved,
dressed and went down to the lobby. The clerk
who had delivered the note looked up when 1 asked
him from whom he received it. He stared blanklv,
then rememberd.

“I forget to tell you, signor. He is out beyond
the terrace, near the church. You will know him.”

L set off to the willage sguare. Michele was
standing outside the church doors. 1 almost missed
him at first. IL had to look twice. He wore a white
linen suit with a white tropical trilby. His shoes
were white buckskin; his shirt of the finest silk,
with a pale buff tie and matching handkerchief in
his breast pocket. His empty sleeve had been
tucked neatly into a pocket. Michelle was a different
person, immaculate.

His grin was the same. It spread across his
face, almast removing his new air of regpactability.

“Wiixit the devil are you doing dressed up like
that? You look as if you’re going to Palermo on
business.”

'**To Palermo, si, signor. On busimess, no.”

Michele's hand Ralf rese te serateh his head,
then he remembered he was Wwearing a hat. He
hesitated, shrugged, teek eff his hat and seratched.
\t destreyed an 1llusion and brought back fiesh and

bleed. .
“Wihait's the note mean?" 1 asked.

“Mean?’ Michele was hurt. "We are going to
Etna, signer. We arranged.”
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1 had forgotten about it. There had been no
defimu¢e’ arrangement, but: English habits were cum-
bersome here, and unmecessary. He had called to
take me. Well, why not? ‘1 suddenly found reasons
why not. Penso did not know about Kennedy as far
as 1 was aware.1 hadn’t told him because I had
hoped to talk the American out of his interest in
the grotto. Amd I wanted no trouble between them,
Which still left Kennedy loose. There was Franca.
I did not like the idea of pushing off for the day
without informing her.

Thinking quickly, I decided to go. If Kennedy's
misguided diligence led him to trouble while I was
away, well, it was up to him. | somehow felt I was
letting Jim Penso down by not keeping an eye on
Kennedy, but it was practically unavoidable. Amy-~
way, if I refused, Michele would get suspicious. I
wanted to avoid that. It was a bad decision all

round.
“Look. 1 haven’t had breakfast yet,” I said to
Michele. “Whille I'm having it and packing some

pyjamas, will you go along to Franca and explain?
Ask her if she can come. I'll meet you at the land-
ing stage.”

I hurried back to the hotel, thinking the break
would do me good, and during it I might develop a
better perspective. 1 suspected, too, that Angelo
was keen for Michele to have a break.

The launch was lying off by the time I reached
the landing stage. Primo saw me coming down the
steps and swung the craft in. I jumped aboard as
she came alongside, and Michelle steadied me as
| swayed. My small grip 1 threw down in front of
the stern . locker beside a suitcase 1 supposed was
Michelke"s.

L had been disgppointed mot tio sse Franca in
the launch, but not really surprised. Women liked
preparation. Also, I suspected that if we were to go
out together she would not want Michele hovering
around. Not after last night. And for that matter,
nor would J. Michele told me she would see me
LOMOrrow.

Primo dropped us off by the docks in Palemmo.
A car was waiting on the road, with a chauffeur
who greeted Michele effusively, and we drove off
to the Alitalia office to drop our bags. We were
Hying to Catania that evening, where we would stay
the night. In the morning we would go up Etna,
and then return. When | inquired about the air
tickets, Michele waved it aside.

“I. have the tickets, signor. Amgelo can well
afford to pay, and he misjudged you. He owes you
something,"

\ For a 35-muinute flight it was not worth arguing
about.

There was time to spare before our flight, and
Michgle was a good companion and guide. We
lunehed, we rode about town, and in the evening the
ear was there to drive us to the airpert. Net for
Angsle’s guest the long drive in an airline coaeh.

It was dusk by the time the D.€C.6B ook off.
We climbed rapidly abeve the sometimes barren,
sometimes fertile, Sieilian hills. Full darkmess ever-
took us during the short journey. Michesle touehed
meé on the shoulder and pointed to the window.
Loeking out, I saw the red, spewing lava ef Etna
fl@wmg; like an inflamed ch@kmg tongue protivding
from its roaring mouth. The mountain itself was
noe darker than the night and indiseernible, making
the slow, treacle movement of scorching destrue-
tlon more awe-linspiring, as if it eame from the sky
itself. We began to descend, leaving Hell above us.

A big Lagonda was waiting at the airport.
Amgelo had evidently forgotten nothing, although to
him it would be routine. Again Michele knew the
driver, but sat with me in the baek, very much the
overlord.

The car stopped outside the hotel and Miehele
put his hand en my arm a little sheepishly. The
driver had half turned towards us, his expression
hopeful. "Signor,” said Michele hesitantly. “Guide
and } are old friends. It is a long time since we
met. Signor Lawrence, will 1 fail in my duty te you
it b talk"to him for a little while?*

From Michelle’'s pleading eyes 1 turmed to the
driver's uncertain eagerness. The boys wanted a
night out together. Apart from not wanting to stop
ihem, an evening on my own would suit me well.

P grinned and nodded and reached for my gmip
at my feet. “I'm turning in early. What time do
we start tomorrow?”

“At halt-past 7, signor.
we have to get back to Ustica.
here them.”

It was an early start, but as it was costing me
nothing, I could hardly complain. "“Givve me your
case, Michele. I'll take it in for youw.”?

Its a long climb and
The car will be
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"No, no, signor!” He was grinning widely at me
and IL heard Ckiido chuckle. “There are things I
might want, you understand.” He gave me a sly
wink, which 1 vaguely understood. They were off
for a night on the town.

1L stmpped out, while 2 uniformed hotel porter
came to hold the door. When 1 turned to say fare-
well to Michele, he had disappeared. Then I saw
him bending down as if searching for something on
the car floor. I followed the porter to the hotel
foyer. |

After Ustica, the freshmess of a big modern
hotel was ersatz. This night I should miss that
brown hunk of unkempt volcanic rock alone with
its sea bed and absence of petrol fumes and me-
chanical noise. 4

I signed in and was taken up to the fiourth
floor. Angelo had prepared the unmewessary luxury
of a suite for the single night. 1 was not com-
plaining.

Affter a short stroll round the centre of the
city, I turned in. I was in bed, reaching out to turn
off the light when my stomach scurried in panic.
Someone had walked over my grave. The sudden
sick apprehension was so quick that 1 afterwards
wondered if it had really been there. As I crept
down in bed 1 wondered what had caused it. But
all I achieved was a sour taste in my mouth and
a frantically searching mmind.

chaptet- 9

Y morning the feeling had gone. But not the im-
‘=¥ pression. it had left. Whattever had made me
nervous had no roots in anything I could pinpoint.
The only thing left for me to do was to keep my
eyes open . and,my wiits stizmampm.

At exactly 25 minuites past 7 1 was down in
the foyer with my grip. At that time there was
only a sleepy night receptionist and a hall porter.

Outtside, the morning was still crisp, the sky
misting with heat yet to come. The Lagonda was
by the curb. I waved aside the porter who hurried
after me for Michele was not in the car and |
wanted to wait for him before getting in. Guido
gave me a slightly guilty look and a tired, came-
less salute as if his arm was older than his body.
He climbed out of the car and came over to me.

“I'll wait for. Michele.”

Guido rubbed his long nose. He was embaur-
rassed. “We have to pick Michele up, sigmor.”

*Whny, where’s he gone?’ I had no intention of
moving without Michele.

A sly look. crept into Guidle's eyes. “Michele
did not come back to the hotel, signor. He—was
invited to a house a little further along.”

So Michele had stayed the night with a woman.

“Then you'd better go and fetch Inim.”

“I can do, signor. But it's on our way; just a
few minutes from here.”

It sounded reasonable. I kept my eyes open
and climbed in. A few mimutes away, in a quiet,
respectable side street, I saw Michele by the curb
with his suitcase, talking to the driver of a Eiat.
The Lagonda pulled up behind it. Tine next thing |
knew Guido and Michele were arguing violently,
with the other driver casting the odd spanner. 1
climbed out.

"Wieitt's the matter?”

-Michele grinned with an
control,” gesture.

"1 decided we should use the smaller car,
Slgnor Lawrence. Guiido objects, but he will do as
L say"

Cuide scowled and spat inte the gutter. The
other driver; a dark-haired, shirt-sleeved youth with
a week's fluff on bis e;hm, stood nodding in agree-
ment.

"Wy a smaller ear?”

"“Tihere "are a lot of bends on the Etna road,
andq?it is narrow. It is better to have the smaller
car.’

I eouldn't argue, because 1 did not know the
Etna road.

Micthele went to the Lagonda and pulled out my
grip, loading it into the boot of the Fiat with his
own case. That seemed to be that.

We drove out on to the coast road, and the
Mediterranean stretched out like litmus with the
early morning sun streaking it with alkali. I missed
Nie extra comfort of the Lagonda, but the Fiat
moved in and out of the early traffic and it
obviously had a scuped-up engine,

Etna reared black in the morning light, dwarf-
ing all around it. What seemed a long time later,
we bore inland and began to climb.

