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  December 1979


  It was dark now, and he was lost. He knew he was lost. Earlier, he had thought he recognized some of the misty peaks looming up around him—surely the one called Blackrock, which was the second highest in the whole island. But that was hours ago, when he first became separated from his companions—when he’d been calling out to them every few minutes, thinking it was all a big joke that they would talk about for weeks after they got back.


  He wasn’t calling out now. He no longer thought it a joke. His voice was gone. His throat was raw and sore. He was scared. Somewhere back there, just after he lost contact with the other two, something had begun to happen to his mind. Something he didn’t understand at all. As if he had sort of fallen asleep on his feet and begun dreaming. Like when you had a nightmare in which you couldn’t do the simplest things, such as opening a door or climbing a flight of ordinary stairs or bending over to pick something up.


  As if he’d become a zombie and could only do what he was told to do. That was when he had stopped calling out to the others. And stopped thinking it was funny. When he had stopped even looking for the others.


  And just stumbled on. And on. And on. As if he were being told where he must go, and had to obey.


  Yes, he was lost now. Even before nightfall he had been lost because nothing around him looked the way it ought to look anymore. He and Danny and Wesley had studied maps and photos for days before embarking on this special wild-pig hunt, for God’s sake. Had memorized every peak and ridge and gully. But the maps and photos had suddenly been all wrong. All at once nothing made any sense.


  He was asleep and having a nightmare; that must be it. One of the really scary bad ones, like when you heard footsteps and a sound of heavy breathing behind you in the dark but couldn’t turn around to confront what was there.


  For a while now he had been stumbling through a jungle of vine-draped trees—really stumbling as if drunk on St. Alban’s wicked white rum. He ought to stop and rest; he knew that. He had lost his rifle—must have dropped it one of the half-dozen times he’d fallen, and been too dazed to pick it up before stumbling on again. Feeling a hundred years old instead of twenty-six, he was now close to falling again and being too exhausted even to get up. But he couldn’t stop. Whatever had control of his mind would not let him.


  All at once the jungle of hanging vines ended in a wall of stone. A cliff. He shouldn’t have been able to see it in the dark, but he did—a black cliff, almost vertical, rising up before him with an opening at its base. A hole about a yard wide and four feet high.


  A cave? There were many in St. Alban’s Morgan Mountains. On more than one occasion he had taken time out from hunting wild pigs or wild pigeons to explore them, out of curiosity. Not this one, though. He hadn’t known there was one this high up.


  “Go on in,” a voice was saying.


  A voice? Here in this godforsaken wilderness, in the dark? So he really must be trapped in a nightmare, then. He had to be, because the voice wasn’t reaching him from in front, or behind, or off to one side; it was inside his head.


  “Go in!”


  He would have gone in anyway—a little way, at least—in hope of finding some relief from the cold wind that had come up in the last hour or so. God, it got cold up here at night. You’d think on a West Indian island … But he had been climbing for hours and must be above seven thousand feet here, where it could fall close to freezing on a winter night such as this. He had been shivering since the wind came up.


  He would need a light now. For some reason he’d been stumbling along without one all this time, but only a fool would venture into a wild cave without a light. He had one in his knapsack, he remembered. Sinking to one knee, he slid the strap from his shoulder and unbuckled the pack, and yes, thank God, he still had it. Clutching it in one hand, dragging the knapsack along with the other, he crawled on hands and knees into the opening.


  Now the voice inside his head, sounding like something from far away that he was hearing on a bad telephone, was telling him to “Come on in.” Not to go in, but come in. Was he losing his mind?


  He was stupid to be doing this, some other part of his mind told him. Alone, at night—to be crawling into an unknown cave in the wildest part of St. Alban’s infamous Morgan Mountains while exhausted? He was crazy. But he had to do it. He had to keep going. Then after a hundred feet or so the ceiling began to rise, and he could stop crawling and struggle to his feet.


  “Don’t stop there! Come to me!”


