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Аннотация
I had lived so long on the wrong side Of. the law I felt out of place as a special undercover agent for Uncle Sam. But I had no choice. One of the top brass in U.S. Intelligence had my number. So we made a deal-his silence for my services in tracking down and infiltrating a gang of Mid-East terrorists. Besides, I had a personal interest in this job. They had stolen $75,000 from me.
So there I was-Earl Drake, bank robber and safecracker, playing on the side of the angels to outwit a bunch of fanatic Turks who were using their embassy for cover.
I started with a Turkish delight. Talia. I conned her into leading me from the bedroom to their inner sanctum. I wished I hadn't.
One look at the cold, bulbous eyes in the mound of flesh seated on the cushioned sofa before me told me I had stepped in the path of a rattlesnake. And if I couldn't charm it, I was a dead Drake.
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Hazel had given me almost too many errands to do for her in New York. I was late getting to Kennedy, and then I couldn't find the gate from which the chartered flight was to leave. By the time I asked directions twice and then backtracked the length of the terminal, I had three minutes left before flight time.
Duke Conboy was waiting when I finally arrived at the correct lower level. Duke is a jowly, impressive-looking man with silvery gray hair. "You really cut it close," he commented from around a cigar stub. "I was just gonna get aboard." He waved at someone behind me. "Glad you could make it, Candy."
I turned to see a smiling black man approaching us. He wore a lime-green suit, lime-green suede shoes, and a lime-green derby hat. His ruffled shirt was shocking pink as was his wide silk tie. "Candy Kane, Earl Drake," Duke introduced us.
"Pleased to meet you, mon," the dapper Candy said with a pronounced British accent. We shook hands.
"Let's go," Duke commanded. He led the way past an unmanned desk where an airline clerk would ordinarily have been checking boarders against a passenger manifest. We passed through a doorway that led to a carpeted ramp. Six feet along the ramp a man in a battered felt hat overflowed both sides of the three-legged stool on which he was sitting. He must have weighed three hundred pounds. He had the cauliflower ears and lumpy brows common to ex-fighters. "Earl's with me, Tim," Duke said as we edged our way past him.
"Right, Duke," the big man said. He nodded to Candy.
From the ramp we moved into the interior of the Boeing 727 I had seen from the observation window on the terminal level above. A stewardess greeted us pleasantly. Her hair was blonde but she had Jewish features. Behind her a hard-eyed man with a gold chain looped across the front of his scarlet weskit stepped into the aisle in front of me. "Earl's with me, Sal," Duke repeated. The hard-eyed Sal moved aside.
A subdued roar of male voices floated outward from the plane's interior to the forward, first-class compartment where he was standing. We moved along the aisle, past the galley where the stewardesses assemble the meal trays. I had a quick glimpse of two white-jacketed, dark-featured men juggling ice cubes and pouring drinks. "That mean-faced little bartender is on something," Candy commented from behind me. When I turned to look, Candy was smiling. "He looks higher than this plane is going to be." The green-ensembled black man sounded amused.
We passed the galley section before I was able to take a better look at the man Candy had been talking about. The aisle seats of the usual three-abreast seats had been removed in the tourist section, making a wider-than-usual passageway. Even so, we had to step over and around men on their knees with bunched money in their hands. Spinning dice riveted the gamblers' attention, and among the loose bills I could see on the carpeting, twenties and fifties predominated. Four separate crap games were going full blast at intervals along the widened aisle.
Ahead of me, Duke had to wait for a piece of plywood to be removed from across the aisle where a hand of poker had just been completed. There was no silver on the makeshift table, and the smallest bill I saw was a ten. The traffic grew even thicker as we approached the center of the plane. "Tail section's full up, Duke," someone called. "Max is dealin' blackjack." Duke motioned me to slide into the window seat of a pair of empty seats above the port wing of the plane.
We had lost Candy, and I looked back along the aisle. The lime-green suit was hunched down at the first crap game. The lime-green derby hat was on the carpeting with a sheaf of bills in its bowl, and Candy's white teeth gleamed as he joked with the man beside him while his quick hands scattered bills as he covered bets.
"Where'd Candy pick up the British accent?" I asked Duke as we sat down.
"Candy's from Nassau," Duke replied as he settled his bulk into the thick-cushioned seat. "He flew in for this junket. You'd be surprised how far some of the guys came for this flight. I just saw Bottles Lamoreaux from Quebec. How about a drink?"
"Bourbon," I said. I had to raise my voice to be heard. The noise level was fantastic. There must have been at least sixty men on the plane. Duke stood up and bellowed an order for two bourbons to someone I couldn't see. The plane lurched and began to move along the taxiway. I hadn't even heard the engines pick up tempo.
I looked out the double-paned window along the length of the swept-back, tapered wing. The terminal flowed by as we taxied down the ramp. Sunlight glinted off the bright metal surface of the smooth wing, and the glare made me squint. I swallowed to clear my ears as the cabin pressure suddenly increased. The air vent above my head hissed and blew cool, fresh air over my damp face. The thick haze of cigar and cigarette smoke eddied wildly.
The voice of the stewardess came over the intercom, but the noise inside the plane drowned her out. She was standing between the compartments, a professional smile on her pretty face. She persisted in her effort to make herself heard until the din subsided. "We will not take off until everyone is seated with his seat belt fastened," she warned.
The games broke up one by one, and the reluctant gamblers slid into their seats. The girl ran through the usual procedure of demonstrating the oxygen mask and pointing out the emergency exits. I noticed a red panel above my window. There was an emergency locking lever recessed behind it. The section of the fuselage next to my window seat was an emergency exit which led out onto the wing's broad surface. I thumped on the section with the butt of my fist. Its solid feel was reassuring. I didn't even like to think about its blowing out four miles up while cruising at six hundred miles an hour.
We reached the end of the taxiway and then waited so long I began to think something had gone wrong. Around me the gamblers profanely protested the delay in getting back to their games. Then a sleek United Air Lines 707 flashed past my window, its landing wheels searching for the runway. Blue smoke spurted as the motionless tires bit into the abrasive concrete. The plane rose again in a long, graceful bounce. The tires touched down a second time with blowing puffs of smoke as the plane settled down and disappeared behind the tail of our aircraft.
The quiet hum of the jets behind us picked up volume and intensity. We started to move, and the plane gained speed quickly, the steady acceleration pushing me firmly into my seat. The horizon tilted to a thirty-degree angle and stayed there as the nose of the plane lifted and sighted on a piece of sky dotted with white streamers of cloud.
The ground dropped away rapidly. By the time we reached the cloud wisps, Manhattan was far behind and obscured by a dirty layer of smog. Above us there was nothing but blue space. The plane leveled off, and the SEAT BELTS and NO SMOKING lights went out. The stewardess hadn't tried to enforce the latter. There was the metallic clashing sound of released belts as the gamblers poured out into the aisle to resume their interrupted action.
Duke leaned forward in the direction of the eight-handed poker game. "I'll take half anyone's action," he announced. "Speak up."
"You got half of mine," growled a sallow-faced man with a funereal expression. He counted the bills in his hand. "Thirty-four hundred, Duke."
"I'm in, Toby." Duke removed a wallet from his inside jacket pocket and counted out seventeen hundred-dollar bills. He handed them to the sallow-faced man who added them to half his own roll. Duke grinned at me as he sank back into his cushioned seat again. "Why don't you put Tippy's seventy-five thousand into action?" he asked.
"The only action Tippy's seventy-five thousand is going to get is when it moves from my pocket into his hand," I told Duke.
"You could've just given it to me to give to him," Duke said. His tone was injured. "Everyone knows we're partners. Then you wouldn't have had to make this flight."
"You weren't partners when Tippy was in the gow, doing seven to ten. Anyway, I'm just following orders." I sought for a change of subject. "How come we weren't checked aboard against a manifest?"
Duke winked. "Officially, we were. Plenty of John Does an' Richard Roes, though. Nobody's under his right name, not even a square like you. Nobody wants any publicity about these gamblin' flights to Vegas."
He returned his attention to the poker game. I watched Toby raise behind the opener with two pair and make them stand up. On the next hand he ran three jacks into a full house and sat there with a brooding look on his jaundiced face.
I turned at a tap on the shoulder. One of the white-coated bartenders was dumping a miniature of bourbon into a glass on his tray. He managed to spill a third of it in the process. His eyes were positively pinpoints, and I recalled Candy's remark.
"Candy thinks that one is on junk," I said to Duke when the dark-faced bartender moved along the congested aisle toward the front of the plane.
Duke glanced in that direction. "Him?" He shrugged. "Could be. Neither of this pair is part of the reg'lar crew we usually have on this chartered flight."
"What happened to the stewardess?"
"Prob'ly up in the cockpit with the crew, out of reach of the grabby-handed types," Duke said wisely.
"How often do they put on these flights?"
"For the pros, about twice a year. Vegas is gonna see seventy-two hours of real action when this bus hits the ground."
"How long does it take us to get out there?"
"About four hours."
"What burns me is that if Tippy had only told Hazel he was going to be in Vegas, she wouldn't have sent me to New York with his money," I complained. "I was only a couple hundred miles from Vegas when I started this round trip."
"Somethin' came up unexpected," Duke explained. He peeled the cellophane from a fresh cigar. "How's Hazel these days?"
"Never better."
"I remember when Blue Shirt Charlie Andrews first brought her around," Duke reminisced. "That Andrews was a gamblin' fool, an' even as a kid Hazel was a swinger. Party all night an' then kick your hat off at the breakfast table." He reflected for a moment. "She must still be okay. Not many broads would turn loose seventy-five big ones so easy, even if they knew Tippy Larkin had given it to Andrews to hold while Tippy was doin' time. Hazel always was on the level, though. An' full of hell. I remember one time in El Paso she got the bartender to slip a Mickey to an obnoxious-type who was pesterin' her while Andrews was gamblin' upstairs. Then she boxed the guy in the booth so he couldn't get out without crawlin' over her, an' let nature take its course. Which it did. She-"
"Good afternoon, gentlemen." The loudspeaker came on over our heads. "This is your pilot, Captain Bernstein, speaking. We are flying at our assigned altitude of thirty-three thousand. Weather ahead is clear. Our estimated time of arrival is five-twelve P.M., Nevada time. Ground temperature is eighty-two degrees. Limousines will be waiting at the airport. Mazel tov."
The metallic voice stopped. Duke was again watching the poker game. Up the aisle I could see Sal's red weskit clashing with Candy's lime-green suit as money changed hands furiously at the largest crap game. There were few aboard the plane who sat like me with a drink in hand.
Despite the noise around me, I dozed off. I woke a couple of times and glanced out the window. The ground beneath us had changed from green-and-black agricultural squares to rocky, gray-brown, desolate-looking terrain with few signs of habitation.
Once when I woke, Duke was counting bills beside me with a satisfied look on his cherubic face. The gamblers plied their trade steadily with never a thought to their surroundings. My nose and throat were beginning to get the dry, stuffed-up feeling associated with prolonged high-altitude flights.
It was the loudspeaker that woke me from my next catnap. "-as I say!" a harsh voice demanded. There was a thudding noise followed by heavy breathing and a gurgling sound.
"You-you knifed him!" a girl's voice said tremulously.
I sat up and blinked the sleep from my eyes.
"Fly it in where I said!" the same harsh voice commanded. "And get away from that mike button or I'll-"
The loudspeaker went dead.
Duke Conboy was staring up at it curiously. I couldn't see that anyone else was paying attention. Duke looked at me and shrugged. "Thought I heard somethin' about a knife."
"I heard it, too."
"They got a movie goin' up in the cockpit?" Duke glanced at his watch. "Only about twenty minutes to go. It must've been somethin' about landin' instructions. Yeah, there we go now."
The steady rumble of the engines had eased off. The squeal of fluid rushing through the hydraulic lines was followed by a series of vibrations. The trailing edge of the wing outside my window dropped away as the flaps began to lower. "Wonder why they didn't tell us to put our seat belts back on?" Duke speculated. His clumsy-looking but nimble fingers refastened his belt.
Heavier vibrations shook the plane. Thumping sounds indicated that the landing gear had been extended. The back of my seat pushed me forward as the plane took a nose-down attitude and began a rapid descent. I could see barren ground moving upward.
The aircraft banked steeply as it rushed toward the earth. Under the trailing edge of the wing I saw a black macadam landing strip move backward. At that height it looked no larger than a burnt matchstick, but it grew in size rapidly as we continued to descend in a sweeping turn.
I had never flown into Las Vegas, but I was sure there must be a complex of landing strips as at every major airport. From where we were I could still see only the single runway. I pressed my face against the cool window-glass to extend my view, searching for the sprawling, gambling city. Beyond the wing tip, in a shallow valley a few miles away, I could see a small town. Its three-block business district was bisected by a ribbon of straight, pale, concrete highway paralleled by a single-track railroad. Both appeared to come from nowhere and lead off over the beige desert to an uninterrupted horizon.
The engines surged with added power and the plane leveled out. We were so low I could see plainly thin shadows cast by stubby mesquite that dotted the arid ground bordering the runway. The pilot banked again, grinding down more flaps. I had another glimpse of the landing strip as the wing dipped. It looked terribly short. At its near end the twin propellers of a small private plane sent flashes of reflected sunlight from spinning propeller blades. I'd missed seeing the plane before because its dune-yellow color blended it into the parched landscape.
I turned to Duke. "Where do these flights generally land? Do they have a private strip-"
There was a jarring jolt followed by a loud BANG! We were on the ground before I realized we were that close. A cloud of brown dust and sand came up over the forward edge of the wing. He's missed the runway, I thought. Then we lifted as the engines burst into a crescendo of noise. I decided that the pilot intended to go round again, but we hit the macadam with a severe jolt for the second time. I was pitched forward against the seat in front of me before I realized that the pilot had reversed the engine thrust and was applying full power to slow us down.
Shouts, yells, and curses filled our section of the plane as the unprepared gamblers were stacked in heaps in the aisle. I forced myself back into my seat so I could look out the window again. There was a sharp, explosive noise beneath the plane. A circular metal object flew off to one side from under the edge of the wing and spun away. Trailing it was a black tubular ring. I had to look again before I realized that it was the blown-out tire that had been blasted loose from the dual-wheel landing gear when the retaining rim tore loose from the shock of the hard landing.
I could feel the brakes being applied in quick jabs as the deep-throated engines tried in vain to check us. "What the hell happened?" Duke yelled beside me. The brakes went on again as the jets kept working at full pitch. We yawed back and forth as brakes and reverse thrust took effect. Then the plane veered hard to the right. It left the macadam and bounced violently over softer, sandy ground. We bobbed across the uneven earth, and I was rammed forward into the seat ahead of me again.
My shoulder banged into Duke Conboy sitting ashen-faced beside me. The plane sounded as though it was breaking to pieces. It swerved and hit the macadam again, spun around, and finally came to a stop with a long shudder. It was cocked sideways across the last few feet of runway. Forced against the window again, I found myself staring up the airstrip in the direction of the private plane whose glinting propellers were taxiing it rapidly toward us. The plane's pointed nose and defiantly upright tail glittered as the setting sun turned its dune-yellow paint to glistening gold. Even before it came to a full stop near us, a man in khakis climbed out of the passenger side onto the low wing, then jumped down to the ground.
Slung across his shoulder was a machine-gun.
The man sprinted toward the rear of our plane and disappeared from my view.