There was soon evidence of lava; great areas

“everything’s wnder

of it in grotesque shapes. On the lower slopes, there
was plenty of growth. Amd then, surprisingly, we
were passing through vineyards, rich and full.

Micihele explained, for he saw my oconfusion.
“The finest grapes in Sicily are grown on the lower
lava belts.” He pursed his lips. “Beautiful wine.”

Looking at him 1 noticed his white suit was
still immacullate, hi§ creases perfect. His hat was
lying on the seat between us. He picked it up and
put it on, pulling down the brim. 1 wondered why
Michele had been so vehement about changing
vehicles.

Climbing as we were, twisting and winding our
way upwards, was like negotiating some nightmare
slag-ineap. A disturbing possibility occurred to me.

"But Etna’s in eruption now.”

"S§1.” Michele nodded casually. “Om the other
side. It will not harm you.” Seeing that he had not
convimced me, he added, “Etma is gigantic. There
are good roads, as you see. Amd near the swmmit
there i1s an hotel and a cable-car.”

Toni the driver took a hairpin bend too fast,
and 1 was thrown against Michele. I was sitting on
his armlless side and his shoulder holster pressed
into my arm. Until then, I had not known that he
was carrying a gun. Was he expecting an attack
on me?

Micthelle glanced obliquely at me. He smiled. ™I
hope my gun did not bruise you, Signor Lawrence.
I always carry it in Sicily. Here 1 have old finemds,
and ememies.”

Sitting beside me, so close in the small car,
Micthelle looked huge. | was used to his rugged grin
and crinkly hair, and at times it was easy to forget
that he was a gunman. But that was exactly what
he was, and his proximity on a lonely road, with
barren lava waste all around us, at the next corner
and the next, instilled into me the truth. It was a
belatedly sombre thought. I still liked him, but as
| made a covert study of his hardened profile, IL was
also afraid of him. He was prepared for sommething.
Perhaps he conveyed it by being too relaxed.

We were now progressing through utter desola-
tion. The dry lava beds lay thick and black and
brittle wherever we looked. 1 knew that a climb
from sea level to some 10,000 feet must entail an
area of considerable size, but 1 had not expected
this. Amn undulating sea of blackmess stretched end-
lessly to the sky on either side of us. There was
no beauty in it, but a spirit of some kind embraced
its coarse uglimmss and I couf! feel it. The sun was
bright but the air was chill il a wind blew tiny
spirals of dust before it eddied away.

Etna was compllete mastwr ip here, for one’s
eyes could absorb nothing ew This barren im-
mensity gave an impression Ot enormous power;
reminding one of the rumbling, scalding destiruction
and death lying beneath its grim, harsh outlines.

Our climb became more gradual then we flat-
tened out and the road ran along the lip of a series
of hillocks and deep basins, some almost valleys.
We passed the hotel, a big. one standing by the
roadside as if it had been mislaid. A little farther
on was the cable-car leading to the sammit, below
which on the farther side the red-hot earth was
disgorging. There was no one about; a world of
devastation. Cruising on for a while, we eventually
pulled up round the side of a gray conical-sghaped
mass. The hotel was lost to view. We were alone.
We climbed out.

At once | noticed the thin sharpmess of the air.
Although the sky was quite clear, with the sun a
highly polished gold plate, it was crisp at this alti-
tude. Ahead of us ranged the hills and the valleys of
a dead world. Old craters were numerous, lying in
basins or moumted on blunt pinmacies. In and around
them was a strange beauty, cold yet fascinating.
Pastel shades of dull pinks, blues and yellows
blended into the crater moumdls and along their
lips. The three of us stood there a little awed. 1
imagined it to be a miniature of the moon. It
stretched wherever we looked, a hard, formidable
waste of cold lava which suddenly dropped from
view where the sky met it, giving the impression
that to walk to its edge was to fall off the world.
A few small narrow paths snaked in and out and
over the harsh undullatioms which time and trippers
had made.

Without removing his gaze from the bleak deso-
lation facing us, Michele said, “There are about
250 craters such as these.” Amd with those words
he had summed up something of the enormity ot
Etna.

Toni stayed by the car while Michele and 1
followed a foot-impressed path down into a basin
with a pursed-lipped crater at its centre. As we
braced our feet against the steep descent, we could
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see down past the jagged rim and into the crater

itsedif./,

“How deep are they?” I asked, surprised at my
sudden, shortmess of breath.

We hailted in front of the crater, both a little
breathiless after the climb down. Michele was look-
ing straight ahead. He said, “They vary, signor.
Perhaps about 60 feet™

J knew then that Miichele intended to kill me. As
he had spoken, his eyes had betrayed a momentary
tinge of regret. Had I looked at him a second later
I would have missed it. He did not really want to

de it, but he weuld do it thoroughly just the same.
h tmink e liked me, but that would mot stop Iim.
It eame to me as a great shock. But this was not
the moment to consider motives.

Instead of flying to escape my mind immedii-
ately anchored on Franca. It was a hell of a time
to realize. what she meant to me. Eor one reason

8F anether | had been relustant to dwell e muech
8R her. New that it seemed |. eould net have her
anyway, | had ne exeuse for helding baek, and
%V/%FX/E IR 1R me seized eagerly at the truth. Hew
b wished | had wid her hew I feli=how h really
felt. | mean. If she felt the same way, she musk
at this mement, haye stirred inside, sueh was the
intensity of my sudden yearning. Well, at least |
had experieneed this mement. Semething had fled
away frem me for ever, and semething more wom-
derkul, infinitely more endurable, had taken its
place. | weuld never be able to tell her. fitnis |
weuld regret to the last moment. Yet | was damned
glad She was not here.

_ Mighele was speaking to me. I just caught.the
tail end of it.

® .". . all right, Signor Lawrence?"

| almest laughed. It was so typical of the man
0 ask if | was all right just before making certain
that Hivas not. I wondered how much he had seen
i MY faee.

The ery of self-presevation was creeping in.
and all the better for its delay. For it warned me
pot to run now. Tori was on the ridge above us,
his shirt flapping in ihe breeze. It occurred to me
that Michele would want me further from the road

before putting a bullet through me and pushing me
into ene of the 250 eraters. A body ecould lie in
one of them for ever without being found.

| told him the thin air had probably rebbed my
braln of oxygen, and he seemed satisfied. We elimib-
ed up the other side of the basin, then followed a
narrow track along a ridge between two ecraters.
Eventually the path went straight up a black hilloek
like a Roeman road. We went up slewly. Reaehing
the top, we could see for miles. The hotel stood out
like a model well below us and a good distance
away. Toni and the Fiat were still visible, Toni
opened the car door. I saw him reaeh inside the
car, taking something out and put it in his peeket.

Michele pgently propelled me down the other
side of the hillock. At its foot, on level ground, was
another, low-mimmed crater. Michele stepped from
the path, and led me over the black crumbling
cinders towards it. He was slightly ahead of me,
for the time was not yet. Quickly | looked around.
We were completely alone. Toni and the hotel had
gone from sight. We were surrounded by sombre
dumes and loose covered dells. Amazimgly, the odd
stunted shrub sprouted; one had small bluish
flowers.

Micihele was careless to be so over-aanfiident.
I hit him on the base of his neck with my closed
fist; L hit him hard. He crumpled to his knees
in front of me. Then he heeled over, his legs drawn
up.

I reached down for his gun. | had never doubted
Micihelle’s - toughmess, but L had evidently misjudged
its extent. He was dazed when he should have been
unconscious; his eyes glassy when they should have
closed. His big hand came over and grasped my
wrist, .pulling me forward. Wihen I raised my left
hand to hit him again, he jerked me down, and 1
went sprawling flat on my face over his legs. The
inbred training of the gutters worked for him. As
I rolled away he kicked me in the back, just. miss-
ing my spine. As it was, I was half paralyzed.

It was agony to crawl to my kmees. But | had
to, and quick. Still on all fours, I looked  back.
Micihele was coming round. In a half-coomprethemding
sort .of way, his sight wavered toward me. By this
time | was up. I was coming back at him when ]
saw his hand move toward the inside of his jacket.
Behind the glaze of his eyes. |1 could see him- bat-
tling, for full control of himself.

Michele with a gun in his hand meant that I
had szwonds to live. I fled because I hadn’t the time
to reach him again.