  As he stumbled on down the tunnel, the wavering of his light beam showed him how unsteady he was on his feet. It showed him, too, an ongoing tunnel a couple of yards wide, with now a ten-foot-high ceiling that seemed to have no ending. “Jesus, man, stop this foolishness!” one part of his mind kept telling him. “Get out of this creepy place before you die in here!”


  But—“Come to me!” the voice in that other part of his mind was booming now, like a roll of mountain thunder.


  Sick with fear, he managed to stop and lean back against a wall of stone while his chest heaved with his struggle to breathe. “Who are you?” he whispered.


  “Never mind that. Obey me!”


  “What do you want with me? Why have you brought me here?” Because he knew now that he had not reached this place by accident. Since losing contact with Danny and Wesley, he had been told what to do, every step of the way. Maybe—yes, maybe the voice was even responsible for his being separated from them in the first place.


  “All right, all right!” Was that his own voice, babbling in surrender? “All right… please… I’m coming.”


  “Put out your light. There is no need for childish things here.”


  He thumbed the switch and the voice was right; he didn’t need the flashlight anymore. Here, this far in from the entrance, the tunnel was lit by an eerie, greenish glow, as though the walls and floor and ceiling were coated with some kind of chemical.


  “Put your light away now,” the voice instructed.


  Leaning against the wall again, he opened his knapsack and dropped the flash into it, because you had to do what the voice commanded. He knew that now. Something terrible was bound to happen if you didn’t.


  “Now come, before I lose patience.”


  He stumbled on again and presently, not knowing why, turned off the main tunnel into a side one, and after a few more minutes entered a third. This cave was longer and more complex than any other he had been in. It must be one of the longest in the island, and might run on for miles. But he would not have to walk for miles, he soon discovered. After another series of turns, which he made because some remote control commanded him to, he found himself in a room that he knew instinctively was something special.


  This chamber was almost a perfect circle in shape, with walls that rose twenty feet or so to a roof nearly as smooth as its floor. In it, the green glow was more persuasive than in the corridors he had traversed to get here. The walls appeared to exhale it as though they were alive and breathing, and it formed a kind of whirlpool that seemed to suck him in despite a warning from some small part of his mind—some diminishing fragment that still belonged to him—that he should turn and run for his life no matter what the cost.


  The room was like a monstrous green eye that was watching him, but how could it be watching him when he was inside it?


  He was not able to turn and run. Even the thought of doing so dribbled away, and his dragging feet carried him to the center of the whirlpool of light. There he stopped and waited fearfully for instructions, and after a seemingly endless silence the voice said matter-of-factly, “Take off your clothes.”


  He took them off and stood there naked, shivering.


  “Now sit.”


  Terrified, clutching his shaking body with both hands, he sat. The stone floor was cold and clammy, as though the green mist or glow kept it forever damp.


  “Do you know who I am?”


  “No.


  “Or where you are?”


  “No.


  “Let me enlighten you, then. All over this planet on which you live are places like this. I have had them for centuries. Points of contact, let us can them. Not all are in caves. I have one at present in a certain so-called holy place in the country you call Iran. Another is in a dark corner of the New York subway system. Still another is in the home of a prominent person in what you call Libya. Do you realize the significance of what I am telling you?”


  He shook his head.


  “Then consider this. In the recent past I have been most successful in Idi Amin’s Uganda. In Hitler’s Germany. In Stalin’s Russia. And long before that in lands ruled by the Khans. At present it amuses me to be developing new points of influence. Now do you comprehend?”


  “How can I? I don’t know who you are! Or what this room is! Or why you have brought me here!”


  “You are here for instruction.”


  “Instruction in what, for God’s sake?”


  “In time you will know—and it will not be for God’s sake. At least, not the god you mean. Sit, now, and wait.”


  With the green mist slowly swirling around him, he waited. The cold of the room’s floor crept up through his naked body and numbed his mind. After a time he became thirsty.


  “I need some water. Please.”


  “Later.”


  His thirst increased and he became hungry as well. He had not eaten for hours. But his pleas for water and food went unanswered, and he was unable to get up off the floor. Hours passed, while the green mist swirled around him and the silence became pure torment. Then when he thought he would die if he had to sit there a moment longer, he lost consciousness.