There was dead silence around me for a long moment. Then there was a babel of profane complaints as the gamblers dragged themselves to their feet, clutching at various parts of bruised anatomies. "Jesus!" Duke exclaimed hoarsely. "What d'you suppose-"
"Each person is to remain in seat!" a heavily accented voice rasped over the cabin loudspeaker system. "We mean business! Man in rear of plane has Sten gun to use!"
A brrr-rrr-rrrttt of machine-gun fire punctuated the words. Someone had opened the exit in the rear of the plane, and the man with the machine-gun had climbed the lowered stairway and placed himself in charge.
The sound of machine-gun bullets ripping into the ceiling of the plane had sent the gamblers diving into their seats. Down the aisle, at a run from the rear of the plane, came the white-coated bartender with the pin point eyes. That's the little bastard who opened the rear boarding door, I decided. This goddamn situation is a hijack.
"We advance now through the plane!" the loudspeaker blared. I couldn't see into the front compartment around the bulge of the galley. Duke leaned out into the aisle, peering toward the front where the hophead bartender had disappeared. "Your money and your weapons you will put into this canvas sack!" the metallic voice continued. "We watch you closely, and the machine-gun is at the front here to protect our men coming through the plane!"
I thought of Hazel's money. I unfastened my chamois-lined shoulder holster containing my Smith & Wesson.38 and dropped it into the pocket on the back of the seat ahead of me. It sank out of sight with the airline literature and the barf bag. With the gun out of the way, I unbuttoned my shirt and pulled out the bulky envelope containing Tippy Larkin's seventy-five thousand dollars.
I tried to jam the thick manila envelope into the seat pocket, but the space was too small. The mouth of the pocket gaped open, sure to attract unwelcome attention. Tens and twenties in that amount just don't make a neat package. I tried to stuff the envelope down beside me in the seat cushion. It wouldn't fit there, either.
"Look!" Duke said excitedly, nudging me. "It's the other bartender. He's holdin' a gun on the pilot an' stewardess. The little guy is with him an'-" Duke paused "-he's got a knife in his hand. It looks-it looks- they're startin'-"
"We show you we mean business!" the loudspeaker announced.
A murmured ripple of sound ran from front to back of the aircraft.
"God, look at that!" someone exclaimed.
"— cut the pilot's throat!" a voice said clearly.
"— mos' took his head off!" I recognized Candy's voice.
Duke Conboy shrank back into his seat from his aisle-leaning position. His round face was white. "They-they killed-" he stammered.
"You saw what happened to the Jewish pig of a pilot!" the loudspeaker said harshly. "It will be the same for the Jew girl if anyone makes trouble. Each one stand up by seat as we come past and put everything in sack."
The broken-English instructions were poorly worded, but the message was perfectly clear. Another burst of machine-gun fire from the rear of the plane emphasized the order. Everyone flinched.
The girl stewardess was first into my line of vision. Her head was tilted upward by a white-coated arm under her chin, exposing the whole of her slender throat to the bloody, double-bladed knife pressed against it by the hophead bartender. The girl's eyes were bulging with terror. She was so limp it looked as though most of her weight was supported by the dark-skinned arm under her chin. Wet stains on her uniform skirt and stockings indicated she had lost control of her bodily functions.
Right behind the slow-moving pair and in step with them was the second bartender. The group paused beside each seat while cursing, snarling gamblers emptied their pockets into the large canvas sack held out by the second man. I saw knives and guns disappearing along with handfuls of bills. The man with the sack leaned into each seat and made quick patting motions to assure himself that individual pockets had been emptied of money and weapons.
They continued along the aisle with balletlike precision. The men remained back-to-back with the girl in front of them. The knife at the girl's strained, pulsating throat never wavered. Duke stood up and threw his money into the sack. I tossed Hazel's manila envelope with Larkin's seventy-five G's and my own wallet into the sack. A deft hand patted my pockets lightly. I sat down with a brassy taste in my throat. I was going to look like a prize ass trying to explain this development to Hazel.
The bizarre ballet moved into the rear compartment of the plane. Everyone twisted in his seat to watch. Men leaned out into the aisles to see the procession as it passed out of sight. "The bastards'll get better'n a quarter million on this job," Duke predicted sorrowfully.
It struck me that while the machine gunner at the rear of the stairway of the plane was a hard-and-fast reality, there couldn't be another in the cockpit as the man with the sack had said. Machine gun or not, a man in the front of the plane couldn't hope to walk down the aisle alone among sixty infuriated gamblers without a hostage like the young stewardess and hope to make it to the rear exit alive. The hijacker who had been doing all the talking was running a bluff.
I looked up at the emergency-exit handle above my head, then fumbled in the storage pocket on the back of the seat ahead of me and retrieved the Smith & Wesson I had dropped into it. I had just reached for the emergency-exit handle at the top of the window when a choked feminine scream that quickly died out sounded above a renewed babble of voices all around me.
"He killed the girl!" someone shouted from the rear compartment. "The hook-nosed sonofabitch knifed the girl!"
A rattle of machine gun fire brought silence again. Men who had started to surge out into the aisle shrank back into their seats quickly. I jerked the red emergency-exit handle, releasing the locking pins. The window section sagged, and I took hold of the handles at the top and bottom and pulled the panel toward me. I dumped the entire window section in Duke's lap as dry, hot desert air flowed over me. I crawled out the opening onto the wing, feeling as conspicuous in the bright sunlight as a snowflake on a coal pile.
On hands and knees I scrambled farther out onto the wing so I could see under the tail of the 727. The private plane was turning in a short arc, pointing back up the runway. I could see the registration number NR 81332 painted on its fuselage.
I stopped crawling when I could see the rear stairway extending from the tail section to the ground. The white-coated bartender who had held the knife at the girl's throat during the march through the plane was two-thirds of the way down to the ground. I dropped prone on the sloping surface of the wing and fired at him three times. He flew sideways off the stairway and sprawled on the sandy soil. He tried to get up, fell back, and tried again. He didn't make it, but I could see him still moving.
The second man started down the ladder. He had the canvas sack slung over his shoulder, and its bulk concealed nearly all of his body. Right behind him on the stairway was the machine gunner. I snapped off a shot at the first man's fast-moving feet, but nothing happened.
At the sound of my shot the machine gunner stopped on the stairway. He raised his weapon above the handrail and aimed it in my direction. I squeezed off another shot at the man with the sack. He did a stutter step, then plunged to the ground. The sack rolled away from him.
The machine gunner let go a burst at me. I had an indelible impression of a bronzed, strong-featured face with an eagle-beak nose above the winking snout of the machine gun as slugs chewed up the wing between me and the emergency-exit window.
I pulled back farther onto the wing's broad surface. When the sound of the machine gun died out, I inched forward again. The machine gunner had slung his weapon over his shoulder by its sling when he hit the ground, had grabbed up the canvas sack, and was running for the waiting plane. I crossed my right hand over my left wrist to try to sight in on him with my.38. I let go the shot, but at that distance I might as well have tossed a pebble. The man threw the sack into the plane and jumped aboard it. The plane roared down the runway and cleared the strip in what looked like less than six hundred yards.
The dusty desert air was suddenly quiet. I looked down at the distance a drop to the ground from the top of the wing would require, then decided against it. A broken ankle I didn't need. I slithered back along the bullet-chewed wing and ducked back into the plane.
The gamblers had all surged to the rear. I had to claw my way through them. Near the stairway-exit a group was crouched around the stewardess. There was blood everywhere: on the wall, on the floor, and bubbling from three jagged slits in the girl's throat. One look was enough to tell that no one was going to be able to help her.
I shoved through the group and climbed down the stairway. Half the gamblers were already outside the plane. Candy, Sal, and Tim were kneeling beside the white-coated bartender who had walked through the plane holding the knife at the girl's throat. Flat on his back in the loose sand, the man spat up at them contemptuously.
Sal lunged for his throat, but the muscular Candy brushed Sal to one side. A barber's razor appeared in Candy's right hand. He leaned over the man on the ground, and his arm rose and fell half a dozen times in a whipping motion. A purple mist and then great gouts of blood spurted through jagged openings in the man's ruined face. Sal snatched the razor from Candy and cross-hatched the slits. The dark-featured man still spat at them from what was left of his destroyed face.
Tim lunged to his feet and hurried to the second bartender ten yards away. He put a shoe under one shoulder and lifted. The body flopped over onto its back. Sal took one look and turned back to the first man.
Duke Conboy clumped heavily down the rear exit stairway. "The machine gunner got away with the sack," I gave him the bad news.
Sal and Candy were arguing about who got to use the razor next. "Cut that out!" Duke rapped at them. "Let the desert finish the bastard off. We got to get the hell out of here. This is gonna cause the goddamnedest stink you ever imagined."
The gamblers clustered around the man who was their natural leader. "There's two of the crew dead in the cockpit," someone said.
"Yeah, the whole crew's dead," a man pointed out. "No one's gonna fly this kite out of here, Duke. What are we gonna do?"
"Where was that town we saw on the way in here, Earl?" Duke asked me.
I pointed. "Three or four miles that way, I'd guess. Maybe five. Hard to tell in this desert air."
"So we hoof it," Duke decreed. "An' I know some of you characters didn't tap out into that goddamn sack. I got a C-note in my shoe. The rest of you get it out of your brassieres or your arseholes, but get it out. We got to hire cars an' get to Vegas an' hit the airlines an' split in sixty different directions. Like right now."
A scattering of bills appeared. Duke appropriated them, and no one argued. No one spared a glance for the crumpled figure Tim had kicked onto its back or for the crimson-masked but still-silent thing writhing on the sand.
At the edge of the abandoned airstrip where the hijackers had forced the crew to land, I turned and looked back at the plane.
In the arid atmosphere it looked as though it could have been there for a hundred years.
Or would be there for another hundred.
I kicked a hole in the loose soil and buried my Smith & Wesson in it.
I scuffed loose sand over the burial place, then hurried to catch up with Duke and the main body of gamblers.
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"Hey, there's a road!" Sal called out as I rejoined the group.
The "road" consisted of time-worn ruts overgrown with tangled bunch grass and scrubby cactus. Duke studied it doubtfully. He was carrying his jacket over his arm, but in the stifling heat large patches of perspiration had already broken through his white shirt. "Where d'you figure we are?" he asked me in a low tone after drawing me to one side.
"We can't be too far from Vegas," I answered. "You said yourself we were only twenty minutes away just before the hijack started. And if the hijack gang planned everything else as well as they did the hijack itself, they probably took into account that the Seven-twenty-seven couldn't disappear too soon from radar screens by changing course without drawing attention to itself. I'll bet we're as close as thirty miles. Maybe closer." I lowered my voice. "This hike to town isn't going to work, Duke."
"It's not?"
"No. You saw the size of the town. You've got sixty men here. That means you need ten cars to move them. In a town like that you couldn't round up ten extra cars with a gun." Duke swiped at the moisture on his upper lip with a chubby forefinger while he considered this. "But there's something else. Once our plane was overdue in Vegas, every law enforcement agency in the state was alerted to be on the lookout for it. And even in that little town we saw from the air, someone must have noticed a plane as big as ours trying to land just a few miles away. The natural thing for them to do would be to call the sheriff's department."
"So?"
"We're going to meet a reception committee before we ever make it to that town."
"If we do, I've got a hole card." Duke said it confidently.
"You're going to need it," I warned.
Duke raised his voice to address the waiting gamblers. "Okay, boys. Follow the track. It's easier goin', anyway. An' if anyone shows up, let me do the talkin'."
The men started out in a struggling line along the rutted road. "Whaddya s'pose that jazz was on the plane about Jewish pigs?" Duke asked as I fell in beside him.
"I've been wondering about that. If this was the Middle East, I'd say that the Arabs had just conducted a raid on the Israelis."
"Them two sonsabitches we left by the plane sure looked like Ay-rabs," Duke said thoughtfully.
"So did the one who got away."
"You got a good look at him?"
"I sure did."
After that we saved our breath. It was hot, dusty walking. Loose stones rolled underfoot, endangering equilibrium and ankles. There wasn't a tree visible with even a promise of shade. Nothing seemed to grow taller than waist-high in this desert country. We were lucky the plane had come down so close to sundown. If it had been in the middle of the day, some of the poorly-conditioned gamblers would have been in real difficulty.
"Hey, Duke! Cars!"
The shout was raised from the head of the procession where-improbably enough-the ex-boxer Tim was among the leaders. He pointed at two dust clouds advancing toward us along the rutted trail we were following.
"Let me handle it when they get here!" Duke called. "Out of the road, boys. We'll wait for them."
The gamblers moved off to one side. They bunched into groups from which an uneasy bzz-bzz of conversation rose during the five minutes it took the cars causing the dust clouds to reach us. Both were jeeps, and in the lead one a big man in a deputy's uniform with numerous stripes on one sleeve sat beside the driver. The men in the jeeps stared curiously at the city-dressed gamblers against a background so obviously inhospitable to city types.
"I'm Morgan," the uniformed deputy announced. "Where's the plane?"
"Back at the landin' strip," Duke answered.
"Where's the crew?"
"With the plane."
"I'm a doctor," a man in the second jeep said. "Does anyone at the plane need first aid?"
Duke looked at his watch. "I doubt it."
"You doubt it? You don't know? What kind of answer-"
The deputy's heavier voice drowned out the doctor's. He was looking directly at Duke. "What happened to the plane?"
"Hijack," Duke replied laconically.
The jeep driver snorted. "Thinks he's in Cuba," he said to no one in particular.
Morgan stood up in the front seat of the jeep. "Doc, you come with me," he said. "The rest of you stay here with these people till we get back." The lead jeep lurched away along the rutted road after the switch had been made.
The second jeep had a whip antenna coiled backward along its length. Duke strolled to the jeep and pointed to the antenna. "Can you talk to Vegas with that thing?" he asked.
"Sure I can," the driver said.
"Well, you can see we need transportation," Duke went on. "I'd appreciate it if you'd call Tom Weston in Vegas an' tell him Duke Conboy said to get two buses down here to pick us up. An' to come along himself."
There was a momentary silence. "You mean the Tom Weston who's the lawyer for the Frontenac?" the driver asked cautiously.
"That's the Tom Weston I mean. Just tell him our plane's down an' we're stranded here."
The driver conferred with the other men in the jeep in low tones. "What was that again about a hijack?" the driver asked Duke after a moment.
"That's why we're here," Duke said patiently. "You just call Tom Weston. He'll straighten everything out."
"Reckon I should without Morgan's okay?" the driver asked his companions.
"I reckon," another man said. "Since it's Weston."
The jeep driver picked up a microphone from a hook on the dashboard. "Mobile Unit Four to KN-five-five-eight," he said.
"Go ahead, Mobile Unit Four," a static-jumbled voice said after a ten-second wait.
Duke strolled back to the watching gamblers. "Nothin' to it now," he said comfortably.
"I'm glad you think so," I told him. "When that first deputy finds what's left at the plane-"
"Nothin' to it," Duke repeated. The jeep driver waved to him to indicate that the message had been sent. Duke waved back in acknowledgment. "Might as well get as comfortable as we can, boys," he said to the others. "There's buses on the way to pick us up."
"What about that deputy?" Sal wanted to know.
"I just pulled his teeth."
"I hope he knows it," Sal grunted.
The gamblers seated themselves awkwardly on the ground. The twilight shadows were lengthening but the earth was still warm to the touch. The occupants of the jeep got out and sat with their backs braced against the jeep's wheels while they chain-smoked hand-rolled cigarettes. There was no fraternizing between the two groups.