In rarefied air at 10,000 feet, my lungs verged
on collapse. My heart thumped out like an ancient
pump, -protesting at every stride. My legs would

not operate as they should; my blood lacked the’

oxygen it craved.

| had not heeded direetion. Now as | halied.
my meuth wide open, my lungs F&&%Iﬂ BF alF i
eould feel and hear the tremendeous thudding inside
my chest. It became meore pendereus uptil | was
certain it would stop -altogether: My miRd was
woolly and | was quite dazed. There was Re Hme
to rest, h started forward again. Apart frem bBeing
on top of a veleano, | had ne idea where | was.
The direction of the hetel was but a vague guess,
because my course had been erratie. Up and dewh
Iaga hills and skirting eraters, L might ReWw be aRy-
where.
~ I'was suddenly lonely in this unusual wilderness
with so many similar landmarks that there might
as well be noene. | wanted to sink dewn and Fest:
but b knew | eould not. To preve it; Michele lumher-
ed in view. He had selected a high peint and almest
at once he located me. It was ne eomfoFt t8 kAOW
that if he ran his lungs weuld rasp as mine did; For
he had the means in his ene big hand ef SheFten-
ing our distance by at least 40 yards. o
" Seeing him  sweedy himself, L immediately
stumbled on, _agzaggmg aimilessly. b didat hear the
shot. Semething hit the shoulder padding 8f My
jacket and spun me vound. Even then | had the
sense to keep moving. Te hit an awkwardly mevin
target at that range was fantastic shooting: |t d
nething for my waning reserves, ROF did the kRO
edge that he had a sileneer. My main hepe had

been that shots might bring someone from the hetel. |
Finally | had to stop. | erawled behind the t8FR |

ridge of a erater and waited for my palnful §a§9§
to subside. If onlv 1 knew which wav to head for
the hotel. . .

Again Michele was in view. He was moving
quickly, but he was not running. He had no need.
All he had to do was plod on and wait for me ©
wear myself out. Had 1 carried a gun myself. |
would have used it by now, as Michele well knew.
L cursed iKennedy tihenm flor tadking back Ihis gun. Un-
reasonably | cursed him solidly from lips still gasp-
ing at air.

I'he nim | was crouched behind was hard t© my
touch. Its edges were jagged and torn. All the time
Michele remained on high ground, | could peer be-
tween the serrations and keep him in view. The
danger would arise when he came lower. He must
have realized this, for he started walking dewn the
slope, scanning as he came.

My breathing was easier but my back was still
painful where he had kicked me. Michele gradually
disappeared from view as he descended. | heard
nothing. Eor a big man he trod very lightly. He was
playing a game he- knew.

b could have backed carefully away. I exen
considered it. Then I realized that L could go on
like that for only so long. Umlkess | reached the
hotel 1 had no chance. Fimally I decided to risk
staying and then back-tirack.

The crater rim where L crouched was some-
what lower than the far side. Near me was a sec-
tion like a slice cut from a cake. Moving noise-
lesdly, I reached it. Placing a foot in its base and
holding the lava walls on either side, | levered my-
self up but remained crouched. My footing wasn't
too safe, and there was space for only one foot.
Steadying myself, I peered down.

The sight did nothing for my nerves. The drop
was not sheer. But it was a long way down to the
yellowish brown uneven floor below. The walls slop-
ed down at an acute angle to some 65 feet below.
On the bed of the crater were lumps of solidified
lava like grotesque rocks. I had hoped to find some
sort of ledge on which to kneel. There was mothing
sO convenient.

Wihat there was, however, was a small rough
hollow just beside the V in which | was stamding.
Experimentally I swung my other leg inside the
crater, grimly hanging on to the one wall of the V
with both hands. The hollow was too shallow and
curved to take my weight, but it did afford a
rough, very temporary foothold. Most of my weight
was still on my foot in the crutch of the V.,

By so suspending myself, all my body except
part of one leg and a foot was hidden behind the
crater wall. | improved my comfort by moving my
right hand to the top of the crater rim, leaving
my left hand clutching the side of the V.

i hwng tihere, wondering flor hhow long 1 couwild
keep it up and listening intently for any sound of
Micihelle. If he saw me now, L might just as well

let go and get it over with. This was no brave
thought of mine but an increasingly resigned one. 1
was so exhausted,'so full of despair, that I deluded
myself into forgetting how sweet life was when it
came to the point' of dying.

By putting extra-pressure on nfiy left foot, | was
able- to ease my body - slightly to one side and look
out. I' could see the dark brittle stretches ahead of
me  before they ¢€limbed -high' to the next hillock:
There -was no beauty in it now. Michele had selected
his place of execution with extreme care. No one
would find a body in one of Etna’s craters. No one
would even ftry.

I almost missed Michelle- His broad back
passed a few feet from me, For a moment he stood
still, gun in hand, his head slowly turning.

Breathlessly | drew back, hoping to God that he
would not see my foot." Time was endless before |
ventured- to peer again. The strain on my arms and
legs verged‘on the -unbearable: L simply could’ not
stay suspended there any longer. Calling on my. last
reserves. | looked out again,
~ Mishele was some distanee away, elimbing up the
ineline. Held on just a little lenger, 1 told mysels
Seeconds only. Wait till he's over the Fise.

Grritting my teeth, I clung there, strength almost
gone and the sweat of weakmess and fear stimemmming
down me. | followed Micihele’s retreating figure, the
glare of the sun on his back forming a haze. Taking
my gaze from him. I followed the route ahead of
him, willing him to go faster. My sight wandered
up the slope to its summit, where Toni was stamding
grinning down at me. His gun arm was rising even
before I saw him. .

chapier 10

Ml@HELE must have knewn Toni was there,
YA but  hes had 'his- head lowered a%%jinSt the
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Fighting Back the darkmess; | stopped the &
hurtling reund the crater FiM and drey it Back intg
fecus. The HM was a 1ong: hopsless distapce koM
me. Atter shiding dewn the erater wall | had dreppsd
enly the last hQ feet; where the wall hellewed
reund the base. IR an instant, | relled under the
pretectien of the hellew, and in &0 deing drank iR
;ghétf@h@f that my bedy was unbreken. But hew it

UFt.

The reeess in the wall Fan Fight Feund the erater
formed; ne deubt; bg some quirk of the @ﬂgmai
blast. It hid the sky from me; and me from search-
ing eyes. Michsle's voiee eame dewn like a sidilant
whisper in an eeche ¢hamber.

"I-don't see him anywhere.” |

I eould imagine them leaning over, seaiehing the
depths, wondering what had happened t0 me. Teonl
answered, "It is wide at the bottoem. He must have
rolled under a ledge.” o o |

"Are you sure you hit him?’ Michele again,
full of suspicion and contempt. He had not Fired
the shot. But Toni was out to establish himself,

“Of course | hit him. You saw him fall. | hit
him in the chest. Anyway, he's down there. And
there is no way up."”

Some time later, Michele answered him; a
thoughtful, ponderous observation. "“Yes,” he said.
“Yes. he's down there. The fall could kill Ihim.”
Michele suddenly made up his mind. “He's prob-
ably dead. If he isn't, he's wounded. Either way,
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he can't get out. Come, it is safe to leave him, dead
or alive.”

Lying there, T silently agreed with him. Even
allowing for the slight incline, F could never scale
the walls. Taking no chances I remained stll, but
the voices at least had gone. Omly now, as I began
to look around me. did I realize that F was holding
my hands out, slightly cupped, in front of my face.
The pain returned with the absence of sound. The
sight of . my hands turned me sick. Flesh had been
rasped away. The finger nails 1 had left were torn
stumps. My clothes were tattered rags.

| waited another half hour, then crawled out
from the ledge. The jagged round blue of sky was
empty of craning heads. They had gone.

By the careful use of lacerated fingertips, | eased
my cigarets and lighter from my trousers' pocket,
Ft was a painful operation. Even holding the lighted
cigaret between my fingers called for extreme deli-
cacy of manoeuvre.

| could now understand a good deal. Only my
room had been reserved at the hotel in Catania.
Michele had stayed elsewhere so that he could not
be identified with me. He had hidden his face away
from the porter by searching for something on the
floor of the car. The original car had been substi-
tuted because the hotel staff had seen me in it. The
driver could say he dropped me anywhere. No one
could refute him. This would suggest I had gone
my own strange way much to Miirlkes disgust. 1
would not be found again.

All this made sense. What did not, was why
Angelo had instructed Michele to kill me. Tt had
been a carefully laid plan. In <wsmme way Angelo
was crossing Jim Penso, and I didn"t like that one
bit. Not because of Penso, but because of what he
represented. Angelo was dowlbk-crossing and Penso
had to know of it. Penso must be permitted (o
finish his task.

With my hands held well away from my body,
| explored the unscalable walls of my crater prison.
My condition depressed me. Penso would have to
fight for himself while I died the slow death down
here.

If the world above the rim was desolation, then
the crater itself was an entrance to Hell, 1 had
no food or water, My hends could become
gangcrous unless attended, and I had no means of
escape, The claustrophobic effect of the bare ugli-
ness of the pit was itself increasingly wnnerving.
The hope of discovery was sO remote that |1 was
fast approaching the brink of utter despair.