  When he came to, he had no idea how long he had been asleep. Nothing around him had changed. He was still alone in the circular chamber, with the green mist or fog slowly swirling around him. The silence was still that of a grave. But for some reason he was no longer thirsty or hungry and no longer felt he might die. Puzzled, he rose to his feet—and had no trouble doing that.


  “Now do you understand?” the voice said.


  “Yes.”


  “Get dressed and go, then. But remember—from now on I will be a part of you always. You will do my bidding at all times.”


  “I will do your bidding. Yes.”


  He put his clothes and boots back on. Took in a breath and felt ten feet tall and full of new strength, new power. With long strides he left the room he now knew was indeed an eye—an eye of his new master—and marched through the maze of corridors that had led him to it. Crawling out of the cave on hands and knees, the way he had entered it, he discovered he was no longer lost.


  Knowing exactly where he was, and that he could come back at any time without faltering, he swung his pack to his shoulder and began the long hike home. Still a hunter, more than ever a hunter, but no longer a hunter of pigs or pigeons.
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  June 1987


  They were church people from the States. Ministers, their wives and husbands, their children. On holiday. But many were concerned about the poverty in the slums of St. Alban’s capital, too, and hoping they would be able to do something to help.


  At the time it happened, they had been in St. Alban six days. Staying at an aged downtown hotel that was considered unacceptable by most tourists, they had walked about the city, visited its famous Royal Gardens, and shopped for the usual island-made handicrafts. Chartering a bus, they had spent one day visiting sugar and banana plantations on the island’s coastal plain, another exploring old Great Houses built when St. Alban had been an English colony.


  Now, on the same big yellow bus, with the same St. Alban driver, they were well up in the mountains en route to a plantation that grew some of the world’s finest coffee. Ten men, the youngest twenty-one, the oldest sixty-three. Nine women in the same broad age bracket. Eight children ranging in years from six to fourteen.


  Their destination was Armadale, whose young American manager had agreed to show them how the island’s famous coffee was grown.


  The bus was full of talk as it neared its destination. “These mountains! I just can’t believe them, they’re so beautiful!”


  “But, oh, this road. I’m going to be sick, I swear. Just look down there!”


  “How far down is that stream, Calvin? Do you know?” Calvin was the driver, his questioner a girl of eight.


  “About nine hundred feet, ma’am. And the stream is called White River.”


  As she again pressed her face to the window beside her, the child giggled—probably at being addressed as “ma’am.” Gazing down into the steep-sided gorge along the brink of which the bus now crept, she shivered with delight as though in a roller-coaster car at the top of the first long drop. “Gosh!” she said. “It looks like a whole other world down there!”


  A wave of nervous laughter ran through the bus.


  “How much farther do we have to go, Calvin?” The leader of the group was tired this morning, and was one of several suffering from motion sickness. All day yesterday, in his hotel room, he had sought to prepare himself for a scheduled television interview in which he would try to explain just how his people hoped to help the desperate poor of the capital’s slums. He was not a man to take such an opportunity lightly.


  “About half an hour, sir. But the road is only this bad for another short while.”


  “Well, that’s good to hear,” said a woman at the rear. “Because some of us are getting carsick, as you can see. Or should I say bus sick? And besides, these people in the car behind us seem anxious to get by.”


  Calvin had been peering into his mirrors and knew about the motion sickness. Quite a few of his passengers’ faces were whiter than they ought to be, and he hoped to have the worst of the road behind him before any asked to get out. As for the car, he had been aware of that, too, for a good while now. It was an English Cortina sedan with two men in it.


  With a frown of annoyance Calvin said, “They would be foolish to try passing us here.” Hacked out of the mountainside cliff, the road along this stretch was all curves. Between it and the nine-hundred-foot drop on the left was nothing except a yard-wide fringe of dusty weeds. St. Alban was too poor a country to afford safety railings on its unpaved rural roads.


  Aware that the Cortina was edging even closer, Calvin took his lower lip between his teeth and wagged his head. Damn fool driver, he thought. But if the man wanted to pass, why did he not sound his horn?