Thirty minutes passed. There was a preliminary squawk and then a voice from the jeep's dashboard speaker. "KN-five-five-eight Mobile Unit Two to KN-five-five-eight Mobile Unit Four," it said. "Come in, Mobile Unit Four."
The driver rose to his feet and picked up his microphone. "Go ahead, Two."
"Call Williamson an' get the coroner an' two ambulances out here pronto." The jeep driver looked at his companions and then at the gamblers. "You got that, Four?"
"I got it."
"You guys never saw nothin' like what we got here. KN-five-five-eight Mobile Unit Two out."
"KN-five-five-eight Mobile Unit Four out," the driver echoed. He depressed the microphone switch again. "KN-five-five-eight, this is Mobile Unit Four," he began.
"Look there," a man near me said softly.
I looked in the direction he was pointing.
Three dust devils were advancing toward us along the same route the jeeps had taken previously. The clouds of dust materialized into two huge yellow buses led by a black limousine. When the limousine drew up near us and the rear door opened and two men in dark business suits stepped out, the jeep's occupants rose and stood stiffly, almost at attention.
The two men were followed by a chubby man in the same uniform as Morgan, the deputy who had gone to inspect the plane, but this one had scrambled eggs on his campaign hat. The first man out of the limousine was tall and aristocratic-looking with wavy gray hair. "Where's Duke Conboy?" he asked.
"Here I am, Tom," Duke announced.
The tall man strode to where we were standing. "What've we got, Duke?" His tone was pleasant but carried a note of authority.
"A bad one," Duke replied. "The plane crew's dead plus two hijackers."
Weston frowned. "Aren't you the little ray of sunshine, though?" he said as we were joined by the other civilian and the man in uniform. "Gentlemen, this is Neal Harris, liaison with the governor's office," he continued. "He happened to be with me and I'm glad I played a hunch and brought him along. And this is Sheriff Courtney." Nods were exchanged all around. "These men were on one of our special flights, Neal, and Duke just told me that the plane crew is dead along with two hijackers."
Neal Harris' easy-going manner changed. "Where is the plane?" he wanted to know.
"Back a couple of miles," Duke answered.
''Probably at the abandoned silver mine's airstrip," Sheriff Courtney said.
Harris looked at the sheriff. "Someone is investigating the-ah-situation at the airstrip?"
The sheriff nodded. "Morgan, one of my deputies."
"To this point no one else is involved except your department?" Harris' voice was crisp. "No other investigatory agency, I mean?"
"No, sir. Not yet."
"Here comes Morgan," someone said from behind me. A long, trailing funnel of dust from the direction in which we'd come heralded the return of the first jeep.
"I'll do the talking," Harris said, and said nothing more until the jeep arrived. Deputy Morgan stared from the buses to the limousine to our little group, then swung down from the jeep and walked over to us.
"This is Neal Harris, Deputy Morgan," Tom Weston said.
"I know Mr. Harris," Morgan replied. Respect dripped from each syllable.
"What did you find?" Harris demanded.
Morgan drew a deep breath and flung his hands wide. "Bodies till hell wouldn't have it," he declared. "The plane crew includin' the stewardess with their throats cut, plus two foreign-lookin' guys on the ground outside, one of 'em sliced up like you wouldn't believe. I never saw-"
"I'm correct in assuming that the basic situation is that the plane was hijacked and the passengers-ah- retaliated?" Harris interrupted him.
"They sure as hell did," Morgan said grimly. "I been in the department a long time but I never-"
"It's not the image we wish to promote of the state of Nevada," Harris cut him off again. "So there will be no report of a hijack."
Morgan's eyes swiveled to the sheriff, who nodded. "Yes, sir," Morgan said.
"Send the airline people to me, Sheriff Courtney," Harris continued smoothly. "For once our concern about poor publicity should coincide. I'll depend upon you to arrange for inconspicuous disposal of the bodies other than those of the plane crew. Have I made myself clear?"
"Yes, sir," the sheriff replied.
"I'll expect you to impress the need for silence upon deputies and other personnel on the scene here, Sheriff."
"Take care of that, Morgan," the sheriff said. Morgan strode to the jeeps. The sheriff's gaze swept the gamblers, lingering upon Candy Kane's lime-green-and-shocking-pink ensemble. "Of course you realize I don't have any control over these people, sir."
"I'm about to give you control, Sheriff. You have two buses here. I want this group split between the buses with deputies aboard each. I want one bus driven to Reno and the other to Salt Lake City. I'll arrange to have a charter flight at each municipal airport to take these men back to New York. These men are to communicate with no one before they leave, and there are to be no exceptions to the fact that they do leave. I'll hold you personally responsible. I intend that any stories floating back to Nevada in connection with this-ah-episode will be strictly in the nature of rumors."
"Yes, sir," the sheriff said again.
"These men lost a hell of a lot of cash, Mr. Harris," Duke Conboy spoke up. "What about that?"
Harris' flat gaze examined him coolly. "You've all had a bad day at the tables, sir. Better luck next time."
"You mean you're not going to-"
"I mean I've already pushed myself dangerously close to the limit of my authority. Please get your men aboard the buses." He walked toward the black limousine.
"Maybe we can get a line on something, Duke," Tom Weston muttered. "I'll call you in New York." He hurried after Neal Harris.
"I wonder if the Lord realizes he's been outflanked in this area of the world?" Duke said in a reflective tone as we watched the limousine make a sweeping turn in the sand and move away.
It so nearly reflected my own sentiment that I found it unnecessary to comment.
* * *
"You mean you were within two hundred miles when you were on the ground but you had to make another five-thousand-mile round trip to New York to get back here to the ranch?" Hazel demanded.
"That's what I mean." We were sitting in the kitchen of the Rancho Dolorosa, Hazel's spread twenty miles north of Ely, Nevada. I had just finished tucking in a meal of scrambled eggs and ham. "I got on the Salt Lake City bus because I knew it would pass within fifty miles of here," I went on. "I thought I could talk the deputy into letting me off, but I couldn't make a dent in him. That man Harris must really stamp his hoofprints all over anyone who doesn't do exactly as he says. I had to go to New York and take a commercial flight back."
Hazel started to laugh. She went to the stove and poured me another cup of steaming coffee from the big aluminum coffeepot. Her six-foot figure was clad as usual on the ranch in skin-tight Levis and a sleeveless buckskin vest that snugly encased her big breasts and left bare the smooth skin of her upper arms. Flaming red hair and cowboy boots studded with silver conches topped her off at either end. "I'd like to have seen your face when you realized you had to make another round trip to New York," she said.
"What's so damn funny?" I groused when she laughed again. "I lost your seventy-five thousand, didn't I?" And the remains of my own skinny bankroll, I could have added, but didn't. I'd had to borrow plane fare back to Nevada from Duke Conboy.
"It might have been worse," Hazel said. "Suppose they'd held you all for investigation? If they took the trouble to trace you before your arrival in Ely, you wouldn't be sitting here now."
"I thought of that when we were walking away from the airplane at that abandoned airstrip," I admitted.
"Who do you think the hijackers were?"
"They weren't syndicate types or anything like that. It came off more like a planned military operation. And then all the business about Jews-" I didn't complete it. "NR eight-one-three-three-two. How's your contact in the White Pine County sheriff's department these days?"
"We're speaking again. Why?" Hazel's shrewd eyes probed me. "And what's NR eight-one-three-three-two?"
"It's the registration number on the private plane that magic-carpeted the machine gunner away from the hijack. How about calling your man at the sheriff's office and asking him to trace the registration?"
"No, thank you," Hazel said firmly. "I'm not going to open up a can of worms that might force you to leave here if there's additional investigation. I'm just getting used to having you around again."
"There shouldn't be any problem," I argued. "The plane was probably hired, which would be a dead end, but if it wasn't, it might be possible to shake our money out of the tree just by knocking on someone's door."
"What do you mean our money?" Hazel asked alertly. "Did you tap out on this thing?"
"It probably didn't cost me any more than if I'd stayed with the action in Vegas."
"But you wouldn't have stayed!" she protested. "You know you're not that kind of gambler. Now you've got me feeling badly about this. I don't like to see you broke. You won't use my money, and now you'll probably get into trouble trying for a stake." She surveyed me gloomily across the table.
"You're not feeling badly about the seventy-five thousand?"
"No, I'm not. There were sixty witnesses on that plane that Tippy Larkin's money was sent to him. And if he'd been in New York like he was supposed to be and you paid him, and he was on the plane afterward, he'd have lost it anyway, wouldn't he?"
"Feminine logic," I said admiringly. "It's just great."
"Never mind my feminine logic. How much did you lose?"
"A couple weeks' rent. If you're so cut up about my losing my roll, why don't you make that telephone call and give me a shot at getting it back?"
"Because you'd get into trouble.
"If I ever find the guy, he's the one in trouble."
"I suppose you won't give me any peace until I do," Hazel sighed. She went into the next room to the telephone. "The sheriff's not there, but I left a message for him to call," she reported when she returned. "Another cup of coffee?"
"No, thanks. I'm awash now." I pushed back my chair. "I'm going upstairs for some sack time. I feel as thought I've been on airplanes for a week."
I climbed the stairs to the north bedroom.
I'd met Hazel four years before when I was in South Florida, trying to find out what happened to my partner and the swag from a Phoenix bank job. Both had disappeared. Hazel was a twice-widowed lusty female running a tavern in the area where I was doing my looking. We found we had a common racetrack background, and we'd hit it off in other ways. It had been a good time.
Then I tangled with a police roadblock while I was making my move to avenge my partner and recover the loot. In the shoot-out a car's gasoline tank exploded in my face. I was in a prison hospital for eighteen months before I promoted a little Pakistani plastic surgeon into making me a new face. I'd refused permission for Hazel to visit me because she didn't deserve to be involved in my problems. She gave up trying eventually and came back to her homeplace, the ranch in Ely.
When the time was ripe, I crushed out of the prison hospital without benefit of clergy and drifted to the west coast after a couple of eastern bank jobs that went wrong. I hadn't seen Hazel for two years when I finally decided that things had cooled down enough for it to be safe for her if I looked her up. When I reached Ely I was surprised to find that Hazel had a sixteen-hundred-acre spread there plus stocks, bonds, and cash left her by her husbands. We picked up where we left off, and except for a side excursion to Cuba, which turned out to be a really wild affair, we'd been together ever since.
I shed my clothes, took a shower, and turned down the bed. For forty-eight hours all my sleeping had been done sitting up. I had just crawled between the sheets when I heard Hazel's step on the stairs, and I knew what was going to happen. She walked into the bedroom, and it was just as natural as any ace-six that ever rolled out onto a table.
She sat down on the edge of the bed and pulled off her boots, then rose and peeled clothing from herself in a rainbow-hued shower. The big, warm, naked female body slid into the bed and snuggled up to me. I stroked her lazily, then not so lazily. We filled our roving hands with flesh until by mutual consent we threw the top sheet aside. I was so tired that it was a long, leisurely, and delicious ride before my boiler finally flared up and we sprinted down the homestretch together.
I fell asleep afterward as though I'd been clubbed.
* * *
When I awoke my watch had stopped. Hazel had drawn the shades before she left the bedroom, and I couldn't tell if it was daylight or dark outside. I stretched luxuriously, slid out of bed, and took another shower. Hazel heard the water running, and when I came out of the bathroom she was seated on the edge of the bed again, smoking a cigarette.
"The sheriff's office called just after I boosted myself out from under your dead weight and went downstairs," she announced. "I gave him the registration number of the plane, and he called back twenty minutes later." She consulted a slip of paper she had removed from her Levis. "The plane is registered in the name of Frank Dalrymple who operates the Colonial Airport, a small private field near Tucson."
"Dalrymple," I repeated. "A hired plane, for sure, but maybe this Dalrymple could tell me who hired him."
"There's really no need for you to involve yourself," Hazel pointed out. "You were my agent on the trip to New York with Larkin's money, and I feel responsible for any loss you had."
I didn't even bother to answer that one. The whole crazy expedition to Cuba had come about because I wasn't about to use Hazel's money. "How long was I asleep?"
"Twelve hours."
"Damned if I don't feel I could do it all over again."
She arched an eyebrow. "Including the preliminaries?"
"Given similar provocation," I agreed. "But first I could stand a shot of bourbon and some food."
I put on a robe and we went downstairs. Hazel fed me a steak, and then I watched the last half of a ball game on television. Hazel had a tower stretching up into the cobalt blue of the Nevada sky that was higher than some cable-company antennas I'd seen. It pulled in a signal from everything this side of the Continental Divide.
We went back upstairs and sacked in again. I'd been a little doubtful about performance, but when I turned my palomino loose at the watering hole it was hip, hip, and hooray. We reached the quarter pole in.24, breezing, and worked out the mile in 35 and change.
"How'd you like to take a ride down to Tucson tomorrow?" I asked Hazel when she came out of the shower.
"Oh, man, have you ever got a one-track mind. Why don't you just forget the whole thing?"
I thought of a bronzed, high-cheekboned, eagle-beaked face peering at me along the barrel of a machine gun while I crouched on the wing of the 727. "I'd like to meet up with the one who got away, that's all. One more time."
"Why hasn't there been anything about it in the papers?"
"Because a man named Neal Harris decided there wasn't going to be anything about it in the papers."
"I still don't see why you feel-"
"Quit stalling. You want to go to Tucson?"
"Oh, all right, all right!"
* * *
So the next morning I was gassing Hazel's Corvette at the pump in front of the barn when she hailed me from the kitchen doorway. "Someone's driving in from the highway, Earl!" she called.
I stared in the direction of the dust devils swirling above the dirt road that led from the highway to the ranch property. I started for my own car instinctively before I remembered that my.38 wasn't in the glove compartment but buried in the sand near the abandoned airstrip where the hijacked plane had been forced down. There was no real reason I should need it, anyway. There was an umbrella now over my presence at Hazel's place, a by-product of the Cuban expedition.
The incoming car was only a hundred yards away when I recognized the driver. Hazel recognized him, too. "Earl, it's Karl Erikson!" she said. She sounded pleased.
I wasn't nearly so pleased myself.
Erikson was a government man who had suckered me into the Cuban caper I mentioned. I had no idea he was a government man at the time I was recruited, although in hindsight I should probably have realized it from his authoritative manner and take-charge personality.
So instead of a big bundle of cash I thought I was shooting for in Havana, it turned out I was working on a piddling per diem basis for the government. Wholly involuntarily, I might add. And once I found out, I had to go through with it in order to get out of Cuba with my neck intact. And this damn Erikson had backdoored me with Hazel who had aided and abetted the entire deception. "You said you were sick and tired of sitting around listening to the rust harden on yourself," she defended herself afterwards. "And I was afraid you'd take off on a bank job or something and get caught. This way I figured you were safe."
Which was a hell of an argument when you consider that four of us went down into Cuba and only Karl Erikson and I made it back. And that the last time I'd seen him he'd been flat on his back in Bethesda Naval Hospital with machine-gun holes and wooden splinters as big as railroad spikes in him from the boat that had been shot out from under us by Cuban Migs.
I walked across the yard to Erikson's car as he got out from under the wheel. He's a big, blond, rough-hewn type, possibly the strongest man I'd ever known. His movements were stiff, and I realized he hadn't fully recovered from his recent hospitalization. "I'm so glad you could come, Karl," Hazel greeted him warmly as she joined us. Erikson and I shook hands. "I hoped you'd accept my invitation to visit us here, but I really didn't expect you'd be able to manage it this soon."