I shouted. Whereas Michele’s voice had carried
clearly from the top, it seemed to me that mine
was being mufflled from the bottom. Yet it was my
only hope. 1 shouted until 1 could hear the stark
desperation in my voice. Wihen I heard my own
rising hysteria, 1 forced myself to stop for sanity's
sake,

Wihhille the day went past, my pains eased a little,
or more likely T was learning to live with them. At
one stage during the day, the sun was directly over-
head, and 1 crawled into the hollow. I dozed. What
woke me was the rumbling of Etna herself. With
my ear to the ground 1 could hear her stirring. deep
inside like an upset stomach.

The day brought oppressive, trapped heat, the
evening acute chill. With the sun gone the night air
came creeping in, thin and iced at this altitude. |
began to shiver uncontrollably. I clamibered into the
hollom and curled up like a frightened dog trying
to get warmth into my body. My tongue and
throat were swollen with shouting and drymess. Il had
reached the bottom, and resented only the agonizing
rime death was taking to claim me. In the darkmess
of the crater, Il mumbled a prayer without any feel-

ing of hope. Perhaps Il was seeking absollution.
% % Yo

| saw reflected light and decided my mmd was
going. When it came again, | scrambled out from
the hollow like an animal, on all fours. 1 shouted
with all my power, but all L managed was a feeble
groan which made me despair more than anything
else that day. Staring up, L saw the rim full of stars,
then the ‘light again. It was torchlight, flashing
directly over the crater, reflecting on its walls.

I dmouted aguiim, mot caring Iiff I tore my thoat
with the effort. Then the unbelievabile happened. A
torch sone down on me. | was in the centre of its
beam, staring up with tattered hands protecting my
eyes, like an actor in the dying momemis of a
trlagedy, the spotlight full upon me while | made my
plea.

The rest | am not entirely clear about. A hazy
impression of lights, ropes, friendly voices and help-
ing hands remains with me, will always remain with
me. The Etna hotel people who rescued me were
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wonderful. Hhe police with them were awkward, but
only because | was.

A man had phoned the police in Catania and
related such a convincing story of an Englishman
falling down a crater that they were left with no
option but to follow it up. The unknown caller had
given weight to it by giving my name and the hotel
at which I had stayed the night. The police had
checked, and sent a car up quickly. By the time
they found me they had been searching for over
two hours.

At Catania the police took me to hospital where
I was examined @and my hands treated. Dawn was
breaking by the time I was taken back to the police
station. To tell them the full story was impossible
without revealing Penso’s whereabouts. I did not
want the police at the grotto. There were also other
reasons. So J told them I had got a lift in a car to the
Etna hotel, where I had intended staying the might.
I giave tihem & descmiption of the driver which coulld
have fitted half Sicily. Wihere was my baggage?
I'd only one small grip which I had left in the ecar
boot, having forgotten it. Instead of Checking in
siraight away, IL had gone exploring. Foolishly, 1 had
climbed the crater lip to get a better view, and had
fallen down. Had 1 told anyone I was going to
Etna? Several people. I could only imagine one of
them had played a practical joke on the police by
phening them; a joke which turned out to be highly
fortuitous.

The police did not believe my story. Nor did |
expect them to. Tt was a thin, ridiculous story, but
| stuck to it. There Was nothing they could do.
Having committed no crime, they reluctantly let
me go.

It was now mid-morning. I had already had
breakfast at the police station. All 1 wanted to do
was to get back to Ustica to settle a few things
quickly.

. 1 cashed some very tatty traveller's chegues,
bought myself a cheap drill suit and shirt, and caught
the flight back to Palermo. | slept all the way over
to Ustica in the hired launch, waking up in time to
tell the pilot to drop me at the small fishemman's
jetty in the harbor. Paying him off, 1 set out for
Franca's villa,

Hoping she was in, | rapped lightly on the
door. Eranca opened it and stood staring wide-eyed
at me. She glanced down at my bandaged hands. |
saw the blood leave her face, and thought she was
going to faint. Instead, she was suddenly in my
arms, holding me with incredible strength and muwr-
muring softly in Italian. On reflection, they were
the most wonderful momemts of my life. A crisis
had severed all restraint between us. After some
time, she carefully took my hand and we walked
into the drawimg-room like young lovers.

We were both breathlless and a little mystified,
but we recognized what had passed between #§. |
told her what had happened to me. Wiille | told
her. 1 was disturbed by the increasing depth of her
expression. She shivered from feet to head, clasping
her arms tightly about her. Then she said feelimgly,
"Had 1 known you were going, | would have
stopped youw.”

"But | told Michele to tell you. To ask you to

come.”
Franca's byows rose in an arch of contempt.

"He never teld me. oF even ealled. Michele will
act oRly for Angele. YWhen | learned veu had gene
| was frantie. Up t@ then b was Rurt; but | theught
yeu had wandered off e whateyer it 18 that links
oy with Pepse. It wasa't Ut Iafs,yggt@vqa% that
- diseovered Michsle was alse wmissing; then |
began t6 guess.”

Gazing at her. | recognized the tremendous
strain Franca had suffered during the last day. |
waited for her to continue.

"I knew it would be useless seeing Amgelo. and
if he saw mv despair he would hold me until it was
over. Then h remembered when | took you to see
Jim Penso. Amgelo had suggested they should take
you to Etna. | know their minds. | could see what
thevy had done.

"Erom the weather station 1 phoned a friend in
Catania, telling him what to say to the police. | had
no hope, David.”

Franca slowly shook her head and the tears
began to flow. She gazed across at me. She sobbed.
“Thiis is wonderful. So wonderful to see you agaim.”

I didnt go across to her. Just then 1 don't
think she wanted me to. Franca cried quietly into a
thread of handkerchief and slowly she recovered her
poise,

"Can you deliver a note to Jim Penso for
me? Without Amgelo seeing it?" 1 asked.

Franca was wary. “Have you flound out winy Ke
is there?”

"Suffficient for my needs. Why? Do you know?”

Franca shook her head. Her lids were red-
rimmed, but her eyes were now clear. “No. 1 have
no idea. It is all very secret. 1 can deliver vein
note. But Il think you should get off the idtamndl.”

"I'm safer here, Franca. Amgelo is a planner.
He does not like bodies on his doorstep. As long
as Il dont provide them with another opportuniy
for an accident, as on the hotel grotto steps. I'll
be reasonably safe. Do you know why Angele
wants to kill me?”

"No.” It was long drawn out, like a long sigh.
"I have racked my brains. I can think of no reasom.”
And then, thoughtfully, “But there is something 1
can do to prevent him trying agaim.”

Again that expression in her eyes which both
baffled and frightened me. I said briskly, “Giiwe me
paper and pen.” With great difficulty 1 wrote my
note to Penso. sealed it and gave it to Franca,
who said she could not deliver it until the next
morning.

"Welll, at least I'll be safe in my room tonigfut ™
| observed. "They don't know I'm badk™

Franca came across, walked round to the back
of my chair, put her arms round my neck and hes
face against mine. Very gently she lifted one of roy
bandaged hands and held it lightly,

*Do you imagine, caro mio, that having found
you again I am going to let you leave me?"

% % w

| had to return to my room some time: the
rest of my gear was there. I went in the morning,
while Franca was gone to the chimmey entrance
of the grotto to take the note. She had insisted om
going alone.

Franca and L had lunch together at her villa.
In the meantime I'd seen nothing of Kenmedy, but
as | had kept clear of the hotel’s pr¥*' - ----
this was not so surprising. After lunch, Franca
insisted that I catch up on well-needed sleep, and
as she had cleaning to do in the villa, we agreed
that 1 would go back to my room and we would
meet for dinner,

An insistent tapping on the door awoke me.
Before answering it I was surprised to find that
| had slept for three hours. I opened the door. A
maid gave me a smile and an envelope and went
awav. Tearing the envelope, I took out a note from
Jim Penso.

" Deawingh:
Thank God you told me. Madkiemimgly for
you, it is not what it seems. | am not being
betrayed by Anmngelo, or by Michele. The
suggestion that Micihele should take you to
Etna was mine, but I am shattered by what
followed. Angelo is to blame, but not in
the way you must think. In all fainmess to
you, | think it's time I opened up and
gave you the rest of the story. 1 have
only until tomorrow to wait.
Primo is waiting in the launch to bring yowu
here. Both Amgelo and Michele will be
here, but 1 can promise you that neither
will touch you. Winitever else you think
of me. and I'm not blind to it, you know
my integrity. You need not come. If you
don't, L will understand. If you would
rather we met outside the grotto, | will
try tc meet you, but with obvious reserva-
tions. Scribble a note and give it to Pmimo
if you would rather do that.
Ottherwise, let things ride as they are. Il
just have to explain some other time if
we meet again by chance elsewhere.
Jim.
P.S. H you do decide to come, 10 minutes
should do it. Primo can run you straight
back.”

Having read it, | scanned it. He had used the
old code.  The note had not been written under
duress, and the all-clear sign was there,

Go to the grotto, or forget it all? I was im-

capable of forgetting. I trusted Penso’s integrity to

his cause, and his ability, but I did not like the
idea of going. 1 called myself a fool, but it made
no difierence. I would have to go.