  Well, there was nothing anyone could do about it. With a shrug he fixed his gaze on the road and focused his thoughts on things more pleasant.


  These people, for instance. He had been their chauffeur since their arrival in St. Alban and was truly fond of them. They genuinely cared about his island and its people. They asked sensible questions. They treated him like a friend, not just somebody being paid to drive them around.


  Not all visitors to his island were that considerate. He drove a taxi at times, and he knew.


  But why was the Cortina tailgating him like this on a road so dangerous? What was the matter with that idiot driver?


  The church people, too, were all aware of the car’s strange behavior now. The chatter had stopped and the bus was unnaturally quiet. Almost everyone was looking back through the rear window, no doubt wondering what was going on.


  Was it the dust, maybe? You sometimes met drivers on these country roads who would take any kind of chance rather than eat the dust from a car ahead of them. But today wasn’t all that dry, and anyway, there was a fair mountain breeze to quickly blow away what little dust the bus was churning up.


  Stupid, that’s what those fellows were. Just plain stupid. Maybe he should stop and tell them so. But if it turned into an argument, they would be two against his one. So just drive on; that was the thing to do. Get past this stretch, then pull over and let them pass. Yes.


  In the car behind, the driver said to the man beside him, “You ready?”


  “Ready.” This one held in his right hand a black object similar to and about the size of a television remote-control transmitter. It had only one button, however. A red one. The man’s thumb hovered over it as he watched the bus ahead. “Just tell me when.”


  “Wait for Dead Man’s.” It was a name the mountain people had given to an especially dangerous curve in this road.


  “Okay. How many would you say are in that thing?”


  “I make it twenty-eight with the driver.”


  “Me too. He will like that. Up to now, the best anyone has done is seven.”


  “Seven? I don’t recall—”


  “Last year, in the church fire at Harmon Bay. Six died in the fire and one later in the hospital. Before that, the best score was four. Never mind. Where did Winslow plant it? You know?”


  “Under the driver’s seat, he said.”


  “Good. No one will ever be sure what—”


  The man at the wheel broke in with a hissed, “Get ready!” Ahead, the yellow bus with its twenty-eight occupants had entered Dead Man’s Curve.


  The driver of the car tightened his grip on its wheel. The man at his side sat straighter and sucked in a breath. “Now?”


  “Now!”


  In the bus, the floor under the driver’s seat erupted with a roar. The seat shot upward in a tangle of metal and plastic. With his hands torn from the wheel by the force of the blast, Calvin had no time even to give his agony a voice before his head became a crimson smear on the vehicle’s roof. Out of control at the worst possible moment, the bus failed to round the curve and went soaring into space.


  With its driver dead and its cargo of screaming men, women, and children tossed about like figures of straw, the vehicle turned end over end as it fell the nine hundred feet to the stream below. There it crashed among stream-bed boulders with force enough to make it an instant coffin for its occupants. If any survived the impact by being lucky enough to have others cushion the shock for them, they perished in the flames that shot from the ruptured gas tank to engulf the wreckage.


  On the road above, the two men in the Cortina gazed down at what they had accomplished, then smiled at each other and touched hands. “Our leader will be pleased,” the driver said. “For a contribution such as this he may even take us to the Eye for communion with the master.”
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  August 1990


  He had arrived early, but not by much. All aglitter in the Caribbean sunlight, the plane he had come to meet was even now descending over the white-capped waters of the harbor. Due in at 3:30, it was ten minutes ahead of schedule.


  An omen, undoubtedly. Miss Edith Craig had even beaten the clock to confront him. He had better prepare for the worst.


  At St. Alban’s airport, the place to watch an incoming plane was the second-floor Waving Gallery. He had gone directly to it. Now he stepped to the railing.


  Behind the approaching metal gull, the island’s cloud-capped Morgan Mountains bulked ominously against an otherwise cloudless sky. Thinking of the scouts, he looked at them and asked the silent question again. Eight young boy scouts and their new scoutmaster had been missing among those wild peaks for eight days now, in a trail-less wilderness that had swallowed careless explorers in the past. He, Peter Sheldon, had been the last to talk to them when they sought his permission to climb though Armadale’s mountainside coffee fields to begin their grand adventure.