"Didn't I tell you I'd come?" Erikson said easily. He eyed me up and down, the familiar cynical expression on his hard-bitten features. "How's the Shoot-'Em-Up Kid?"
"Great. Did they get all the lead out of your ugly carcass?"
"Enough to get me perpendicular again."
"Let's go inside and have coffee," Hazel urged.
We trooped into the ranch house. "I'm just leaving for Tucson," I told Erikson as he setded himself carefully at the kitchen table. "But I'll be back in a couple of days, and Hazel will make you comfortable here in the meantime."
"I'm just on my way down to Tucson, too," Erikson said. He accepted a cup of steaming black coffee from Hazel and regarded me over its rim as he sipped. "To the Colonial Airport. Why don't we ride down together?"
I tried to hold my face together since he was obviously enjoying my surprise. "The Colonial Airport," I repeated while I tried to get my brain in gear. How in hell could this big moose know about the Colonial Airport?
"I hope you can spend some time with us, Karl," Hazel said. I knew she was attempting a diversion while I pulled myself together. "You're not fit to be working again so soon."
"Something came up that my boss decided needed my delicate touch," Erikson said.
"You're about as delicate as a man lighting a cigarette with a blow torch," I snorted. "Now what's this about a Colonial Airport?"
His eyes were riveted on mine. "You're onto something that fits into my assignment. I want to know what it is."
"D'you mind starting at the beginning?" I inquired.
He glanced at Hazel as if about to ask her to leave the room, then changed his mind. Karl Erikson knew where he stood with Hazel Andrews. Did I say that Hazel piloted the boat to Cuba that picked us up, and was in the drink with us when the Mig-jockeys were circling our blazing cruiser?
"I'll keep it brief," Erikson said. "I'm on temporary loan to two government agencies who have overlapping intelligence interests. The names don't matter. I'm supposed to act as liaison between them and a special group of Israeli intelligence people who have been warning the State Department about Arab fedayeen operations in this country, operations aimed at pulling coups to raise money in the U.S. to finance their guerilla activities in the Middle East. Up to now, I'm afraid, no one took their warnings seriously enough."
He sipped at his coffee again. "We have feelers out all over the country, of course, and when we heard a rumor about a supposed hijack of an airliner near Las Vegas, I started to check into it. I found that powerful influences in the state had clamped such a tight lid on the affair that no one could produce a proper list of the plane passengers for me to follow up on."
He accepted Hazel's offer of a cigarette. "It looked like a dead end, but we always have ways and means to widen a crack. We came up with a tip finally that the hijackers used a private plane to make their getaway, so we took a look at all FAA flight-plan records for that particular day, looking for nonscheduled flights within a thousand miles of the scene. And we found that all flight plans had been closed out except one from the Colonial Airport near Tucson."
Erikson set down his coffee cup. "That was enough to bring me out here yesterday morning. Last night I learned that the missing private plane had been found with the pilot alone in it. He'd been shot in the back of the head. Then I learned that an inquiry had been made of the White Pine County's law enforcement office about a plane with the registration number NR eight-one-three-three-two, the number of the dead pilot's plane. Imagine my surprise when I found that the inquiry had been initiated from the Rancho Dolorosa in Ely, Nevada. Naturally I thought of my old friend, the Shoot-'Em-Up Kid."
Erikson's rocklike features were creased in the closest they ever came to a smile.
"Naturally." There was going to be no talking my way out of this one.
"You were on the hijacked plane?"
"Yes."
"You may not be accident-prone, but you sure as hell are incident-prone," Erikson observed. "What happened?"
I told him.
"And you said you got a good look at the one who got away," Hazel reminded me when I finished.
I'd left that out deliberately because I could see complications ahead. Hazel kept on talking, explaining to Erikson about Tippy Larkin's money and how I happened to be on the gamblers' chartered flight. Erikson kept nodding, but his eyes were still on mine. "You'd recognize the man?" he asked me when Hazel stopped.
"I might."
"Good," he said briskly. "You'll have a chance to recognize him if we get a break in Tucson."
"Now wait a minute. I'm not volunteering for your campaign. I'm not-"
"You'd like to get Hazel's money back, wouldn't you?" he interrupted me.
"Well, sure, but I don't need you hanging around my neck to get it back. If I can find out who hired that plane-"
"Do I need to remind you that you'll get a lot more information if I'm with you?" Erikson said it confidently as he rose to his feet. "Let's get going. My bullet holes won't stand the long drive down there, so we'll go to the airport in Ely and charter a flight."
I looked at Hazel.
"You bring him back here with you afterward," she told me.
It seemed that I was a minority of one in regard to a chaperoned trip to the Colonial Airport in Tucson.
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There were two reasons why I eventually agreed to fly to Tucson with Karl Erikson.
One was forthright: I wanted a shot at recovering Hazel's money. And my own. I wasn't about to overlook the possibility of a bit of interest, either.
The second reason was more subtle.
When I first visited Hazel at her ranch after I escaped from the prison hospital, I was on the run from the law as I had been all my adult life. It didn't make any difference to Hazel, who hadn't been brought up in a vacuum, but I didn't want to bring her any trouble. Then her stepfather, a nice old guy who wouldn't act his age, was killed on the ranch by a bunch of vicious kids who went further than they intended in trying to scare him.
I got into the tail end of the act, and I sickened the kids of the idea that they were running things in that part of the county. Afterward, though, I had to leave the ranch in a hurry because I couldn't afford to hang around and answer lawmen's questions about what had happened. Or about my background.
Erikson knew about the background when he recruited me for Cuba, but he needed me for what I could do for the operation. When he finally got back to Florida with the bundle that turned out to belong to the State Department and wasn't partly mine as I'd expected, in partial recompense Erikson gave me his word that no law-enforcement agency would bother me at the ranch.
I could have kicked myself that I hadn't inserted a stipulation that Karl Erikson couldn't bother me, either. Not that it would really have done any good. There weren't three other men in the world I'd rather have watching my back in a tight spot; but Erikson was a dedicated, hard-nosed government agent who let nothing and nobody stand in the way of getting his job done. I didn't want him twisting my arm in front of Hazel, threatening the removal of my umbrella. I didn't want her upset, but she'd let the cat out of the bag about me getting a good look at the escaped hijacker, and as far as Erikson was concerned, this made me essential to his trip to Tucson.
I'd much rather have gone alone. Erikson was an ex-Navy commander, a specialist in communications. He was also used to giving orders. I wasn't used to taking them. We'd hung up several limes on the Cuban caper-long before I had any idea who he really was-because of his insistence upon doing things his way. He was an odd mixture of practicality and chivalry. I had to keep pointing out to him in Cuba that we weren't in a chivalrous part of the world.
So we landed at the Tucson Municipal Airport and Erikson hired a car. He drove north, after asking directions, clear across town, out past the Rillito Racetrack. He had to ask directions twice more before we found the Colonial Airport tucked away a mile down a dirt road leading off U.S. Highway 80–89.
The field had a single, hard-packed, dirt landing strip, two slant-roofed sheds open to the elements on either end under which three small planes were staked down, and a rickety-looking administration building too small for a game of Ping-Pong. From under one of the sheds came the ringing sound of metal on metal as Erikson cut the engine and we sat there watching heat waves shimmering.
"No rush to welcome visitors," I said. Erikson grunted. "If the hijackers were members of an Arab fedayeen group, that could be why they were so rough on the Jewish plane crew," I voiced a thought that had occurred to me previously.
"And if they weren't, they just might have wanted to give that impression," Erikson said.
"You have a devious mind," I complained. "Who are we going to talk to here?"
"Anyone."
He opened the car door and led the way across the sun-seared parking lot. The clang of metal on metal ceased, and a stocky figure in oil-stained work pants appeared from under one of the planes. His features were so dark I took a second look at him, but his was a young, frank, open face in contrast to the strong-featured mask of violence I had seen behind the machine gun.
"I hope you don't want to fly, gents, because we don't have a pilot," the boy said as he walked toward us. I could see that he had Mexican blood in him. There was grease halfway up his powerful forearms.
"What about Frank Dalrymple?" Erikson asked.
"If you know Frank, brace yourself. He's dead."
"That's what I'm here about."
"Oh, you're one of those." The boy removed a rag from a hip pocket and wiped off his hands, wrists, and forearms. "Well, what about it?"
"That charter flight," Erikson said. "How did Dalrymple happen to take it on?"
"Five reasons." The Mexican boy swept an arm at the desolation around us. "Spelled M-O-N-E-Y. He needed it."
"Badly enough to let a man carrying a machine gun aboard his plane?"
"Who says he did?" The boy said it angrily. "Listen, Frank was no stupe. I wasn't here when they took off, but you can bet if there was a machine gun the guy didn't walk aboard with it on his shoulder. Who the hell are you, anyway?"
Erikson ignored the question. "The man came here and arranged the charter?"
"No. He made the arrangement by phone a week before."
"I'd like to hear about it," Erikson said when the boy showed no sign of continuing.
"How come you're coming at me in relays today?" the boy asked. "Don't you believe what I'm telling you?"
"Relays?" Erikson said, picking out the operative word. "Someone else has been here talking to you about this?"
"As if you didn't know," the boy said scornfully. "Listen, if I knew anything that would help catch Frank's killer, you wouldn't have to ask me about it. I told your partners that. Frank gave me a job when no one else would."
"Oh, you must mean Carmody and Stevens," Erikson said. "A skinny redhead and a heavy-set blond?"
The boy shook his head. "Don't you people talk to each other? It was two dark-looking men, and one of them had no earlobe on his left ear."
Erikson nodded. "And the other one was taller and stood like this?" He went into a military brace with his gut sucked in and his shoulders braced.
"Yeah, that's it," the boy said.
Erikson didn't pursue the subject. "Now tell me-"
"What's your story about who you're from?" the boy interrupted him.
I could see Erikson starting to boil at the all-but-outright insolence in the boy's tone. I had wondered at the kid's attitude almost from his first words. "You don't sound to me like someone interested in finding Frank's killer," I put in before Erikson could say anything.
The effect was startling. The Mexican boy's features crumpled like wet cardboard. Tears spurted from beneath his eyelids and ran down his brown cheeks. "What the h-hell do you know about it?" he blubbered. He swiped at his eyes with the back of a still-greasy hand. "Wh-what the h-hell-"
He swung around and stumbled inside the mangy-looking office, slamming the squeaky-hinged door behind him. Erikson and I stood in the bright sunlight looking at each other. Erikson shrugged finally and followed the boy inside. I was right behind him.
The temperature inside the shack must have been a hundred and twenty degrees. The boy stood with his back to us, facing the single window which was unopened. "How old are you, son?" I asked.
"Si-sixteen." The tone was muffled. "And you g-guys will never know about F-Frank. You j-just come in h-here and ask about the plane. And now Frank's gone and my job's g-gone and the desert will have the f-field back in six months and I don't know h-how I'll s-support my mother-"
"A good mechanic can get a job anywhere," I said when the shaky voice trailed off. "And you're a good mechanic or Frank wouldn't have hired you."
"Even when you're good, they don't h-hire you if you're a Mex," the boy said in a hopeless tone. "I tried before."
"What about the telephone call that set up the charter?" Erikson asked impatiently.
"Go ask Elaine!" the boy snarled. He swung around and faced us defiantly. "She was the one in the office when the call came."
"Elaine?"
"Frank's wife." The boy's lower lip curled.
I picked up a tattered telephone directory from a splintery board counter. I found Dalrymple, Frank with the address 224 Oliveras Street. I showed it to Erikson. "We'd better talk to her in person," he said, and went out the door of the shack.
I stayed behind. "Who was at the field when the man showed up for the chartered flight?"
"Frank."
"How was Frank supposed to know him?"
The boy shrugged. "He must have used the s-same name he gave Elaine on the phone. Hawk."
"Hawk? Mr. Hawk, or was it a nickname?"
"I don't know." The boy had turned sullen again. "I won't even get paid what Frank owes me now. Elaine h-hates everything connected with the field. She was always trying to get Frank to give it up and get a job."
"Did you tell the other men who came about Elaine?"
"They didn't ask me."
I followed Erikson out to the car. He rammed it back out to the highway at a fast clip. He had already forgotten the Mexican boy.
I hadn't.
When a kid like that gets the ground cut from under his feet suddenly, ground he's been depending upon, it takes only a light shove to start him in a direction he'd never have considered previously.
I know because it happened to me.
The homes on Oliveras Street were not mansions. Number 224 was a two-family dwelling with tired-looking grass in the tiny front yard. Erikson pressed the 224-A button after leaning down to check the nameplates. The door opened three inches and a thin-faced, brassy blonde stared out at us. She had on slacks and a bra. No blouse. Her feet were bare. "I want to talk to you about Frank Dalrymple's last chartered flight," Erikson said gruffly.
"I got nothing to say to you!" the blonde retorted. She tried to slam the door but Erikson had a shoe wedged inside. He shouldered the door open, and we walked into a midget-sized hallway. "You get out of here!" the blonde shrilled. She had a voice like the sound of a rat tail file on rusty metal.
"You can get us out of here by answering a few questions," Erikson told her. "Or maybe you'd rather answer them downtown?"
"You're not local," the woman informed him. "And if you're not, you don't have any jurisdiction here." She looked as though she weighed only ninety-eight pounds, but she also looked competent. I had a feeling that this one was a survivor.
"Call your lawyer," Erikson suggested.
She made no move toward the phone on the table.
"What about that charter flight?"
"The phone call was from New York," she said reluctantly.
"Why was your husband selected to make the flight?"
"If he knew, he never told me. Not that I'd have tried to stop him. We needed the cash. With him wasting his time out at that piece of desert acreage instead of supporting-"
"What about the call?"
"Well, I took the message. Frank was away, and he called New York when he came back. The charter customer-"
"Frank called New York? You had a number for him to call? Where is it?" Erikson rapped at her in one breath.
"It's probably still in my handbag. Wait a minute." Her bare feet slap-slapped into the next room and back again. "Here."
Erikson looked at the number scrawled on a torn scrap of paper. "Judson two-four-seven-O-five," he read aloud. He shoved the paper into a pocket. "What else?" he demanded.
"Nothing else," the blonde said spiritedly. "I wasn't at the field when the man came."
"And a good thing for you," I told her. Her eyes widened as though she hadn't thought of that aspect of it before. "And for the Mexican kid. The boy said the charter customer used the name Hawk. Did you get the feeling it was a nickname or his surname?"
"I didn't get a feeling one way or the other."
"Thanks for your trouble," Erikson said, and started for the door.
I lingered. "See to it that the kid gets the wages due him," I suggested to Elaine.
"What the hell do you mean?" she flared up.
"You wouldn't want the wages-and-hours boys looking over your shoulder."
"I'll have you know I pay my bills!" she rasped.
Outside, Erikson beep-beeped the horn of the rented car. "Fine," I said, and left.
"Those two men the kid at the airport described were Israeli intelligence agents," Erikson said as I got into the car. "They didn't lose any time."
He drove until he found a street telephone booth. I waited in the car while he made his call to check out the telephone number he'd retrieved from Dalrymple's wife. "It's a bar on Lexington Avenue not too far away from Grand Central," he said when he returned.
"Does that tell us anything?"
"Not from this distance it doesn't." Erikson sat there frowning, his big hands clenching and unclenching on the steering wheel. Finally he turned his head and looked at me. "You're still the only one who's seen this hijack character. How'd you like to make a quick flight to New York with me?"
"I don't think so," I demurred. "Hazel has a few things for me to do around the ranch." I'd been thinking of going to New York ever since I heard the phone number, but I didn't want to go with Karl Erikson looking over my shoulder.