The sun was a blood-orange perched on the sea
rim by the time | reached the landing stage. Pmimo
had seen me coming and started to bring the launch

in. The concrete trembled while I stood there, and

in amazememnt | saw a long crack snake across

it. Primo felk it, and held the launch off while nt
tossed about on the disturbed sea. The tremor wag

not so bad as on the night with Kenmnedy, bot
$



it was an uncomfortable sensation. After a while
the sea calmed and Primo came close enough for
me to jump into the stern of the launch.

The launch performed its surf-skid into the
grotto entrance, and | saw Jim Penso walking
across the shelf towards us., IL saw that the strain
on his face had deepened considerably since last
we had met.

Penso led the way across the shelf and up the
steps to the willa.

Angelo and Michele were seated on the settee
in the drawing-toom. They remained seated as |
entered. Angelo eyed me impessively, gave me a
faint nod of recognition. Michele was back iIn  his
blue hooped jersey and grinned widely, as if the
attempt to kill me was one huge joke. He waved
his hand at me. 1 sat down in a chair opposite
the two of them. Jim Penso pulled up a chair
near the door and straddled it. Nobodv offered me
a drink, but it was explanations Il needed, not drimk.

"Well,” 1 demanded. “Wiat went wromg?”

Penso was gripping the chair-back with both
hands. I saw his grip tighten and his gaze shift
to the floor. His lids came drooping down in the
way | knew so well, and my whole body wibrated.
It did not creep up on me gradually, but suddenly
it was there, with a sickmess at the back of my
throat. Moreover, it came before I saw Angelo and
Michele make slight movements which conjured
guns into their capable hands. With the insight
came shock, arising from a belated percipience. |
still had to know the answer. “Wihat went wromg?"
I repeated. I was intensely angry with myself for
my stupidity. I did not want to hear it, yet 1 must
hear it. I had to know,

Jim Penso’s lids half opened and he was look-
ing at me quizzically, as if we had only just met.
"Wihat went wrong, David, was that you returned
from the dead.” He smiled in a twisted sort of
way. My mind was reeling, because 1 could not
believe my ears or make sense out of it. L heard
Penso speaking again, and | fought for concentra-
tion, so that 1 would miiss no word that might
offer a clue.

"TMihat evens it up, David. Yow had thought
1 was dead, and last night | was comgratulating
myself that you were.”

“I hope you know what you're saying.” My
voice was much better. Inside, | still churned, the
nausea rising alarmingly. 1 hoped [ could hold out.

Penso shrugged resignedly, as if weary of the
afffauir.

"I'm sorry, David. | tried to make it painiess
for you. A quick bullet. He pointed to my ban-
dages. "I underestimated you. But then, werking
with me you always had my protection. It's diffi@ult
to assess how a man might react on his owm.’

| thought | was going mad. This was Jbim
Penso speaking to me. No friend, but a shauneh
colleague. Whhadever we thought of each other, we
had a bond. And then | remembered the bond
Franca had told me existed between Angelo and
Penso. Which went deeper? "For Godls sake,” |
burst out. "Wihat the hell are you playing at? What
harm have I done you?"

Penso shook his head slowly. "David,” he said.
“I don’t want to prolong this. You've done me no
harm. But you happened to be here. You recog-
nized me. That was sufficient. | cannot afford for
anvone to know | am here or have been here.
Apart from my friends." He nodded his head,
indicating Angelo and Michele, who were both
watching with alertness but disinterest. They wanted
it over with.

“But why?" T shouted.

Jim Penso stood up. He put his hands in his
pockets and looked down at me with detached
regret. "Dawvid, I'm afraid you’ll die in igmorance.
[ can tell you nothing. You'll simply die.

chapter 11

EVENI now 1 believe Jim Penso was gemuinely
sorry. I think he had some kind of regard
for me, but what form it took in his tortured mind
[ shall never know. Then his voice changed and
it was the Penso I understood well; ruthless, single-
minded, effficient.

*I have reason to believe that there is some-
one else on this island looking for me. 1 have a
good idea who it is, but I don't want corpses all
over the place. I have to be sure. You know who
it is. David. You'd better tell me.”

| sat sttanng at him, confused and sick at heart.
If only I understood. But | knew that Penso would
not tell me. I knew he would make no threats.
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He would simply get on with whatever it was he
had to do and that would be an end of it. And
ot me.

"I'm waitings David.”

Fighting off some of my numdbmess, [ stared
up at him. “Go to hell,”" T sad.

It was typical of Penso that he did not waste
further time. He shrugged. “All right.” Such was
his understanding with Amgelo that he did not even
glance across at the semi-retired gangster. Angelo
and Michele stepped toward me. Had I rushed
them it would have ended quickly for me. I didn't
want to go out without knowing why. The same
attitude had landed me exactly where | stood.

Penso left the room and returned with Pmimo.
Between them they carried something like a giant
ironing board. They assembled it in the middle of
the room and | saw the arm and ankle straps
dangling down. When Primo left, Penso turned
to me. “Strip down to your underpants.” he ordered.
“You can do it yourself or we'll do it”

| undressed, not knowing what was to happen,
but not much caring for the possibilities.

"Lie down on this." Penso indicated the thick,
solid board with the indifference of a doctor to
his patient. I hesitated. Once strapped. I was fin-
ished. The slightest attempt at running for it and
I was fiinished. Raisimg myself on to tihe hoard,
[ lay flat. Michele and Angelo strapped my ankles
and wrists. Penso went to a corner of the room
and took the hood off the sun lamp, which he
then wheeled forward. I now knew what had hap-
pened to Burbank. The immemsity of his burns,
his sightlessness, were explained. It was to happen
to me. The thought that I could have forced them
to shoot me made me feel sick.

Jim Penso came forward to stand over me.
His dark glasses hung around his neck like a sweat
rag. He nodded to the lamp hood.

"You know about these things, David.” Penso
was now eyeing me, his core as hard as the rock
about him. Penso seeing a job through whatever
the cost, I thought bitterly. His steady eyes were
as impartial as the bulbs in the lamp. "You will
slowly burn and blister to death. Yowr sight will
go. Now who else on this island knows about me?"

That | was to die anyway was no comfort. To
die slowly, agonizingly, under the violet light which
would not immediately reveal its damage on my
body, was a horrifying prospect. Yet | could not
utter Kennedv’s name. I considered it. almost said
it, but that single noun would not form in my
mouth.

As soon as the bulb flickered and threw its
pale light, I closed my eyes tight. Uncannily, there
was no feeling of warmth, and | knew there would

not be. I knew also that it would take a minute °

or so to come to full stremgth.

Behind closed lids, when the mind is awake,
time can be eternal. There were people about me,
menacing silent people, watching and waiting. All
L had to do was dShout @ mame to stop the diread
building up in me. | began to wonder just how
long | could lie silent, knowing that beyond the
darkmess of my sight my body was frying.

| said as steadily as U could. "Why not tell me
now. Jim? The reason for all this? I'm a goner
anyway. You'wve nothing to lose.”

Silence. All 1 could hear was the thumping of
the generator. It was all part of the game, of course;
to unnerve me. to make me tell them. L think that
one of the strongest motives for my reticence was
the forlorn hope that Kennedy would follow after
and destroy these people as they had destroyed
Burbank, and were now destroying me.

| was entering the beginning of the danger
period. | had considered throwing myself sideways
and overturning the narrow, collapsible table. If I
did. they would simply pull me upright again, so |
elected not to prolong the agony.

Suddenly, someone must have jarred the table,
for it shook under me. Then came a much more
violent shudder, lasting for a few seconds. b heard
an exclamation, followed by the movement of a
chair and footsteps. Somewhere below me the earth
was trying to release power. It came again. This
time the table rattled on its legs. The temptation to
open my eyes to see what was happening was
almost overwhelming. | kept them closed as the
tremor increased. Something fell. I heard a shout.
Thunder rumbled elsewhere in the grotto, then
developed into an enormous explosion as if an
ammumittion dump had blown up.

The door crashed open; excited voices were
racing away from me. The table was still dnaking.
Throwing myself sideways, the table came with me.
Landing on the floor still strapped to the table

knocked the wind out of me, but it could have
been worse. Keeping my face averted from the
lamp, | carefully opened my eyes. The total darkmess
sent panic streaming through me. My God, |
thought, I'm blind; it's too late. Strapped and blind-
ed, and practically naked, with the villa quivering
like a jelly under me, I almost wept with despair.
Panting and cursing. 1 lay there intermittently pray-
ing that it would soon end.