  He could see them now, trudging happily up the main coffee track, turning to wave to him as he stood watching them from the old Great House veranda. “We’ll bring you back a picture of the Devil’s Pit if we can find it,” one bright lad with a camera had promised. “That is, if old devil don’t catch us and carry us down into it.” A joke, of course. They weren’t the type to believe that old mountain tale. But most of Armadale’s workers believed it, and some had predicted disaster.


  Eight days. The whole island now held its breath, waiting for news.


  He watched the plane land and taxi to a stop. It was from Miami, but the woman he was to meet had begun her journey in England. Studying the passengers as they descended to the tarmac, he failed to spot anyone who fitted his mental picture of a daughter of Philip Craig.


  Her letters had told him almost nothing—only that with the shockingly sudden death of her father in London, she was now the owner of Armadale and therefore his employer. “I’ll fill you in on the rest when I arrive. And don’t worry about my recognizing you at the airport, because I have several photos of you taken on the plantation by my father. I shall look for a man of about thirty years”—good guess, that—“six feet two or three, with rather untidy blond hair and an equally untidy mustache. It might help, though, if you were to wear something a touch out of the ordinary, such as—well, what? Shall we say a red handkerchief in your jacket pocket?”


  On his way downstairs to the customs exit where he would first make contact with her, Peter touched the folded bit of red cloth in the pocket of his tan jacket.


  It was not a handkerchief. Where could he have found a red handkerchief at Armadale? He’d snipped it from a bandu donated with a smile by his forty-year-old housekeeper. He had donned a red tie, too, though grimly aware that he wouldn’t have worn either a tie or a pocket adornment—or, for that matter, even a jacket—had he been going to the airport on any ordinary errand.


  Now as he stood outside customs in the sweltering August heat, peering through an unwashed window at passengers beginning to trickle through from immigration, he felt a tightening in his stomach.


  Five years. For five years you performed to the absolute best of your ability a managerial job you dearly loved, rebuilding a ruinate coffee plantation into one of the finest on an island noted for the quality of its mountain coffee. For five years you labored harder and longer than anyone else on the payroll, yet loving the challenge. Now, with your mouth dry and your stomach in knots, you were waiting to greet a woman you had never seen who could wipe you out with a mere signing of some legal document.


  Damn it, where was she? Failing again to pick out any woman who might conceivably be Philip Craig’s daughter, he moved along to the door through which she would have to make her exit.


  People began coming out, led by skycaps with piled-high luggage carts. Most were obviously island residents; the heat of August was not a tourist attraction. He paid almost no attention when a youngish white couple came through the doorway, glancing about as though in search of someone.


  Abruptly halting, the woman peered at Peter and said to her companion, Alton, hold on. I believe I’ve found him.” The man obediently stopped and told their skycap to wait.


  Wearing a beige dress of some lightweight, linen-like material, the woman stepped toward Peter. Her eyes and hair were the rich golden brown of a cacao pod. Her mouth formed a quizzical but most attractive smile.


  “Peter? Peter Sheldon?”


  It wasn’t possible, he told himself. Philip Craig had been sixty-nine when he died, and she couldn’t be more than twenty-five. He was almost afraid to accept her hand. “Are you Miss Craig?”


  She smiled again. It seemed she smiled easily, and for that he was grateful, feeling the way he did about her being here at all. “Didn’t Daddy ever tell you about me?”


  “Yes, of course, but—”


  “It doesn’t matter.” She turned her head. “Alton?”


  Leaving the skycap and their luggage—four large leather bags that seemed to indicate a longish stay on the island—her companion came forward.


  “Mr. Sheldon, this is Mr. Preble, my fiancé. There wasn’t time to let you know he was coming. We didn’t decide until the last minute.”


  About Peter’s height, Alton Preble had a long face and was too thin. He shook hands without enthusiasm. “Is it always this hot here?”