"You weren't listening, Earl." Erikson's tone changed. "I said that you're the only person to this point who can identify the hijacker. It happens to be important to the government, and as the government's representative, I'm here to persuade you to cooperate with us."
I didn't like the way he said it. "Persuade?" I repeated. "Cooperate?"
"I'm sure that Hazel would prefer to have you return to the ranch with a renewed assurance of no future repercussions."
So there it was. Gloves off and foils unbuttoned. "I had the assurance, you mangy son of a bitch," I told him. "What the hell are you, an Indian giver?"
He ignored the nomenclature. "You have a stake in this, too," he reminded me. "Or Hazel has. Forget your lone-wolf complex for once and get in on a piece of action where people are available to do things you couldn't do yourself."
"Your people?"
"That's right."
"When would we be going?" I wasn't all that opposed to going to New York; I was opposed to going on Erikson's terms. If I could get away from him now, I could make a move on my own.
But he drove a nail in that coffin. "Right now. As soon as we can drive to Tucson Municipal Airport."
I could dump him in New York City any time I took the notion, of course. And if Hazel and I didn't stay at the ranch afterward he couldn't find us. We could set ourselves up anywhere. "Okay," I said. "Since you asked me so nicely."
He ignored that, too. Karl Erikson is a single-minded type with a great facility for ignoring anything not on the main track of his particular interest of the moment. I'd learned that about him in Cuba.
I called Hazel from the airport.
Erikson stood fairly close to the booth. I didn't think he could hear me, but I wondered if he could read hps. A couple of times before he'd demonstrated talents I hadn't expected him to have.
"I've been invited to continue on to New York City with our mutual friend," I told Hazel when she came on the line.
"I was afraid of that." Her tone was resigned. "What does it mean?"
"Not much, probably. Right now he's hung up on the fact that I'm the only one who saw the guy who got away. We've got one lead, a bar on the New York east side, but it will be like looking for a virgin in a sorority house. I'm sure I'll be back in a couple of days."
"You be careful, y'hear?"
"You do the same, big stuff."
I left the booth and rejoined Erikson.
Eighty minutes later we were winging eastward in another of Senor Boeing's man-made birds.
* * *
We took a cab downtown from Kennedy International Airport. Erikson kept looking at his watch. "I'll drop you at Lexington and Forty-sixth," he said finally. "The bar is in the next block. It's called the Alhambra. I want you to take a quick look at it, then come to my office at Five-O-Five Fifth Avenue."
"What if the taxpayers find out they're supporting the government in the lap of luxury on Fifth Avenue?" I needled him.
He paid no attention. "Don't spend more than a few minutes in the bar, because there's a meeting at my office I want you to listen in on. When you come to the Fifth Avenue building, take the elevator to the sixteenth floor and turn right when you get off it. Halfway down the corridor you'll find a door marked Intercontinental Plastics Company. Got it?"
"Got it. What should I be looking for in the bar besides the hijacker?"
"Impressions. Is it a neighborhood bar or a flossier place? Some bars in that area cater to Madison Avenue types. Get the name of the owner from the license on the wall, and I'll check out the management. It probably won't tell us anything, but you never can tell. Don't hang around, though. I want you to see the people who are coming to my office."
"You think I might know them?"
"I doubt it, but we shouldn't overlook the possibility. These men are Israelis."
"Intelligence again? How come they're running around loose in this country?"
"It's an unofficial situation." Erikson's tone was dry. "Complicated by the fact that at the moment I have no official status myself. I'm set up as a listening post to filter acquired information. These Israelis are good men, and they have none of the inhibitions inculcated in our own foreign agents. It makes some of the guys on Pennsylvania Avenue a little nervous."
It had turned dark during the ride in from Kennedy, and a fight rain was falling. The cab was hurtling along through the bravura neon atmosphere of east-side Manhattan. I recognized Fifty-seventh as we hummed through the intersection with the green light, and I leaned forward to be ready to tap on the glass and attract the cabbie's attention.
"It's eight-thirty now," Erikson continued. "Be at my office no later than nine."
"Okay." I rapped on the glass. "Forty-sixth," I told the driver when he turned his head. The cab slowed and angled from the center of the street in toward the curb. I stepped out into rain that had degenerated into a heavy mist.
The sidewalks were deserted. Even if the area catered to Madison Avenue types, at this hour the boys in the gray flannel suits were out of the club cars on the New Haven and sitting with their feet cocked up in front of their Darien and Westport mortgaged homes, listening to the sounds of the neighborhood kids in the swimming pool.
* * *
The Alhambra wasn't hard to find. In the middle of the block a Gothic-lettered illuminated sign in a plate-glass window flashed on and off. The bottom half of the window was painted black. I walked up the block and opened a door with a massive brass handle. The door felt so heavy I took a second look at it. In the semidarkness I couldn't be sure, but it felt like solid oak.
The interior was dimly lighted. I had the impression of an attempt at an old-world style: heavy, ornate furniture, elaborate gilded mirrors, crystal chandeliers, rich-looking leather and wood. A garish canopy ballooned out over the bar, and the pictures on the walls showed the Alcazar and other Spanish architectural wonders which looked familiar but which I couldn't name. Everything in the place seemed pseudo-Spanish or pseudo-Moorish.
The customers were a mixed lot in looks and dress. The place seemed to be almost a League of Nations. There were black faces in African robes and black faces in Western business suits. In one corner three Japanese women in colorful kimonos chattered to a Japanese man in correct formal dress. In another a bearded Sikh in a white turban spoke animatedly to a shaggy-haired man wearing a Basque-like beret who was sitting next to a goateed, olive-skinned man in a skullcap. Sprinkled throughout the room were a variety of airline uniforms, both pilots and stewardesses.
I slid onto a vacant leather-cushioned stool at the bar beside a slim female in a sari. "Jim Beam on the rocks," I told the Spanish-looking bartender when he materialized in front of me. He turned to the bottles on the back bar. In its mirror I could see that my next-stool companion was a Nordic blonde with enormous gold earrings and a jewel carefully pasted in the center of her forehead. Her sari hung loosely upon her slenderness, and her eyes were wide-staring as they met mine in the mirror. "You're wearing a hairpiece, aren't you?" she said to me in a little-girl voice. Her intonation was slow and dreamy-sounding.
"That's right," I said, seeing no point in denying the obvious to a close observer. This girl hardly looked the part of a close observer, though.
She turned on her stool to look at me. "And you've been badly burned," she continued. "They did a good job on you, but my best friend was burned when she was fifteen, and I can always tell."
The bartender returned with my drink. "I'm looking for Hawk," I said to him as he took the bill I placed on the bar.
"He comes and goes," the man said, and went to the cash register with my money.
So at least there was a Hawk, genus unknown.
"Do you have any speed?" the girl on the next stool asked me.
I took another look at her. New York permits eighteen-year-old drinkers, but this girl didn't look eighteen. Glancing down, I could see her feet under the soiled hem of her orange sari. They were bare and dirty. Her small features had an almost angelic expression, but I could see dirt smudges on her face, too. "No," I said.
"Too bad. I'd like to get high."
There was no particular inflection in the childish voice. A half-empty beer glass reposed on the bar, but she didn't sound drunk. She didn't sound sober, either. I haven't had much contact with marijuana, but the dilated eyes and dreamy-sounding voice had me thinking marijuana. "What's your name?" I asked.
"Chryssie," she said gravely. "C-H-R-Y-S-S-I-E. Short for Chrysanthemum."
"I see. You're a flower child?"
She smiled, a sweet, untroubled smile. "Nobody ever corrupted a flower, did they?"
"You've been corrupted?"
The dilated eyes removed themselves from the introspective examination of her beer glass and fastened upon me. "I corrupt."
"Now that I find hard to believe."
But the blonde girl's gaze had withdrawn itself to her glass again. She said nothing. I tried a few more questions, but she seemed to have stepped into a private room, closed the door, and turned the key. I let it go and resumed my examination of the other occupants of the smoke-hazed room.
Finally I glanced at my watch. It was getting close to the time Erikson had set for my appearance at his office. I drained my Jim Beam and set down my glass. Swiveling on my bar stool before sliding from it, I became aware that the blonde was back in the land of the living. She was watching my face. "So long," she said.
"So long?" I echoed.
"You're leaving, aren't you?"
"That's right." She gave me another of her otherworldly smiles. "So long, Chryssie."
I went out to the street and hailed a cab.
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Five-o-five Fifth Avenue wasn't one of the newer buildings in the area. I studied the wall directory in the rundown lobby. Employment agencies dominated the second and third floors, after which the emphasis shifted to publishing companies. I recognized none of the names.
The slow-moving self-service elevator took me to the sixteenth floor. I emerged into a dimly lighted corridor with frosted glass doors stretching away in precisioned monotony on either side. Following Erikson's instructions, I passed doors lettered Magazine Bureau, Inc., M & M Publications, Inc., before I came to Intercontinental Plastics Company.
I knocked and waited. Erikson opened the door and stood aside to let me enter. We walked through a tiny office, large enough to contain a desk and a switchboard, into an inner office four times as large but hardly the lap of luxury. There was linoleum instead of carpeting on the floor, and there were no draperies over the Venetian blinds. A metal desk was piled elbow-deep with carelessly strewn papers. Funeral-home-type chairs lined two sides of the room. A topographic map of the world covered most of one wall space, a fair-sized painting of Emmett Kelley in clown costume another, and a detailed chart whose composition and purpose I couldn't fathom a third.
"You cut it fine," Erikson said as he closed the door between the two offices. "I'm expecting them."
"What's with the plastics company label when everyone else is in the publishing game?" I asked.
"I didn't want people trooping in and out of here trying to exchange shop talk." Erikson crossed the office to the clown picture and pressed its upper right corner. The section of the wall on which the picture rested pivoted at right angles as a hidden door opened, disclosing another small room beyond it. The joining was so cunningly fashioned as to be invisible except to the closest inspection.
I followed Erikson into a narrow room lined with shelves of equipment and benches loaded with gadgetry. It seemed almost an electronic arsenal with miniature recorders, cameras, microphones, and other exotic devices for eavesdropping, recording, and monitoring. I saw some more practical hardware items as well, including weapons camouflaged as fountain pens, cigarette lighters, and wallets.
I sat down on a padded stool that Erikson indicated. I was facing a benchlike counter on which three shoe-box-sized television monitors confronted me. "I want to explain how these operate first," Erikson said, "then if we have time you can tell me what you found at the Alhambra. I don't want-"
"I can cover that in one sentence," I interposed. "There's a Hawk who comes and goes, but who's to say if it's the right one?"
"At least it's not a complete dead end. Be sure you get a good look at my visitors."
"You don't think Israelis did the hijacking?" I said in surprise.
"No, but these types really get around. Look at them carefully in these TV screens. Each screen is connected to separate, wide-angle lenses in the office. Two-way mirrors are passe in today's intelligence work, and any observant agent would spot an observation window or peephole the moment he entered a room. Television has replaced the direct-view system."
He flipped a switch, and suddenly I was looking at sharp details of the tiny outer office. Erikson hit another switch and his paper-strewn desk and the office space around it floated into view on a second screen. He pointed to one of the recorders. "This is set to monitor as well as record, and it's already running. You'll be able to hear everything that takes place. I have it running because some of these sharp intelligence men now carry a meter which shows an added electrical impulse inside a room. A buzzer will sound in here when anyone enters the outer office."
I waved a hand at some of the items on the benches. "I recognize the snooperscopes on that shelf, but what's some of the rest of this junk?"
"We keep two laboratories busy turning out this 'junk' as you call it," Erikson said. "The majority of which isn't for public sale." He pointed to a bench piled high with gadgets. "Those are bumper beepers that operate from a triple-antenna switch."
"Bumper beepers?"
"Magnetized boxes attached to the underside of cars so that beeps from the box permit a following car with a receiver to trail them. The better ones have a range up to three miles, with an audio-homing device that makes the pings louder as the distance lessens. Those big discs next to the beepers are parabolic reflectors for gathering up sound waves and channeling them to a receiver. Next to those are suction-cup wall listeners. Some have their own transistor amplifiers."
"Whatever happened to freedom of speech and all the rest of that jazz?"
"That's not a concern of ours in the areas in which we work."
I pointed to several microphones with extremely long snouts, almost like rifle barrels. "What about those?"
"Two-directional long-range mikes. Aim one of those at a fly on the roof of a barn three hundred yards away and you can hear the shingles crackling under his feet. Now let's see you operate the monitors."
I turned the screens off, then turned on all three of them. The third screen offered another view of Erikson's office from a different angle. Satisfied with my performance, Erikson went back into his office and closed the wall panel.
I sat down again on the padded stool. There was a faint whispering sound from the monitor, and it took me a second to realize it was the slurring noise of Erikson shuffling papers on his desk. The microphone inside must really be as sensitive as he claimed, I decided. I fit a cigarette and settled down to wait.
Then a girl's voice sounded faintly. "I won't do it!" she said in a high-pitched voice. "It's not like you said!"
I leaned toward the tape-recorder monitor expectantly before I realized the voice hadn't come from it. The television screens showed no one in Erikson's office except him at his desk.
"Cut the stalling and unwrap the merchandise, baby," a man's voice said. Like the girl's, the voice was faint but clear.
I looked around the room. There was a door at the opposite end of the room from the hidden entrance. When I approached it, I saw the door was steel. It had a powerful spring-bolt lock. I eased the lock back, half-expecting to find the door locked on the other side. It wasn't. I inserted a hand and explored the other side of the door. It was paneled wood, concealing the steel, and it didn't have a keyhole. I opened the door wider.
Glaring light dazzled my eyes. I blinked and tried to focus. It was another moment before I could make out three women and two men in a room that looked like a photographer's studio. Cameras on tripods and high-intensity lights on standards with wires trailing from them were deployed seemingly at random. Along one wall was a backdrop depicting a beach scene. In front of the flat was a metal beach chair in a sandbox.
"When you said photos in the nude, you didn't say it was a gang job!" the girl's voice spoke up again. I could see her now. She was a frosted blonde with flippy curls and tight waves that made up a short, bouncy hairdo topped with short bangs.
"Look, Marcia," the younger-looking of the two men said. "We're paying you forty an hour and we thought we were buying a pro. Now either strip or bug off. The door is right over there."
The frosted blonde bit her lip. Her companions, a cynical-looking brunette and a chubby brownette, were already removing skirts and blouses. By the time the brunette peeled down a girdle and stood there rubbing at the red pressure marks on her slim flanks, the blonde was pulling her dress off over her head.
"That's better," the man said.
The brownette stripped to garter belt and stockings, the blonde to canary-yellow bikini panties. The second man, the photographer, held a light meter against each of the girls' bare bodies in turn. "That's a real nice piece of meat you've got there, Ginger," he said to the brownette as he removed the meter from the vicinity of her broad, nude buttocks. "Okay, Edna," he addressed the brunette, "get into the beach chair. I can't shoot your tail till those girdle marks fade out."
The brunette sauntered to the sandbox with an exaggerated hip flourish, tested the sand delicately with a toe, then sank down into the chair. Immediately she bridged with shoulders and heels, thrusting her stomach upward. "Goddammit, that's cold!" she cried out.
"Here's a blanket," the younger man said soothingly. He arranged it beneath her arched form and the brunette relaxed again. The man patted her bare belly. "That's the girl, Edna."