A movement of my head brought the pale blur
of window into view. Then, deriding my half-
deranged mind, a star twinkled at me. Excited, |
tried to calm myself. I listened. The floor was
steadying. After the explosion it was now un-
naturally quiet. Not even the generattor—my God,
the generator had stopped. That explained the dark- .
ness. Above me loomed the extinguished lamp. A
dead, predatory, chromiumm momnster. | realized, too.
that 1 was alone. The others must have rushed
to the source of the explosion.

| strained at the straps like a maniac. | was
covered in sweat. The straps were as strong as
ever, but where they had been nailed to the board
there was now a little play. From now on | used
my senses, My right hand being the least paimful,
L gmipped the adige of the board, tihen lifted mmy
arm, using it as a lever. I thought the strap was
going to sever my wrist, but 1 kept going until
eventually the leather came away. I had one hand
free, with a strap still round it, Seconds from then
L was out of tihe door.

The grit of lava dust bit into the soles of my
bare feet, which at any other time would have made
me velp. Reaching the shelf [ tried to penetrate
the blackmess of the grotto. Some way ahead, across
the harbor basin. |1 saw the reflection of distant
lights, coming from the passage leading to the
chimmey. I had no time to feel surprised, and
vaguely reflected that 1 would have expected the
generator to be checked first. |1 located the launch.

Climbing over the gunwale, my feet stEpped
straight into ankle-deep water. Unable to see a
thing, it was impassible to judge whether the launch
was damaged, or whether the tremor had disturbed
the sea sufficiently to come pounding in. I'd rather
drown than stay here, so IL quickly sought a paddle.

The launch was rearing a little. It required mo
imagination to guess what it would be like on the
open sea. Casting off, | started to paddle.

For guidance, | had the dull outline of the
grotto entrance, filled with the black, phosphorous-
capped mass of heaving sea above which hung
the contrasting tranquility of the stars. Seeing the
cascading surf beyond the entrance, | waited uwntil
the last moment before switching on the emgine.
[ knew little about launches. But I knew how to
start and stop one, and that was my only concern.

I probably did all the wrong things. At times
the launch almost stood on her stern, and at others
[ thought she might capsize. All the time 1 made
headway, and | had never felt so free in mv life.

* ® K

The salt sprayed on to my body, already
pounded by an artificial sun, but none of this
worried me. | felt that nothing could worry me
any more. Sobriety had to set in, and it did half-
way back to the hotel. Eor his own safety Penso
would have to risk coming after me. | wanted Franca
out of it, but she was already in, and, moreover,
placed in an insufferable position. Then the glow
of anger drove out the chill from my exposed hody
as what Penso had tried to do to me came back
with agonizing clarity. Seeing the hotel lights, f
swung in. Grritting my teeth. 1 swore that Jim Penso
and 1 were by no means finished with each other.

The landimp-stage vaguely stood out. I saw the
spume at its base and knew that | had not the
ability to bring the launch in safely. There was mo
time to consider consequemces. | slowed, swung
her right round so that she faced the open sea,
opened her throttles, then dived overboard. 1 stimuck
out rapidly for the deserted bathing pliatiform,
snarling at every wave attempting to impede me.

Evidently the severe tremor had shaken the
place to life.

The hotel guests were standing in straggled
groups on the terrace outside the bar and talking
animatedly. Some were leaning over the terrace
wall, peering below as if from the sea came the
source of danger. A crisis had drawn them together
as old friends.

[ ran past them, dripping water. The odd,
puzzled stare was cast at me, but in the main they
were too concerned about the tremor. By now [
had - forgotten what time I had arranged to meet
Franca. My watch was back in the grotto, but I
suspected that 1 was far too late. 1 hoped she would
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understand, but 1 could not see her yet.

Bursting into Kenmedly's room. I was surprised
to find it empty. The water formed a pool on the
floor around my feet. I began to shiver. Running
up to my.own room, I found the key in the lock
and, when 1 entered, the light was on. Had Franca
been searching for me? Drying off, I put on fresh
clothes, slacks and sweater and stout shoes, then
went back to Kenmedy’s room.

A search for Kenmedy’s extra gun proved fruiit-
less. There was nothing in his room that an ordinary
tourist would not normailly have. Almest it was
too ordinary. Lying on his bed, I smoked his cigar-
ets, and I waited. 1 was deeply sorry that I could
not put Framcas mind at rest, but it swuld never
be at rest until this issue was settled one way or
the other,

More than an hour passed. 1 waited while my
impatience grew with my loathing of Penso and the
edges of my temper were revealed even to myself.

The door crashed open and Kennedy stood there,
his gun sweeping the room. He relaxed all too slowly
for my liking, and he did not put his gun away.
“Oh, it’'s you,” he grunted.

Climbing upright IL faced him, and he must have
seen my tenseness, for his expression changed to a
subtle warimess.

"Just why do you want Jim Penso?" 1 de-
manded.

My tone warned him not to hedge, but he still
wasn‘t sure of me. He stood there, hard-faced and
blue-eved, assessing the change in me. “So we're
opening up,” he said noncommmiittallly. “All right.
Say your piece.”

I told him about Etna and my more recent
escape. Now | could see his deep interest, for he
made no attempt to hide it. His eyes were screwed
and bright in their folds.

"How come you know about Penso?” he asked
sharply.

I wasn't prepared to tell Inim that. He cowild
draw his own conclusions. “I knew him some time
ago. Our being here together is mere chance.” Yet
it was no chance. The one mistake 1 had known
Penso to make was recommending the island to
Susie. He had not anticipated her death nor my
seglking a refuge following it. Even Penso could not

predict everytiing.

Kenmedy nodded. I think he understood that
Penso and I must have worked together. He comn-
firmed it by saying, “If you were still active, you'd
know why 1 want him. You would also be a marked
man. Blown, in fact,” He watched me closely for
reaction, and he appeared satisfied. “0.K., David.
You know what I'm talking about. I'm gonna take
a chamce on yow.”

| tossed him one of his own cigarets and he lit
it. ~

"Penso,” he said, “was one of the British agents
of a NATO team working in Berlin. Some of the
finest agents in the business were on that job.
British, French, German, American. You won't ex-
pect me to give details, but it was one of the biggest
combimed intelligence operations ever tackled. A
good deal of trust from all sides was put into it.
They perished. All of them. They may be dead, they
may be elsewhere, but they'll never operate again,
That’'s for sure. At the same time a number of
other agents were blown. Russian intelligence had
a field day and: then seome. The magnitude of the
failure can be judged by the fact that the Berlin
wall followed right on its heels. It need never have
happened.

"Some time later we picked up one of the
opposition. It was learned that our boyvs had been
sold down the river by Penso. The wires hummed,
things started moving. Only a few weeks ago, the
grapevine had it that someone like Penso was seen
in the Republic of San Marino. One of our boys
gave us the lead. Penso was elusive. He still is. 1
think he made a mistake in rubbing out Bob Bur-
bank. We weren't all that sure he had come down
here.

“Well, that’s your boy. The dirtiest kind of rat
who had sold out for momey; not even an ideal.
The damage he's done will take years to mend,
not to mention the wasted lives.™

The dedicated Penso a traitor. 1 could not be-
lieve it. Yet I had to believe it, because it was the
only possible reason for his wanting me dead. Some
time later 1 was bound to comment, perhaps to
Cummingges, that I had seen him here.

Shakily 1 sat on the edge of the bed. Where
bad bis dedication lain? Awaiting the one grand
slam for making momey? Being so good at his job
until he was entrusted with a mission which could
produce fumds for him? I had an image of a girl
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laughing in his lace after Penso had just proposed
to her; taunting him because he had not the money
she craved. His tremendous love for her had be-
come a nightmare of constant torture until one day
he had said to himself, “This will never happen
again; not over money.” Amd he had then laid his
plans, waiting only the opportumity. Was that what
had happened to Penso?

Winaittever his motive, men had died because of
it and others were probably still in peril. It was
no easier to believe, but I had to accept it. ™I
want that gun back,” 1 sad.

“Ill look after Penso,” Kenmedy retorted.

Looking wearily up at him I saw his slight
change of attitude. “Let’s not argue about it, Chad.”
Standing up, I held my hand out. “[f you dont trust
me now, you never will. For personal reasons 1
cannot now attempt to explain, Jim Penso is mine.”

Kenmedy studied me for perhaps five ssoonds,
then removed from his pocket the gun he had pre-
viously lent to me. He handed it over. 1 found it
difficult to hold. To grip it made me wince. “How
do you propose we get in?” he asked.

"We'll have to try removing the grid from the
bottom of the clhimney.”

“There isn't a cdhimney.”

I looked across at him in surprise. “I'm not
with youw.”

“1 blew it up,” he said easily. “I couldn’t watch
both exits at once. 1 figured Penso was awaiting a
particular boat out of Naples. We're on the Palenmo
approaches. He gets aboard before reaching Palemmo
and finishes up in the Far East, or South America
or somewhere. That would mean using the grotto
entrance. To simplify my task, I blew up the chim-
ney with packs of ammonol rammed in with gum-
cotton. slow fuses and detonatois. I've just come
back from there.”