  “In summer, on the coast. We’ll be out of it soon.”


  “The sooner the better, I don’t mind telling you.”


  “Let’s go, then.” With a nod to the waiting skycap, Peter led them through the parking area to Armadale’s pale blue station wagon. There he tipped the fellow, unlocked the back, and had the luggage neatly stowed before the two from England caught up with him.


  When he swung wide the doors to let out some of the Pent-up heat, Edith Craig slid onto the seat beside the driver’s while her fiancé, frowning, squeezed in behind her. It was not a large car. The government had long since ruled that large cars were dangerous on the island’s roads, many of which resembled roller-coaster tracks and were barely two lanes wide. The knees of Edith Craig’s unhappy fiancé were Close to his chin when at last he got himself settled.


  Peter tossed his jacket onto the empty side of the backseat. His tie followed, and he unfastened the top two buttons of his shirt. His glance at Preble invited the Englishman to do the same, but the thin man merely gazed at him in silence. With a mental shrug Peter slid in behind the wheel.


  The airport occupied the tip of a peninsula, and Miss Craig seemed genuinely interested in her surroundings as he drove out to the main road. For a time she gazed across the harbor at the city on their left; then she turned with apparent pleasure to the boisterous open sea on the right. “I had no idea St. Alban was such an attractive island, Mr. Sheldon,” she said.


  “I’m glad to hear you think so, Miss Craig.”


  “It’s damned hot, Edith,” her fiancé complained in a petulant growl.


  Peter glanced into the rearview mirror. “Why not take your coat off, Mr. Preble? We’ve a way to go along the coast before we start climbing.”


  “Thanks. I can wait.”


  Edith Craig’s laughter was soft and brief. “Alton is a London barrister, Mr. Sheldon.”


  “I see.”


  So the banker’s daughter was to marry a lawyer, Peter thought. Armadale’s future—and his own—looked bleak indeed. Why the hell couldn’t she have chosen a farmer?


  4


  When he turned off the coast road at Eleven Mile to ascend the corkscrew spirals of Oxton Hill, Peter watched his passengers for their reaction. There were some breathtaking views from this crazy ladder of a road.


  Presently, behind them, the sea was a jeweled blue carpet, and scraping the sky ahead were spectacular mountains creased with deep gorges. Then came the awesome, sheer face of Vengeance Cliff, the missing part of which had thundered down to bury an unknown number of settlers at the time when the Great Earthquake had sent the old capital to the bottom of the harbor.


  Miss Craig was like a spectator at a tennis match as she tried to absorb it all. But when the station wagon climbed through the mid-mountain town of Ledge, where the road was crowded with country people going about their assorted tasks, she relaxed with a deep sigh of contentment.


  “Oh, it’s just what I had hoped it would be! Real people doing real things!” she said.


  Peter waved to a young man striding barefoot along the roadside, an expert coffee-tree planter who turned up for work when in the mood but almost never when needed. Ah, sister Craig, if only you knew how complex the simple things sometimes are, he thought. The young man, a startling sight with his bare brown chest caked with the road’s white limestone dust, grinned and returned the greeting. “Evenin’, Mr. Peter!”


  “I suppose you know everyone,” Edith Craig said.


  “I’ve been at Armadale five years, Miss Craig.”


  The road swung sharply right to cross what was probably the highest and least safe bridge on the island, causing Edith Craig and her barrister to hold their breath while gazing through its flimsy railing at the swirling stream below. Loose planks clattered under the car’s tires like the bars of a xylophone.


  “The White River,” Peter supplied.


  “It’s an important stream?” Miss Craig asked.


  “Very. And a branch of it starting just under Morgan Peak comes leaping down through the plantation.”


  “Leaping, Mr. Sheldon?”


  “Up there it’s a string of wild cascades, mostly inaccessible. It’s the source of Armadale’s water, however.”


  “How exciting!” Her enthusiasm was obviously genuine as she swung about to confront her fiancé. “Did you hear that, Alton? I own a river with waterfalls! Oh, I’m going to like Armadale!”