"Pants off, baby," the photographer said to the blonde. "We're all girls together here." He waited while the canary-yellow panties were removed. "A real blonde, hmm? When we do the black-and-whites, we'll have to touch up your bush with a little lampblack or there won't be enough contrast. That pale fleece of yours'll come through good in color, though. Now-"
"You're not going to put any dirty old lampblack on my-on me," the girl said indignantly. "I didn't come here to-"
"Oh, shut up, will you?" the younger man said wearily. "Get them posed, Ted. This is running into money."
"Stand behind the beach chair so your tits are aimed right at the camera over the top of Edna's head, Marcia," the photographer instructed the blonde. "Ginger, you squat down at the dividing line-no, make it at the foot of the chair with your butt aimed right at me and your-"
The sound of a warning buzzer jerked me to attention. I closed the door reluctantly and threw the bolt over quietly. When I turned around to look at the television monitors, a green light on the side of them had turned red. I went to the padded stool and sat down.
Erikson was admitting two men into the outer office. As they crossed the threshold into the larger office, one of the fluorescent tubes above my head flickered momentarily. At first glance both men looked more like insurance agents than Israeli counter-intelligence agents. The older man was stocky, with a dignified bearing and thinning gray hair. He had a wide mouth but thin lips, and his deep-set eyes appeared to lack warmth.
His companion was younger, taller, and muscularly lean. His small eyes were close set, like two rivets holding in place an elongated nose that was almost sharp at its end. His sandy hair had a reddish tint which was more pronounced in his thin, straight eyebrows. His entire face had a foxy, streamlined appearance.
Erikson thrust out his huge hand in welcome. The older man took it, but the younger one merely nodded. He turned and walked into the outer office again. When he disappeared from the left-hand television screen, I knew he was reconnoitering the corridor outside Erikson's office. He came into view again on the monitor almost at once.
"Sit down, gentlemen," Erikson invited the pair. The gray-haired man nodded and sat down so erectly his back didn't touch the metal of the chair. The younger man folded his arms and remained standing. "What can I do for you, Mr. Bergman?" Erikson continued.
"What I have to say, Mr. Erikson," Bergman began in a resonant voice, "will take as little of your time as possible because I'm convinced you have little time left. We appreciate that you are forced to work under what we consider to be unnecessary restrictions, and we will curb our impatience a little longer. We have, after all, agreed to cooperate to the fullest degree. We sacrifice this important element of time, however, only to urge you to act without delay."
Bergman spoke with a clipped, British accent which reminded me of Ronald Colman in his heyday on the screen.
"Act?" Erikson responded blandly. "I'm not sure I know what you mean."
"Must we always play cat and mouse?" Bergman's tone had an undercurrent of harshness. "You know to what I refer. It's the matter of the airliner forced down by fedayeen commandos in Nevada."
He paused to gauge Erikson's reaction. "I see that you are not surprised that we know about this bold attack against your airplane," he went on. "We have ways and means of looking after our interests even in your country. It should suggest to you that if correct response on your part is lacking, we have all the information necessary to react in our own defense."
"The investigation isn't complete at this time," Erikson answered. "So it's impossible to verify your suspicion that foreign elements diverted the aircraft. At this time no one can officially name the saboteurs."
The younger man took a quick step forward but was stopped by a motion from Bergman in his chair. "Your government may choose to be as blind as it wishes, sir," Bergman replied. "We know that a quarter million dollars was acquired by Palestinian raiders from the passengers of the aircraft, and we know that this money will most certainly be used for purposes detrimental to the security of the state of Israel."
"That's quite a presumption," Erikson said.
"I know of what I speak," Bergman said firmly. "The same pattern has been practiced in the past. There is nothing new in this piracy of aircraft. This time it involves the cold-blooded murders of members of the Jewish faith. We have every reason to believe that this money will find its way to the El Fatah to reappear in the form of arms to be used against the defenders of the homeland."
"I don't mean to belittle your beliefs, Mr. Bergman," Erikson began, "but on today's underworld market even the sum of money you say was taken would buy few significant illicit weapons."
"Every bullet and every grenade is a threat to my people, sir, but that is not the point. You misjudge the situation, Mr. Erikson. The Palestinians will use this money as working capital to finance a more insidious operation. They will purchase drugs smuggled into your country and dispose of them right here in Harlem at a tremendous profit. It is happening every day, and I can only conclude that your government is blind to the fact or is deliberately averting its eyes from it, for whatever reasons I cannot understand. Why do you refuse to act when these facts are so plain?"
"I can understand your concern, but I'm one man with limited resources," Erikson said. I judged that his tone was intended to be placating. "And my task is primarily investigative. If the evidence warrants it, of course, I can call upon other agencies who will be happy to cooperate. In the meantime I must remind you that the U.S. government cannot willfully jeopardize delicate relationships with other major world powers who have an interest in the Middle East."
Even on the monitor screen I could see the sneer on the face of the younger man. "If you are as concerned as you say, why don't you put a stop to the recruiting of Americans by fedayeen?" The harsh question was bulleted directly at Erikson.
"Quiet, Ravish," Bergman said curtly. He made a gesture of apology to Erikson. "Like many of our young warriors who fought so well in the Six-Day War, Ravish is impetuous. I apologize for his outburst."
"You have proof of the recruiting of Americans by the fedayeen?" Erikson asked Ravish.
"We have," Ravish snapped. "There are seven documented cases in which discharged members of the United States Army, principally Green Beret officers, men qualified as instructors in infiltration and sabotage techniques, have become mercenaries for the fedayeen. All are in training camps in Syria."
"I will ask for details later," Erikson said.
"It's of small importance, actually," Bergman said mildly. "Such a meager effort in view of our own strength is like a man who throws a handful of sand at the desert. Since we pursue this line of thought, however, what about Dr. Emil Shariyk, who unaccountably is no longer at his post with the Physical Sciences Research Group at Los Alamos? It should be beneficial to both of us to verify the present whereabouts of Dr. Shariyk."
"Shariyk?" Erikson repeated.
"Let's be honest with each other, Mr. Erikson," Bergman said stiffly.
"My understanding is that Dr. Shariyk is on a sabbatical with the Atomic Science Foundation in Paris, Mr. Bergman."
"I know that is your government's official position." Icicles dripped from every syllable. "But it is not a true position. Your FBI has secretly requested Interpol assistance in locating Dr. Shariyk, whom we strongly suspect is working in a guarded laboratory in a country sympathetic to the Palestinian renegades."
"Can you substantiate your reasoning?"
"There is no need!" It was an explosive roar from the younger man, Ravish. "Your government knows it as well as we do! We waste time with this eternal fencing! I demand-"
"We ask again that your government take immediate steps to put a stop to the activities of the terrorists operating in your country," Bergman interrupted his companion. "You seem to take too lightly their battle cry 'Death to All Jews!'."
"Recognizing that I'm one man with limited prerogatives," Erikson wedged into the verbal assault, "what is it that you'd have me do?"
"Eliminate the terrorists," Ravish said quickly before Bergman could reply. "By any means. Or we will be forced to take matters into our own hands."
"We can maintain this informal liaison only as long as it promises fruitful results," Bergman added.
"Please don't think that we-" Erikson stopped speaking. Ravish reached into a jacket pocket and drew out a small leather case about the size of a cigarette pack. He thumbed a switch, silencing the tiny buzzer which had caused Erikson to fall silent.
Bergman rose to his feet. "An important telephone call," he said. "You will excuse us, please?" Erikson pushed his desk telephone toward the stocky man who smiled wryly. "You jest, my friend. We prefer to accept the call in privacy. Shalom."
The two men left Erikson's office. The fluorescent tube above my head blinked a goodbye as Ravish crossed the threshold. The red light near the monitors turned green, and Erikson opened the wall panel and looked in at me. "Come on into the office."
I followed him inside after turning off the switches on the television and tape-recorder monitors. "Wasn't that whole business a waste of time?" I asked him.
"It depends on how you look at it. By letting them sound off, I may have prevented their doing something."
"I doubt you've prevented that Ravish from doing anything he made up his mind to do. He looks like a handful."
Erikson smiled. "If it came down to guns, I'd bet on you. Let's see what sort of gun he carried."
"What the hell do you mean, what sort of gun? How do you know he was carrying one at all?"
"You noticed the flickering fluorescent light? It's not a bad tube; it's a signal. The frame of the door has an imbedded sensor wire. If there's a concentrated metal mass on an individual passing through the door, which could equate to a pistol or a knife, the sensors trigger the light tube. It's only a warning, of course, but in the split second during which a person walks through the door, other data are fed into a computer across the hall. Let me show you."
Erikson took a ring of keys from a locked drawer in his desk and led the way from his office. While crossing the hallway, he took out his wallet and extracted from it what appeared to be a white, plastic credit card. I could see that the card had only a network of thin copper wires imbedded under the surface.
"Printed-circuit code lock," Erikson said as he inserted the card into a concealed slot at the edge of the doorframe. An inner latch clicked, after which he used a normal key.
"Too fancy for a country boy like me," I commented.
"Don't ever try to pick one of these, as I've been given to understand you do occasionally with conventional locks," Erikson said with a smile. "Without the coded card release to disarm the lock, you'll set off an alarm. And if you persist in forcing it, there's a shaped explosive charge which will blow off your hands."
The room inside wasn't much larger than a janitor's closet. Erikson and I almost filled it when we entered. On a sturdy shelf extending from the far wall was a machine that looked like a teletypewriter. "Did you ever see either of those agents before?" Erikson asked as he closed the door.
"Never."
Erikson removed the cover from the machine and punched half a dozen buttons. A whirring, thumping noise followed; then a sheet of yellow paper blossomed jerkily from an aperture at the top. A dozen lines of squarish print covered the paper.
Erikson quickly decoded figures and symbols that were meaningless to me, as I leaned over his shoulder. "Well, here it is. At nine-twelve, Bergman and Ravish entered the office. The first man through the door, Bergman, was clean. The second, Ravish, was armed with a 7 mm Luger, validity factor eighty-three percent. The weapon was carried between the waist and the shoulder. Ravish is six feet, one and one quarter inches tall, weighs one hundred and eighty-six pounds, and has steel lifts in his shoes."
Erikson ripped the printed sheet from the machine and dropped it into a chrome-rimmed receptacle. Flashing knife-blades chewed the paper into tiny, pinhead-size confetti, and a rush of water through the receptacle flushed even that fragmentary evidence away.
"That bit of science fiction won't hold enough water to float a teacup," I told Erikson.
He smiled.
"Admit it," I said. "You're putting me on."
"Nary a put," he insisted. He patted the machine as he replaced the cover. "Maxine here is getting more sophisticated all the time. It's getting harder to fool her now, although a year ago she registered a man with a 37 mm rocket launcher entering the office. Turned out to be the maintenance man with a file cabinet on a hand truck. And another time Maxine blew it was when I had a visit from a CIA man who had been a polio victim. Maxine interpreted his leg braces as a bulletproof vest. At that time she couldn't distinguish the placement of metal except between the shoulders and feet. Now she can."
We left the room.
I couldn't help thinking that if banks were half as well equipped as Erikson's office, my former career wouldn't have lasted nearly as long.
Back at his desk, Erikson lit a cigarette. "It's interesting that the Israelis feel that the fedayeen are buying up high-priced scientific talent. And they really touched a sore spot with Shariyk. We'd like to know what's become of him, too. A couple of years ago he was a contender for a Nobel in physics. His specialty was mesons and antimatter. You know, digging into the guts of the atom."
"With that name, what was his nationality?"
"American born, of Armenian stock. He spent the three years prior to the Six-Day War teaching at Beirut in the American University. What do you suppose Bergman would have said if I'd told him that?"
"Bolt the doors before you lose any more." The thought of bolted doors reminded me. "Who's your next-door neighbor on this side?" I waved in the direction of the photographer's studio.
"A girly-magazine publisher's office. Why?"
"Just curious. Well, what comes next?"
"I want you back at the Alhambra to try to get a line on the hijacker, Hawk," Erikson frowned. "You'll have to get yourself a place to stay, too, so I can reach you when I need you."
"Okay. I'll call you when I have a phone number."
* * *
I rode down sixteen floors to the street and caught a cab to within a block of the Alhambra. I stood on the sidewalk on Lexington Avenue, running my eyes up and down the street in the direction of lighted hotel marquees, wondering where to come to roost. Then on a hunch I decided to try the Alhambra again first, to see if Hawk had made an appearance.
There were fewer people under the billowing canopy when I entered the cocktail lounge, and I was able to corral a corner booth for myself. I waited for my eyes to adjust to the dim lighting before I began what I hoped was an unobtrusive inspection of the bar customers. Then I examined the occupants of the booths. There were plenty of dark faces-even no shortage of hooked noses-but there was no Hawk. It came to me again, as it had in Tucson when Erikson first proposed it, that this search was really far out.
"Hello, again," a little-girl voice said beside my booth.
I looked up to see Chryssie, the flower child. Her blond hair was in a tangled mass, and her burnt-orange sari looked dirtier and more wrinkled than before. "Sit down and have a beer," I invited her. She was evidently a regular in the place, and I would attract less attention if I sat with her.
She floated down into the booth across from me as if she were boneless. She propped her chin in both hands and studied my face. Her eyes had the same glazed look I'd seen before, and one corner of her soft-looking mouth twitched occasionally. I caught a waitress' eye and placed my order. When the beer and the Jim Beam arrived, Chryssie picked up her glass, held it to her lips, then set it down again without drinking. After a moment, though, she picked it up again and took two long swallows. "What have you been doing while I was gone?" I broke the silence.
"Nothing."
"Did you eat?" It reminded me I was hungry. "How about a sandwich?"
Her nose wrinkled in distaste. "No food, thank you."
"What are you going to do tomorrow?" I continued, knowing the answer before I received it.
"Nothing." She stared at me wide-eyed, then drank some more beer. Her eyes were on mine above the rim of the glass. "Why did you come back?"
"I didn't think you were real. I had to make sure."
She attempted a smile. It was a dim, damped-out effort. The tip of a pink tongue circled her lips. "And now you know?"
"Now I know. Why do you wear-" I stopped. The childish face across the table from me had gone slack suddenly. The blue eyes bulged, slitted, then bulged again. "What's the matter?"
A dirty hand was at her slim throat. "Shouldn't- have mixed beer-with grass." Her voice was a whisper. "Know-better."
"Then why the hell do it if you know better?"
Her eyes had gone completely out of focus. "What difference-does it make? Goin' be-got to get-home."
"Where's home?"
She didn't answer me. The upper part of her body began to bend forward over the table. I forestalled the collapse by sliding out of my side of the booth and moving in beside her. I propped her up and leaned her against the booth's back. "Where do you live, Chryssie?"
No answer.
She had no handbag. I glanced around to make sure we weren't attracting attention, then frisked her. My quick-patting hands discovered only that she probably didn't have a stitch on beneath the sari. I tried it again. This time I found a small green purse safety-pinned to a shoulder of the sari under a loose fold.
I unpinned the purse and examined its contents which I held on my lap. There were three one-dollar bills, an emerald ring that looked genuine, a bronze door key, and a last year's driver's license made out to sixteen-year-old Cornelia Lavan Rouse. The address on the license was 229 East Fiftieth, four blocks away. I put my lips against the girl's ear. "Who's Cornelia Rouse, Chryssie?"
She stirred, then became semi-comatose again. "Use'- t'-be me," she muttered thickly.
"Where's your car?"
"Sold-it. Long-time ago."
"Don't you have any friends here?"
"No friends-anywhere."
I hesitated, but this youngster was prey for the vultures. "Stand up," I ordered.