So that was the explosion. That was why they
had all hurried off toward the chimmey. | started
to laugh. He had inadvertently saved my life. To
remind me that the explosion alone had not doused
the grotto lights, the earth shivered under our feet.

"The island 1s angry,” commemited Kennedy.
“Amd little wonder. You said that Amgelo’s kaunch
Is on its way up the Med. Have they another boat,
I wonder?”

"Yes. They have another boat. Not so powerful,
but good emowgih.”

Kenmedy was blocking my view of the door.
Framca's cool voice had startled me. As Kennedy
wheeled round, 1 caught a glimpse of her over his
shoulder. She came slowly into the room, wearing
jeans and a dark green polo-necked sweater. Her
black hair was tied back with a green band, making
her face narrower, more drawn.

"L should have come to you first,” | explained.

There was no reproach in Framca’'s expression.

“I understand why you didn't. I've been listen-
ing. Wihen you didn’t return for dinner | was dread-
fully womnried. L was about to go to the chimney
when | saw Mr. Kenmedy returning. I followed. |
knew there were things you would hold back from
me, so Il stifled my impullse and 1 listemed.”

Putting my arm round her. L said quietly,
"We've got to go back darling; Chad and I. We've
got to stop others from being killed, and there 1s
a matter of justice.”

Franca nodded. "I understand.” But her dark
eyes were hard bright, burning with an emotion
impossible to identify. “I’ll take you In by boat,”
she said.

Kennedy was immediately interested, but I had
to stop this quickly. "You don‘t realize,” | protested.
"Amgelo—"

"You will not get in without me.” Franca
snapped. 1 had not seen her look like this before.
She was determined, but there was much more than
that emanating from her. Her features were rock
hard.

Kenmedy chipped in, “You mean you drive, lady,
and we lie down in the boat. 1 like that.”

I shook Eranca by the arm. “You don't know
what you're saying. We may have to shoot your
uncle. If we ever get the chance. All the odds are
against us, my dear. Please stay. 1 beg youw.”

I don’t think she heard me. Something obsessed
her, and 1 didn‘t like the glassy brightmess of her
eyes. Franca broke away from me, and Kennedy
and I followed her like obedient dogs. Kennedy had
called Franca “lady.” The ridiculous thought
occurred to me that they had not yet been intro-
duced.

% x N
Alomgside the small harbor jetty a few small

craft lay moored, bobbing against their coiled rope
buffers on a sea now constantly restless. A glance

at Franca as she climbed aboard a good-sized launeh
was enough to convince me that a fulll-sized storm
would not have stopped her. For the moment she
was alien to all but the dreadful, dark thoughts
which were relentlessly edging her forward. And
under Framnca’s spell we climbed aboard!

Under the cold light of the stars Kenmedy and
| faced each other in the launch. There were four
men in the grotto, and death was their business.
We had to get in, locate and finish them. What
hope had we? | was deeply afraid for Franca be-
cause I loved her. I saw her cast off, reverse out,
swing the launch expertly round, but her mowe-
ments were mechantcal. Away from the harbor the
launch rode badly on a choppy sea without a set
rhythm. There was no time then to consider the
roughmess of the passage. Eranca stood like a miks-
placed figurehead at the wheel. I called to her, but
her mind was racing ahead of the-waves. Gripping
the low rail, N ppllitiddnysedé!ffoioramsdduntatill Iwass
standing beside her watching the occasional spray
trickle down her too-still features. Shouting. 1
grasped her shoulder, pulling her round. She started
dumbly at me, not really seeing me. 1 shook her
fiercely, almast overbalancing us both. Recognition
came slowly. For a little while life came back to
her face. She gave me one embracing look which
told me what 1 wanted to know; then she said. ™It
will be all right, David.” The next moment she was
a statue again.

| left her to it, knowing that something had to
work from her system whether or not I liked it.
Kenmedy was trying to maintain balance by kneeling
near the stern. He had found a tattered oilskin in
the locker which had probably been used as a cover
for the well of the boat, together we opened the
stiffened creases until we had it roughly laid out.
We then crawled under it, keeping close together
near the port gunwale. Lying flat, I pulled myself
forward, then lifted the edge of the oilskin to peer
out. Eranca’s bound hair was a flying horse-tiail,
jet black and magnificent. Her classic features were
a pale blob against the might.

We heeled over in a ‘long arc. Sea cascaded
over us. We could hear it driving against the oilskin
and it came trickling along the deck in crazy
runnels, The launch shot toward the grotto entrance
as it straightened up.

Suddenly we were on calm water with the
screws reversing, straining to check our forward
movement. Under the oilskin, our heads on the deck,
we could feel the launch vibrating. The engine noise
cut out. The Jlaunch Jurched as Franca stepped
ashore. We heard Mighele’s voice, then Franca's
emphatic demand to see Amgelo. The peculiar
acoustics jugegled with their footsteps, then silence.

L gave Kennedy @ mudge. 1 knew the gpotto, he
did not. Slowly 1 raised the tip of the oilskin like
a visor. Lifting my head, 1 peered above gumwale
level. Evidently the dynamo was still broken, for
three pressure lamps had been set out. The light
from them was quite good, but in a cavern so large
there were several. dark areas. Seeing no one, |
quickly tapped Kenmedy's sihoulder.

Gums in hands, we climbed ashore. The bar
offered cover of a sort, so 1 led Kennedy towards
it. In the launch | had explained roughly the layout
of the grotto. We were treading extremely lightly.
In normal circumstamces our movements would have
been soundless. As it was, the super-sensitive micro-
phonic effect of this strange underground hideaway
sent shuffling whispers in and out of rock crevices
like scuttling rats.

From one of the dark patches stepped Primo,
wiping his hands on an oily cloth, I guessed he had
been working on the plant. He had heard our move-
ment, but had obviously expected it to be one of
his friends. His gun was almeost in his hand before
he dropped dead on to the grotto shelf, The roar
of our own guns was like a barrage of artillery fire.

Whhispering urgently to Kennedy, 1 sped toward
the base of the steps leading to the villa, flatteming
myself against the rock face beside them. Kennedy
dived behind the bar. The silence following the
thunderous, repetitive noise was far worse to en-
dure. At the sound of shots, 1 had expected Penso,
Amgelo and Michele to come running out into our
cross-fiire. It was too late to be reminded that they
were old campaigieis, experts at this sort of thing.
Now I began to worry about Franca being with
them. When 1 realized that I was waiting o try to
kill a man whem L had trusted, reality faded ipto
the dark depressions about me. Yet when 1 thought
of the comrades he had beirayed, of the €nOFMOBUS
damage He had dene 8 mutwal trust ameng {he
NATO nations, of the palnstaking years ef weork
destroyed 1A the Wesierf Intelligenee systems; |
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had to fight with myself to prevent a crazy desire
to dash up the steps to the villa. As it was, | took
a step forward. That and the shudder muddenly
shaking the grotto saved my life. The bullet chipped
the stone where | had stood and went sonesaming
off in agony.

Spinning round. | flattened at the same time.
Micihele was on a ledge high above me. [l had not
known of this route from the villa. Had [ done so
L would  hardly lhave stood with my back to it |
fired awkwardly without aiming, and the roar joined
the existing echoes. I was having difficulity holding
the gun, and my shot was hopeliessly out. Michele
even grinned as he levelled his gun. 1 sweated
while | took another wild aim. knowing that Michele
would not miss. He was still grinning when Kemn-
nedy’s shot hit him in the stomach.

Michele still clasped his gun in his hand across
his belly, and | could see that he intended to use it.
How he must have prayed for a second hand just
then. More carefully, I aimed and fired. He stag-
gered, his grin now a grimace of agony, and tell
forward over the edge on to the shelf.

Rushing forward to where he lay prone, face
down, I quickly grabbed the gun he was still hold-
ing. I could hear him straining for breath. 1 should
have put a bullet into the back of his head to save
him from suffering more. But I had not the courage.
All 1 felt then was that simple, deadly Michele lay
dying because of a traitor named Penso. Michele
at least had been homest to what he represented.

Spontameowsly I put out a hand and ruffled the
fair curls of Michele’s head. He gave up the struggle
while [ was still touching him,

Now I had two gums. Racing across the shelf
toward the steps, the ground was suddenly pulled
from under me. I fell flat on my face. One of mv
guns slid away from me. Hurling myself at it. |
prevented it from dropping into the water. A terri-
fying sound rent the grotto as if the devil himself
was tearing the rock apart. A crack appeared In
the rock face like giant forked lightning. At the
same time the whole grotto shook as if in a palsy.
The sea around the entrance suddenly came to the
boil with steam hissing toward the roof,

One of the pressure lamps overturned, broke
and exploded. It was no more than a match flare
compared with what came out of the sea. | was
lying near the launch. The entrance was some 60
feet from me. The sea erupted with an explosion
that brought the roof of the entrance crashing into
its hot embrace. Red-hot lava came spewing up
like a gigantic firework display. 1 ran back to the
bar, feeling the scalding water cascading down on
my head and back.