  In the rearview mirror Peter saw the man on the backseat make a face. “It won’t be your usual English country estate, you know,” Preble warned.


  “Who cares?”


  “Even your father complained of its being at the absolute end of nowhere, and sometimes wondered why he bought it.”


  “He bought it because he loved it, Alton. We both know that.”


  The barrister did not answer.


  The bridge behind them, the road clawed its way upward now with a vengeance, and for some time there was no comment from the backseat. Curious, Peter glanced into the mirror again. Alton Preble’s long face had become nearly as ashen as the dust pluming out behind the car’s wheels.


  Recognizing familiar symptoms, Peter braked the machine to a stop. “Is something wrong, Mr. Preble?” Something was, of course. But would such a man admit it?


  “This ghastly road is making me ill,” the man groaned.


  “You’re carsick?”


  “Yes! Oh Lord, yes!”


  “It happens to some people. We’d better just sit until it passes. Then maybe you ought to ride in front.”


  Edith Craig, turning her head, frowned with concern. “I didn’t know you suffered from motion sickness, Alton.”


  “I didn’t either, God help me.” Fumbling the door open, Preble staggered from the car to a dusty tangle of brush and grass at the road’s edge, and began to heave.


  Edith opened her door and ran to him. But when she put an arm around him to steady him, he thrust her away.


  She stood there watching him for a moment, then slowly returned to the car and took her place beside Peter again. “Does this happen often, Mr. Sheldon?”


  “No, but it happens.”


  “Alton is embarrassed.”


  “Being carsick is nothing to be ashamed of, Miss Craig. And this road has done more than make people woozy at times. Three years ago a tour bus missed one of these curves and landed down there in White River, killing twenty-eight people.”


  “My God,” Edith Craig breathed.


  “It was bringing them to Armadale, where I had promised to show them how your coffee is grown.”


  Her face almost as ashen as Preble’s, Edith Craig closed her eyes for a few seconds, and then turned to gaze at her fiancé. She was shaking her head in sympathy when an alien sound infiltrated the mountain silence, causing her to look up. Peter leaned out the car window on his side and did the same.


  Appearing suddenly through a gap between high crags, a dark speck sped toward them through the cloudless sky.


  “Is that a helicopter?”


  “Yes, Miss Craig. The army has a few here. They’re searching for some boy scouts who are lost in the mountains.”


  She frowned at the blue-black peaks ahead, close enough now to be impressively wild and overpowering. “Lost? Up there?”


  “Long overdue, at any rate. Eight of them set out with their leader eight days ago from our place—your place—to climb to Morgan Peak, then go along the ridge by way of Albert Gap to Blackrock and—” He suddenly realized she could have no idea of what he was talking about. “Anyway, they’ve disappeared.”


  She watched the copter grow smaller in the distance. “Is it possible for a person to disappear on an island this size? St. Alban is only a hundred and fifty miles long, isn’t it?”


  “Miss Craig, the whole Morgan Range above Armadale is as inhospitable as anything in the Caribbean. When escaped slaves took refuge there back in the old days, even English soldiers couldn’t get them out.”


  “I’m afraid I haven’t done my homework,” she said.


  Following the river upstream, the copter vanished behind a distant peak above Armadale. Its mutter lingered briefly in the mountain air, and then the silence returned. Miss Craig’s fiancé trudged unsteadily back to the car, his expensive leather shoes creating explosions of dust.


  “Better?” Peter asked.


  “I hope so.”


  “Want to ride in front now, do you?”


  “No, no. Let’s just get this over with.” Preble stubbornly sat in back again. “How much farther have we to go?”


  “It’s thirty miles from the airport to the plantation. We’re more than halfway.” Peter carefully refrained from adding that the road at times seemed sixty miles long instead of thirty. On pitch-black moonless nights, for instance, or when a tropical deluge triggered a string of mud slides that forced a car to creep along the edge of space.