She made no move. I stood up myself, lifted her erect, then supported her with an arm around her slender waist. I got her out of the booth and we moved toward the door in a slue-footed shuffle. I kept waiting for someone to challenge our departure, but nothing happened.
The first four cabs passed us up-not that I blamed them-but the fifth one stopped. Chryssie's address turned out to be a building that could have been anything from a mortuary to a warehouse loft. There was nothing on the first floor but a scruffy-looking lobby. I half lugged the girl up a narrow flight of stairs. I still had the key I'd extracted from her purse. There were four doors opening off a second-floor landing, and I tried the key in each door in turn. I half expected a smash in the mouth from an irate householder, but the whole building was quiet.
The key opened the third door, and I wrestled Chryssie inside. There were two rooms, tenement rooms, indescribably filthy. Dirty dishes were stacked on every item of furniture, and empty wine bottles lined the walls. In the bedroom the bed looked as though it hadn't been made for a month. I moved aside the curtain on the bedroom's single window and looked down at a narrow alley below with headlights passing through it.
I dumped Chryssie on the lumpy bed and scouted the bathroom. It had a long, narrow, old-fashioned tub sitting up on four legs. I scoured a couple layers of grime from it, ran hot water, and returned to the bedroom for Chryssie. Surprisingly, in view of the general wasteland atmosphere, there was a telephone in the bedroom.
I shucked Chryssie out of her bedraggled sari and carried her nude, dead weight to the tub. She stirred at the touch of hot water on her flesh and murmured something unintelligible, but she didn't open her eyes. I left her there to soak while I went back and remade the bed with some semi-clean linen I found in a drawer. I went back to Chryssie and soaped and rinsed her a few times. Her skin that had felt coarse and pebbled gradually became paler and softer.
While drying her off, I made a discovery. There were dark striations at the base of her lower abdomen. At the ripe old age of seventeen Chryssie had already had a baby. I brought a pillow from the bedroom, folded it over the side of the tub, and laid the girl across it. She sprawled limp as a jellyfish with her childish, bare behind pointing up in the air.
I washed her hair, twice. She slid forward on the pillow once until her head went under the water, but even that didn't rouse her. I dried her hair and toted her back to the bedroom. She was breathing shallowly but evenly, and her color seemed better.
The bureau drawers yielded nothing but soiled underwear and nightgowns. I finally dumped her into bed naked and pulled the sheet up over her. There was a sofa in the sitting room, and I cleared the debris from it before sponging off the top layer of crud with a wet rag. Then I went back into the bedroom and called Erikson at the office. "I'm staying here tonight," I said, and gave him the phone number.
"Where is it?"
I gave him the address.
"Anything doing?"
I looked toward Chryssie's slim form huddled under the sheet. "Nothing."
"Call me no later than noon tomorrow," Erikson said.
"Fine."
I stripped to my underwear and stretched out on the couch.
A fly buzzed around my head, and it was hot in the close apartment, but neither fact kept me awake long.
It had been a full day.
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The persistent ringing of a telephone woke me.
When I forced my eyes open, I couldn't orient myself for a moment. Then the meaning of the cluttered, dirty room came flooding back. The phone kept ringing, and I stumbled to my feet from the couch. Cramped muscles protested as I went into the bedroom.
Chryssie was sprawled face down on the bed. One knee was drawn up to her chest, the sheet had fallen to the floor, and she looked about twelve years old. The ringing phone was only inches from her ear, but she never moved. "Yes?" I said into the phone. I expected to hear Erikson.
"I wish to speak to my daughter, Cornelia," a deep masculine voice said.
"She's-ah-asleep," I said.
"You're sure she's all right?" There was anxiety in the voice which featured the cultured accents of Philadelphia's Main Line.
"She's all right." How could a father let a seventeen-year-old daughter live like this, I wondered? And how could a father express no surprise when a man answered his daughter's telephone? "No thanks to you, Mr. Rouse."
"You know my name?" He sounded surprised. "You don't-ah-sound like the usual-ah-friend of Cornelia's."
"I expect I don't."
"I take it from the disapproval in your tone that you imagine a parent exercises control," the cultured voice continued. "It's not true today. My daughter's way of life is not of my choosing. I found that if I weren't to lose her completely, though, I had to close my eyes to a number of things. I've insisted upon a weekly telephone call, however, and when I didn't receive it I called to find out why."
"What happened to her baby?"
"You know about that? It was placed for adoption. The father was colored." The telephone line hummed emptily for an instant. "You sound more responsible than the-ah — types with whom I've conversed before when I've called Cornelia. I'd like to give you my phone number so you can reach me in case of an-ah-emergency."
"Just a minute." I found a pencil stub and piece of paper. "Go ahead." I wrote down the number as he gave it to me. "I'll have her call you tonight, Mr. Rouse."
"I would appreciate it, sir." He hung up on me. I had a mental image of a director of corporations who couldn't direct a daughter.
I looked at my watch. It was eleven-thirty, and bright sunlight was streaming in under the partly drawn shade at the window. I covered Chryssie with the sheet I picked up from the floor, then reached down and shook her. "Rise and shine, sis," I said.
She stared up at me uncomprehendingly when she opened her eyes. Then recognition dawned. Under the sheet I could see her hands exploring herself. "Did we- uh-last night-I mean-what happened?"
"The biggest night of your life and you don't remember?" I said in pretended outrage.
"Oh, sure," she replied hastily. "You were great. Just great." The blue eyes weren't as glazed as they had been the night before, but they still weren't clear. "What day is it?"
"Wednesday."
"Wednesday," she repeated. "What day of the month?"
I wondered if she knew what year it was. "The fourteenth."
"That's good. My check comes tomorrow. I'm out of everything."
"Like marijuana, methedrine, and heroin?"
"Not heroin." The soft mouth pouted at me. "If it's any of your business."
"Listen, this whole bit-this pigpen you're living in- you ought to have your butt whaled."
"It's been whaled." Her tone was defiant. "It didn't change anything."
I gave it up. "Shuck yourself out of the sack and we'll go out and have breakfast."
"I don't want any breakfast."
"Did anyone ask you what you wanted? You're going to have breakfast."
She smiled, a tiny-ghost smile. "You sound like my father."
"Whom you neglected to call last night."
The smile disappeared. "How did you know that? Are you one of the private detectives he's had snooping around here?"
"Your father called here. He's worried about you."
"A recent development, if true." She sat up in the bed, then clutched at the sheet as she realized her nudity beneath it. "What's all this to you, anyway?"
It was a good question. Exactly what was it to me if a girl decided to tune out the world? "Not a damn thing, Chryssie. Meet me at the Alhambra if you decide you want that breakfast."
She was on her back again with her eyes fixed vacantly on the ceiling when I left the apartment. I listened for the click of the lock when I closed the outside door. I turned toward the stairs to find myself under the scrutiny of a big woman with a broom and mop in one hand. Her expression was noncommittal.
"Are you the landlady?" I asked as I walked toward her. She nodded. I handed her a twenty-dollar bill. "When the kid leaves today, send someone in and clean up that place. Floor to ceiling. Is she behind with the rent?"
"The rent check comes to me." The big woman had a whiskey contralto. "Otherwise I'd never get it. Is she bad today?"
"Probably no worse than usual."
"If she was mine, I'd take a yard of skin off her tail."
"We all have our favorite solutions."
I ran down the stairway to the street. I stopped in a lunchroom for a quick plate of scrambled eggs en route to the Alhambra. I couldn't face a drink on an empty stomach, and once there I'd have to drink something.
* * *
The first thing I saw when I walked into the Alhambra was Hawk sitting at the bar. For a heartbeat I doubted my own power of recognition, but there was no mistaking that dark, bold, eagle-beaked face. I went to a booth in the farthest corner of the room where I could watch him without turning my head. It wasn't likely he had had as good a view of me on the airplane wing as I had had of him on the ladder, but why risk it?
I ordered a Jim Beam when the waitress came. Hawk seemed to be chatting idly with the bartender who wasn't the same man I'd asked about him. That was all to the good, too. Instead of the khakis in which I'd seen him dressed in Nevada, the hijacker wore a conservative business suit. He glanced at the front door from time to time, and once he looked at his watch.
So he was meeting someone. I watched the door, too. An influx of noontime drinkers gradually filled the bar and a number of the booths. I wished that Hawk would leave so I could follow him, corner him, and ask him a question or two about Hazel's money.
It took me by surprise when he left his bar stool suddenly. I'd seen no indication that he knew anyone who'd entered. He sauntered toward an empty booth, every movement of his stocky figure an exercise in body control.
He seated himself in a booth halfway down the room. He waited, then took a wrapped package from under his jacket and placed it on the booth seat with his body between it and the open floor space so that bystanders couldn't see it. The package was the right size and shape to contain three or four hundred bank notes, and I thought again about Hazel's money.
When Hawk stood up and left the booth, I could see the package still on the seat. He walked toward the door with his eyes on the back bar mirror. Then a girl stood up two booths away and moved to Hawk's booth. I watched her pick up the package and put it in her large handbag. Hawk continued on out the door.
It presented a dilemma. It was Hawk I wanted, or did I?
Erikson would undoubtedly want to know the girl's tie-in. I decided to stick with her. With luck, now that Hawk had established that he used the Alhambra, I could pick him up there again.
The girl seemed to be in no hurry. The waitress brought a tiny glass to her booth which contained a golden liqueur. The waitress spoke to her familiarly, so the girl was no stranger. In appearance she was a knockout. She was tall and ivory skinned, slender but by no means thin. Her hair was raven-black and arranged in sophisticated swirls on her small head. A tiny mole or birthmark dotted her right cheek.
Her dress was an explosion of bright colors in a Gauguin-style print. It was longer than the mini-skirted mode, but two lengthy side slashes permitting a showing of frothy lace underneath gave it a distinctly Oriental look. The stand-up collar of the dress imitated Chinese mandarin. The ensemble did well by her exotic appeal.
She drank her liqueur leisurely while I studied her. What connection could a beauty like this have to a machine gunner like Hawk? When I followed her from the lounge I'd have to be careful that he wasn't lurking outside somewhere to make sure she reached her destination safely with the package he'd left for her in the booth.
I was ready when she picked up her handbag. I left a bill on the table and followed her outside. Her walk was not the long, free stride of an American girl; she took short, dainty steps which rolled her hips above the fulcrum of her pelvis. The hips were indisputably not as slim as the rest of her. She crossed Lexington and headed north. I stayed on my side of the street and paralleled her. I watched each doorway on both sides of the street, but there was no sign of Hawk.
After four blocks, the girl turned right, toward the East River. I remained on the opposite side of the street. At once there was no secret where we were going; at the far end of the street I could see the massive glass tower of the UN building. Now that I thought about it, the UN building helped to explain some of the odd costumes and foreign features I'd seen in the Alhambra. Evidently the cocktail lounge was where some of the UN swingers liked to do their partying.
I had never seen the UN buildings at close range. There were four major ones, the most impressive of which was the Secretariat which looked at least five hundred feet high. I had never seen so many windows. Two sides of the building were green-tinted glass in which I could see passing clouds reflected. An impressive fountain fronted the Secretariat, and UN guards stood at the gates.
The girl walked toward a white stone building with a domed roof and gently curved wall ridges at the top. I recognized it from pictures as the General Assembly Building. Buses were discharging school children at the entrance. Off to the side, in front of the fountain at the Secretariat, the flags of the UN nations snapped in the breeze.
We walked along, still in tandem. There was no question now that the girl was going to enter the General Assembly Building. I closed the gap slightly. We entered a large lobby, a vast open area. At the left, standing alone at the far end of the lobby, was a bronze statue of a Greek god atop a tall, cylindrical block of marble. Three balconies overhung the lobby area.
The girl spoke to several people as she pushed her way through the throngs of people. I remembered reading somewhere that the UN employed more than four thousand international civil servants. The girl walked under the first balcony overhang to a doorway on which a UN PERSONNEL ONLY sign in four languages was hung. Before I realized what was happening, she disappeared inside the door. A UN guard eyed me up and down as I stood there irresolutely for a moment. I turned away.
Now I'd lost both the girl and Hawk. I walked through the cavernous interior until I found a bank of pay phones.
"I blew it," I told Erikson after giving him a rundown on events. "I thought I could stay with her. I didn't count on anything like this."
"The UN is ideal for a package drop," Erikson replied. "The girl may only be a courier for the transfer of the package. From your description, though, she could be one of the girl guides. I'll have photos of the entire guide personnel shipped to the office here and you can take a look. Can you make it in an hour?"
"I'll be there."
I was outside when I remembered I'd stood Chryssie up on my offer of breakfast if she made it to the Alhambra.
But there was nothing I could do about it.
I had more on my mind than a flaked-out flower child.
* * *
A stranger answered my knock at Erikson's office door. He was a broad-shouldered six-footer, young and well tanned. "I'm Jock McLaren, one of the hired hands," he said. "The boss wanted you to have this." He handed me what looked like a credit card. "In case you ever have to come here late at night," he explained. "It'll identify you. Because of the all-hours nature of the work of most of the building's renters, it's not locked at night. Have a seat till the man's free."
He went to the desk in the tiny office, put on a pair of earphones, and started tap-tap-tapping a typewriter as he transcribed a tape I could see on a recorder. I wondered what his position was in Erikson's organization. Despite what he was doing, I knew it wasn't strictly as a typewriter jockey. In the brief second we'd shaken hands, I'd noticed scars on the back of his right hand that had been induced with malicious forethought.
Quite a few minutes went by before Erikson opened the door of the inner office and beckoned me. "The UN files on the girl guides aren't here yet," he said. "Wait in the equipment room. I have some phoning to do."
I started to heat up at the way he was wasting my time. I almost asked him if I was in or out of this operation. Then I realized I'd never committed myself to going along with it. It was Erikson's show, and I really didn't care how he managed it as long as I had a shot at recovering Hazel's money.
"It shouldn't take long," Erikson continued as he pressed the corner of the Emmett Kelley picture and the apparently solid section of wall swung out, disclosing again the inner room with its shelves and benches of sophisticated gear. "Don't turn on the television monitor."
He closed the panel when I was inside. I was tempted to turn on the monitor just because he'd forbidden it, but I knew he'd probably have some kind of signal in his office to let him know when it was in use. I started to sit down on the same padded stool when I thought of the studio next door in which I had seen the nude models being photographed.
I turned out the light in the equipment room, went to the door in the dark, fumbled for the bolt and found it, eased it back, and cracked the door open silently. It was dark on the other side of the door, too, and for a second I thought the studio was empty. Then from the darkness I heard a voice that sounded like the blonde with the frosted hairdo who had been so reluctant to strip in a crowd. "You haven't done a thing for me, yet you want something for nothing," she was saying.
"But you know I can do something for you, Marcia." It was the voice of the younger man who had been stage-managing the nude model scene. I could see the glow of two cigarettes, low down, as if the smokers were sitting on a couch or divan. "I brought you in to tell you that you came through on the glossies twice as good as Edna or Ginger."
"You only brought me in because you want to bang me. Why should I let you?"
"I'll tell you why, kid." The man's tone had hardened. "Because I can make it tough for you if you don't. If you want to get along in this business. Now quit stalling. I've got to be crosstown in an hour."
One of the glowing cigarettes described a downward swoop and then disappeared. I had a picture of the girl stubbing it out in an ashtray. "All right," she said, "but
I'm warning you, Ted. If floodlights come on while we're doing it so you can take pictures, I'll rip your face with my fingernails."