Kennedy pulled me under as | rounded the bar.
'Drimk that,” he said, handing me a half-amptied
bottle of scotch. "Why? Do you think | need t?"
How that man could get under my skin. I glared
at him as he said reasonably. "Yeah, | think you
need it

Flinging the bottle angrily against the wall. 1
snarled at him. "Dom't confuse my anger against
Penso with another emotion. I'm going up the steps
to the wvilla.”

“*Youw''re mad,"” he said. “They Il pick you offf.”

"I’'m mad all right. Franca’s up there.” At the
end of the bar I peered round. The eruption was
still semding up its fire and brimstone. The whole
grotto was filling with heat and steam. The sea
seemed to have partially solidified to a heaving red
and black mass. I turned round to Kennedy, who
was still neat and tidy.

“m going up,” | said. “*You can pick them off
picking me off."

"All right.” Kennedy checked his gun. He
shrugged. “You sure hate the guy.”

"I hate him all right. I suppose I always have.
One day I'll tell you about it.”

I ran across the shelf which was being gplashed
by hot sea and fragments of lava. The vapor whirled
about my body, stifling me and cutting visibility. It
also muffled sound. Reaching the steps, I began to
climb them.

Catching a glimpse of Amgelo in front of the
villa through the mist I flattened against the wall
as he fired. That was the thing about Amgelo and
Michele; they took on a job to protect Penso, and
miy word, they did it. Franca had been right about
the bond between them.

The steam lifted slightly. Angelo saw me be-
fore | saw him, and he fired again. My right
wrist was shattered by the bulleit

The shot threw me back. I heard Kennedy be-
hind me, but before anyone could do amything,
Franca had raced from the villa, a gun in he? hand.
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We dared not fire for she was standing directly
behind Angelo. Leaning breathlessly against the
rock, I sat on the steps watching her, fearful ot
what she would do. This was her point of no return.
Even the growing pain in my wrist became only a
painful throb as I watched.

Angelo heard Eranca coming and hesitated. He
was kreeling down with his back to the villa. Then,
ignoring her, he was about to fire when Eranca's
small foot sent him sprawling. Rolling on to his
back, he looked up at her in hurt surprise. He must
have seen something in her face that we could not
see, for his expression changed to horror. He was
scrambling to his feet when then the first bullet
struck him. Falling back, he raised an arm in pro-
test. His bleak stare had crumpled for the last time.
Standing over him. Franca emptied her gun into her
uncle.

]I was too shocked to move. Penso must still
be about, but there was no sign of him. Franca
collapsed into a sobbing heap and that at last put
life back into me. Kennedy raced ahead of me up
the steps. | wanted to go to Franca’s shaking florm,
but could not with Penso still about.

Kennedy and IL had one of our momemts of pure
understanding. We dropped straight into a street-
fighting routine for searching the villa. Penso was
not in it. We came out. Franca was still sobbing
near Angelo. It was too much for me. IL went across
to her and pulled her to her feet. She taloned on to
me as if | was her last touch with sanity. At that
moment perhaps | was.

"He killed my father,” she sobbed. Gently pull-
ing her head back, | saw her swollen eyes, the tears
flooding from them chasing down her face and over
her trembling lips. “It’s all right,” | murmured.
“It’s all migind.”

She pointed to the dead Amgelo. "He is not my
real uncle. He did not think [ could remember the
day he sent his man to kill my father, who had
collected me from sdiool.”

I held her gently. “Dom’t worry, darling. It's over.
He died as he lived."

Franca was not listening. All she wanted to do
was to unburden a grief she had kept since child-
hood. “Wihen he took care of me | knew that one
day I would kill him for what he'd done.”

"Wihy did he care for you?" | whispered.

 "Begawse he was net all bad. and becayse he was
disappeinted with his eWn daughter.” COFipping me
with the stiength ef fear, Franca's eyes lesked up at
me, pleading Understanding. "Bavid. | esuld nef let
him destrey yeu as he did my Father. Please, pleass
URderstand. "

| understood well enough: the torture this girl
must have endured over the years, seeing the better
side of Angelo. his affection for her. but never
forgetting, never forgiving what he had done. | held
her to me, tenderly and with a love the depth of
which | had never known. Graduslly her trembling
gquietened. Wihen she suddenly broke from me.
remembering that she had seen me shot, | knew she
was breaking free. She fussed over my wrist, bam-
daging it with my own handkerchief.

Through the wreaths of vapor over Eranca’s
head, 1 saw Penso. He was at the rear of the harbor,
making for the passage to the chimmey. While
Amgelo was holding us up, he must have escaped
by the route Michele had used to creep up behind
me. There was fair cover up there, and Penso was
crouched down, moving slowly., Wihere was Ken-
nedy? Telling Franca to get back into the villa, 1
shouted a message to Kennedy wherever he was,

Penso looked back at me, rose and fired. He
was a good distance away, but it was close. | didn't
fire back. At that range a shot fired with a bamn-
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daged left hand would have encouraged him to come
into the open and take his time over shooting me.
The sound of another shot multiplied around the
grotto, and I saw .rock fly near Penso’s face. Penso
looked towards the passage entrance, then scurried
for fresh cover the other side of the harbor. Kennedy
must have dashed straight down the steps to the
chimney, while 1 was with Franca, and have been
coming back when I slhouted.

Calling out to Franca to stay where she was, 1
ran down the steps. The shelf was open, without
cover, so F ran low and hard for the bar. L could see
Kennedy emerging, and held up my hand to restirain
him. Penso would get him as he came out.

I could not see Penso, but I roughly knew his
position behind the huddle of rocks across the har-
bor. Behind Penso the eruption still roared, pouring
out its molten mess into the sea. The lava was creep-
ing up the shallow harbor, heating the sea, filling
it at its shallowest; a creeping red carpet of destruc-

tion, blackening as the sea soaked it and hissed its
displeasure.

Penso moved. I just saw his hairline for a frac-
tion. He was adjusting his position to get a better
shot at Kennedy when he emerged. Incensed,
stupidly heedless of the danger, 1 rushed from be-
hind the bar and ran down the shelf side of the
harbor with an army of footfalls pounding with me,

Penso raised his head from behind a rock, won-
dering what | was doing. On a level with him, 1
could now see most of his body. Lying flat, my
right wrist agonizing, 1 raised my left hand, carefully
aimed and fired. I don't know where the shot went.

Penso laughed at me. Keeping well down, hidden
from Kennedy's sight, he approached the edge of
the harbor, across which we faced each other. Steam
rose between us as the water boiled and was filled
with the swelling mass of volcanic matter. He
raised his gun. On the edge of my vision. IL saw
Kennedy emerge from the passage. If 1 could keep
Penso there just a little longer. Kennedy would have
his chance. Blindly -1 emptied what remained of my
magazine at the crouching figure opposite. Cordite
mingled with the pungent taste of sulphur Which was
filling the cavern. Helpkssly IL saw Penso aim. He
laughed and made some gibe | did net hear. |
sweated and walted for the impact. forF | had noth-
ing left to ofter.

Kennedy's agile movememts must have reached
Penso’s hearing, for he lost his sneer and pressed
the trigger. The noise of the shot joined the swell-
ing crescendo of the volcano and mingled with a
scream. In the second it took me to realize |1 was
not hit, 1 scanned the far side. The rock base on
which Penso was standing had cracked like a mirror
and was tilting towards the harbor. Penso was
screaming as he tried to maintain balance. The
rock broke away and Penso fell forward into the
fiery mess that had once been clear placid water.
It must have been like falling into a lake of red-
hot ¢€inders:.

| shouted to Kennedy to get back, then raced
up the steps for FEranca. Later. Kennedy and 1
made her wait under the vastly widened chimney
where Angelo had seen to it that a temporary rope
had been fastened to the first undamaged rung half-
way up. The two of us returned to the main grotto,
It was like returning to hell. We disposed of
Angelo. Michele and Primo so that there would be
nO repercussions or questions. They had perished in

& volcanic anuption.

Then without a word between us, we rejoined
Eranca. Putting my arm about her | began to be-
lieve once again that freshness, and spring, and the
lovelimess of purity, really existed beyond the fiery

terror we had left behind us.
x > 1 *

Kennedy did not come to the wedding. He made
formal excuses, but I suspected that he was on
an assignment at the time. Much later, he stayed
some weeks with Franca and me in the countryside
of Buckinghamshimre. It has a greener, more gentle
type of beauty than Ustica, which is still thriving.
The island has settled again, having had its ffling.
The strange thing about Kenmedy and me is that on
the rare occasions we meet, we still manage to rub
each other the wrong way. Yet there is sometining
between us which both of us acknowledge and
understand. Amyway, Franca i1s a wonderful peace-
maker.

The tendons in my right wrist are stll stiff.
While 1 was learning to write left-lnanded I had the
odd semsation that Michele was laughing down at

me. .
— THE END —
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