  But after they had passed the dangerous bend known as Dead Man’s Curve, where the tourist bus had gone over the brink, the road was no longer difficult, and Preble’s face in the mirror showed no increased distress. As the car moved more or less horizontally through scenic Pipers Vale, the Englishman’s countenance even took on a look of relief, while Philip Craig’s daughter became brightly eager again. She voiced little sounds of delight when children at play in peasant yards waved greetings. Her eyes shone with pleasure as she waved back.


  Maybe, just maybe, she would not be selling Armadale, after all.


  “These trees along here are coffee, Miss Craig,” Peter volunteered.


  “Oh? With the green berries?”


  “You’ll see many more at the plantation, of course. This is small-farmer coffee.”


  “I thought coffee berries were red.”


  “When they’re ripe. And we call them ‘cherries’ here.”


  “I see.”


  When they had crept across the small bridge at the head of the vale and were climbing again, he turned his head. “Everything all right now, Mr. Preble?”


  “Just keep going, please.”


  “We don’t have to—”


  “Please.”


  “As you say.”


  Peter had to stop, though, when a woman he knew, coming along a side road from the village of Look Up, called out to him and frantically flapped an arm to catch his attention. Hurrying around the front of the station wagon, she clutched at the driver’s door.


  “Mr. Peter, did them hear anything from the boys yet?”


  “Not that I know of, Bronzie.” About thirty-five, she was handsome and straight, with remarkably wide-spaced eyes and gleaming teeth. The nickname referred to the color of her skin, which was the same golden brown as Edith Craig’s hair. Her real name was Jessie Dakin. One of Armadale’s best workers, at harvest time she was able to pick a bushel and a half of ripe cherries a day, and you could depend on her doing it.


  “Mr. Peter—if you hear anything, you will let me know? For sure?”


  “Of course, Bronzie. Is Gerald any better?”


  “No, squire.” Only a few of the workers called him that. The older ones, mostly. “He still talks peculiar. I do wish you could come to see him.”


  “I’ll come as soon as I can. I promise.” Peter briefly laid a hand on one of those gripping the door. “And if I hear anything at all about the scouts, I’ll of course come at once.” When she stepped back from the car, he solemnly returned her nod and drove on.


  “Who was that interesting woman?” Edith Craig asked.


  “She and her two Sons work for you, Miss Craig. Her husband did, too, until he was killed last year.”


  “Killed?”


  “Shot—by accident—when he was visiting a brother in the capital one day. He was one of two innocent bystanders who got caught in a gunfight between the police and some of our nasties.”


  “For such a small island, St. Alban seems to have more than its share of violence,” Alton Preble observed from the backseat. “And I don’t suppose all of it makes the English papers, either.”


  “Isn’t the whole world becoming more violent, Alton?” Edith Craig said.


  “Touché! But we’re not personally interested in the whole world.”


  “Anyway,” Peter said, “I should warn you that the woman you’ve just met speaks better English than you can expect from some of the others. She finished grammar school and does the Bible reading in her church.”


  “She seems to have a problem,” Edith said.


  “One of her sons, Georgie, is with the missing scouts. The other, Gerald, has been behaving strangely for the past few days.”


  “Strangely? How do you mean?”


  “Well, yesterday I put him to bushing out a stretch of track. When I went to check his work at three o’clock, he was sitting on the ground staring into space, talking to himself, and nothing at all had been done. I walked him home.”


  Miss Craig turned her head to do some staring of her own—at him. “You must feel quite close to these people. You spoke to that woman with true compassion.”


  Peter settled for a shrug and drove on to the little mountain village of Cedar Ridge, where Armadale received its mail. At this time of day the shops and post office veranda were all but deserted. To the man on the rear seat he said, “Just a mile or so more, Mr. Preble.”


  “Thank God,” the barrister said.


  Much rougher now, the road climbed between yards filled with coffee trees. The sun blazed on the zinc roofs of farmers’ houses as though determined to set them ablaze. “This is called Grove Path,” Peter said as they passed a dilapidated shop where a woman waved to him from behind the counter. “And this,” as the car splashed through a shallow stream a few moments later, “is the Armadale boundary, Miss Craig. Everything from here on is yours.”


  He glanced at her as he
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