"What do you think I am, baby?" The protesting voice sounded injured. "A lot of things I might be but an exhibitionist I'm not." The second lighted cigarette described a downward arc similar to the first and disappeared. "Okay, Marcia, peel it. Ever since the first day you walked into the office I've had the feeling you'd make a great lay."
An idea began to form in the back of my mind. I closed the door, found the light switch, and turned it on. I hurried to the bench with the tape-recording equipment, picked up a long-snouted directional microphone, plugged it into the already set-up recorder, and unreeled the cord toward the door.
I put out the light again, cracked open the door, and aimed the rifle-barrel of the microphone directiy at where I'd seen the lighted cigarettes. Then I eased back to the tape recorder and turned it on, increasing the monitor level gradually.
Ted's voice came through the monitor suddenly. "- great legs, Marcia. Just great. Now roll over and let me play with your ass. That's what really turns me on."
"Nothing fancy, now," Marcia's voice said. The microphone was so sensitive I could hear the rustle of clothing and the sound of hand-pats on bare flesh. "I don't go for-hey, that's not in the contract-what are you DOING? Ohhhh!"
"Dee-licious!" Ted's voice said huskily. "You taste just like clam chowder. Stop squirming."
"Cut it-OUT!" Marcia exclaimed breathlessly. "I said nothing-FANCY! Ooooh! STOP-it!"
There was the prolonged slithering, fleshy sounds of bodies in semi-combat. "You know you love it," Ted's voice said after an interval. "Okay. Spread your wings."
The voices stopped, but not the sounds. In increasing degree the microphone picked up hoarse breathing, sibilant sighs, muffled squeals, and inelegant grunts. The slap-slapping sound of bare bodies became metronomic. I was standing there, picturing the reaction of whoever was called upon to transcribe this particular tape when the buzzer sounded indicating that Erikson wanted me in his office.
I lingered beside the monitor while the tape recorded sounds reached a frantic climax. "Okay, baby," Ted's voice said after an interval in which heavy breathing gradually lessened. "You're better'n a short arm inspection."
Marcia's sniff was plainly audible. "Thanks for nothing. Listen, I've got to use your bathroom. I'm not on the pill."
"Hell, I thought all you broads were on the pill from kindergarten. But go ahead."
The buzzer sounded again.
I switched off the recorder, retrieved the microphone, closed and bolted the door again, and went into Erikson's office. "I thought you'd fallen asleep in there," he greeted me.
"Not quite. What's the good word?"
Erikson vacated the chair behind his desk. Piled in its center was a stack of file folders, some thick, some thin. "Sit down here. These contain photos and identity information on the UN guides. If the girl from the Alhambra really works at the UN, you should find her here."
I opened the top folder. There were head and shoulder shots, profile views, and full length photos of a creamy-skinned girl in street clothes, in a flowing robe, and in a bathing suit. The other folders contained more of the same. It was like looking over the candidates for a Miss International Beauty Contest. They were all young and attractive.
A printed sheet of paper slipped out of the folder which held photographs of a beautiful Eurasian girl. Across the top of the sheet, in bold red letters, was the word CONFIDENTIAL. There were only two paragraphs on the page, but both were specific about aspects of the girl's after-business-hours activities. It was documented evidence that she engaged in frequent sexual moonlighting.
Erikson removed the paper from my hand and replaced it in the folder. "Is being a UN guide just a sideline?" I asked.
"Living in New York is expensive for nationals whose countries suffer from a poor exchange rate," Erikson explained. "Some girls tutor in foreign languages, some model, some work in nightclubs."
"And some peddle it instead of sitting on it. Does UN stand for Uninhibited Nymphs?"
"Using a young woman to charm information from a diplomat isn't restricted to the CIA or to Embassy Row in Washington, Earl. Many of these girls aren't averse to using sex for their countries."
"Patriotic pussy, hmm?"
"You're wasting time," Erikson pointed out.
I returned to the folders. I found three more CONFIDENTIAL slips, but Erikson wouldn't give me time to read them. When I finished the stack of folders, I had two set aside for a second look. Erikson placed the photos side by side. Both girls had dark hair, beautiful high-cheekboned faces with liquid-looking dark eyes, and inviting mouths with promising full hps. Seeing them together, I couldn't be mistaken. "That's the girl," I said, tapping the glossy print on the left.
Erikson leaned down for a closer look. "You're sure?"
"Positive." I cupped my hands around the face, concealing part of the shoulder-length hair. "She's wearing her hair shorter now, but that's the girl."
"Did you hear her speak?"
"Only when she said hello and how are you to a few people while she was walking through the UN lobby. She has quite a voice, though. Foreign-sounding. Memorable."
Erikson opened the file folder to the back cover. He extracted a folded, narrow strip of paper from a small brown envelope stapled to the cover, and stretched it into a long ribbon. One side was blank, the other printed with a small grid similar to cross-section drawing paper. Across the grid ran an uninterrupted, squiggly line.
"An electocardiogram?" I asked. "I didn't get to feel her heartbeat."
"This is a voice print." Erikson threaded one end of the strip of paper into a slot in the side of a boxlike machine on a shelf behind his desk. It looked something like an automatic telephone-answering device. "Listen to this," Erikson said as he flipped a switch.
At first I heard only scratchy noises until he adjusted a control knob. Then a voice came through clearly. The deep, throaty sound and slight, husky accent were unmistakable. "Check and doublecheck," I confirmed. "That's our bird."
"Talia Rhazmet," Erikson read from the folder. "Born in Ismir, Turkey, December 29, 1942. That makes her twenty-eight. Five foot seven and one hundred and thirty-three pounds. A girlish armful, obviously. Speaks Turkish, Greek, Arabic, and English fluently. Been in this country four months. I'll go to another source to get a more complete dossier on her."
"Let's have another look," I said, taking the folder from him. The bathing-suit photo of Talia Rhazmet was a beauty. She stood on a sandy beach in a micro-bikini with drops of water dotting her smooth, olive skin. A tiny pool trapped in her navel reflected sunlight like a many-faceted diamond. The white bikini was almost transparent when wet, and it showed plainly her erect nipples and the dark triangle of her pubic hair.
"Very nice," I understated the case. "Even an old crock like me wouldn't mind combining business and pleasure in this instance."
"Businesswise, she may be a complete dead end," Erikson answered. "I'll know better when I pull the report. Meantime you go back to the Alhambra and see if Hawk shows again. I'm-"
"Seeing him the first time reminded me of something," I interrupted him. I tapped my left shoulder. "My gun is buried in the sand near the airstrip where the gambling plane came down, and if I'm going to see Hawk again I want another."
"That's not unreasonable," Erikson agreed. "Just a minute." He went into the equipment room, came out with a Smith & Wesson.38 that could have been a duplicate of my own, and handed it to me after taking down the registration number. "It's already been sighted in," he said.
"Not like I'll sight it in when I get a chance," I said, slipping it into the chamois-lined shoulder holster without which I'd have felt undressed.
Jock McLaren waved to me cheerily as I passed through the outer office. He still had the earphones on.
I wondered what his reaction would be if it fell to him to transcribe the segment of tape I'd made of the magazine-studio seduction scene.
* * *
It was the cocktail hour when I reached the Alhambra.
The place was a blizzard of bright colors as a hundred people, two-thirds of them in native costume, engaged in high-pitched, alcohol-heightened conversations in half a dozen languages.
All the booths were occupied, and men were standing three-deep at the bar. I eased in at one end. I was in no hurry to be served, since I was going to be there for awhile. There was no sign of Hawk in the swirling smoke eddies in the room, and I resigned myself to waiting it out.
When I was finally served, I nursed my drink for an hour. The crowd began to thin out. I moved to a vacated booth in a corner of the room where I could see the front entrance. I settled myself with as much patience as I could muster.
Only scattered customers remained on the bar stools. One was a woman seated directly in front of my booth. Inside of three minutes I knew she was watching me in the back-bar mirror. After years on the run a man develops a sensitivity about such things.
The woman was an artificial platinum blonde, about thirty, with thin, plucked eyebrows and a lot of makeup. I couldn't remember ever having seen her before. She had on a white blouse and a black skirt of some shiny material. The skirt was so tight it tucked in under her buttocks, delineating each fleshy crease.
I hadn't looked directly at her, but she picked up her drink and carried it to my table. With no invitation from me she plopped herself down in the booth opposite me. She crossed her legs deliberately, far enough out in the aisle to afford me a look at her thigh-high sliding skirt. She smiled at me, disclosing bad teeth. At close range the heavy facial makeup was intended to hide blemishes. She was braless under the blouse, and she might just as well have had HOOKER branded in the center of her forehead.
"I'm Teresa, the original whore with the heart of gold," she said. "I saw you with the kid last night. The skinny little blonde. Chryssie."
"So?"
"So the kid sat here in a booth all afternoon, cryin' about bein' stood up. She had no bread for Mary Jane or anything else. Rex-" she nodded at the bartender "- was gonna throw her out, but I talked him out of it. Awhile ago a pimp sat down in her booth, an' the two of them went out together."
"Your pimp, Teresa?"
"Correct."
"Would he take her to his place?"
"To hers. If you decide to do anything about it, it would help to keep my skin together if he thought you walked in on them accidentally."
She picked up her drink and went back to the bar.
I was supposed to stay in the Alhambra and watch for Hawk. But there was the thought of Chryssie sitting in a booth, crying because I'd stood her up. I'd known she was broke or next door to it. I wasn't her guardian angel by any means, but I didn't care for the idea that I'd turned a pimp loose on her.
It would only take a few minutes. I left the Alhambra and walked rapidly to Fiftieth Street. I didn't have a key to Chryssie's apartment, but that wouldn't be a problem. When I reached her landing, I saw a line of light under her apartment door. It was locked when I tried it. I took a thin strip of stiff plastic from my wallet and eased it into the door jamb. I turned my wrist slightly and the lock moved back with a snicking sound.
I moved inside quietly. The sickly-sweet odor of marijuana was overpowering. Only the light in the bedroom was on, and I moved toward it stealthily. Chryssie was on the bed, naked, face down and sobbing. There were dark blotches on her alabaster behind. Across the foot of the bed was a scruffy-bearded, lanky, hairy type, also naked. He was sleeping.
Male clothing was draped over a nearby chair. I went through it and found an eight-inch, bone-handled knife in a sleeve holster. I dropped holster and knife into my pocket and went back to the bed. I drew the.38 from my shoulder holster, took hold of the bearded character's ankle, and jerked him off the bed.
He landed on the floor with a crash that sat Chryssie bolt upright in the bed, whimpering fearfully. The man on the floor scrambled on his belly toward the chair holding his clothes as unerringly as though he was fitted with radar although bis eyes were still closed. He went slack only when he couldn't find bis knife.
"Get your ass out of here before I fill it full of slugs," I told him when he opened his eyes. I showed him the.38. He stayed a respectful distance from it while he dressed hurriedly although his eyes stayed mean. Chryssie stared at the tableau with panic-stricken gaze.
"How about my knife?" the bearded character asked from the doorway.
"Come and get it," I invited him. "If you're feeling lucky."
He glared at me, then went out. I had moved to the bedroom doorway to make sure he went. When I returned to the bed, Chryssie was crying again.
"What happened to your tail?" I asked her.
"H-he kept kicking m-me to make me do th-things," she sobbed.
"What the hell do you expect if you keep on acting like a victim?" I growled. Her air of helplessness really irritated me. I went into the bathroom and opened the medicine cabinet. There must have been twenty-five different bottles of pills inside. I stuffed bottles into all my pockets until I'd made a clean sweep. "Take a shower and get into bed and stay there till you hear me at the door," I told Chryssie when I was back in the bedroom. "Understand?"
She nodded, still wide eyed.
I took her key, locked her into the apartment, and went back to the Alhambra.
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When I left the Alhambra that night, I stopped at an all-night restaurant and carried an order of scrambled eggs and a large coffee back to Chryssie's place.
She started a screaming tantrum at my entrance over the loss of her amphetamines which I'd dumped in a convenient garbage can. I straightened her out with a slap in the face and another on the tail, then pushed the scrambled eggs into her a spoonful at a time. She sat there sulkily afterward, sipping at the hot coffee. "God knows you're probably not worth this attempted salvage job," I told her, "but I'm curious about what's underneath that skinful of poppers."
"Don't do me any favors," she answered me, but she didn't sound as flippant as usual.
The next day I spent fifteen hours at the Alhambra, bored to tears. There was no sign of Hawk. I ate food I didn't want in order to counteract booze I didn't want, and my tailbone ached from just sitting on it.
I kept Chryssie under house arrest at her place. The only time I left the Alhambra was to bring her meals. She didn't want to eat, but I forced her. My association with her hadn't gone unnoticed at the Alhambra. Rex, the bartender, stopped by my booth in the afternoon to ask me how she was. He sounded sympathetic. There was something about Chryssie's little-girlness that evidently got through even to Broadway types.
Erikson called me at her place that night. "Talia Rhazmet got her job at the UN through the Turkish
Foreign Office," he told me. "And she spends more money than she makes working as a guide. I'd like to put a man on her, but I'm shorthanded right now, so we've put a tap on her apartment phone instead. So far there's been nothing interesting. What about Hawk?"
"Not a trace."
"There's always the chance the Rhazmet girl will lead us to him. Meantime you hang on at the Alhambra. Call me in the morning with the number of the pay phone there in case I need to reach you in a hurry."
"I don't like being paged in a public place," I complained.
"I'll ask for Tom Dawson, not Earl Drake."
"Listen, how long is this going to last? When I let you talk me into coming here from Tucson, I didn't contract to sit in a bar definitely and blot up Jim Beam. The bartender is even trying to get friendly."
"Just hang on until we can find out if there's a definite connection between the girl and Hawk. Or until he shows up." Erikson was making his tone soothing. "Then you can back out and my men will take over."
"It had better be quick, Karl."
"Okay. Just sit tight for another day or two."
He hung up on me before I could give him further argument.
* * *
In the morning, Chryssie was still pouting and complaining, but she looked and sounded better. The deep, dark shadows under her eyes had lessened, and her jittery skittishness had calmed somewhat. She had a habit of parading the apartment in the nude. "I might as well be here with my father," she said resentfully after flaunting herself in front of me once. "I think you're on cocaine or heroin yourself the way you don't turn on to me."
"I'm saving you for an orgy, Chryssie," I told her.
But I was beginning to wonder if this girl could ever sound like a seventeen-year-old with a seventeen-year-old's problems.
She had improved enough physically for me to take her to the Alhambra. I watched her every time she went to the ladies' room, and sure enough, in the middle of the afternoon her eyes began to get the familiar glazed expression. She'd evidently begged a reefer from someone in the John. I took her back to her place and locked her in again. By that time she was floating so high she didn't even know where she was. I went back to the Alhambra and the monotonous vigil.
The next day she was as low as she'd been high previously. I wasn't going to make the same mistake again, so I left her after force-feeding some cereal into her. She was sleeping when I left her place. I had toyed with the idea of calling her father to come and get her, but in the back of my mind was the thought that he'd probably already done it, perhaps several times. A salvage job becomes less attractive as renewed effort is required.
I settled in at the Alhambra again after walking there in a light rain. The waitress brought me my Jim Beam on the rocks without my even ordering. I wondered how long I had to keep it up before I developed cirrhosis. Years, probably. I'd never make it. I was tired already of my mouth tasting like a boiled boot every morning. I was thinking less kindly of Erikson's operation every hour.
And then at 4:10 P.M. Tom Dawson received a phone call at the Alhambra. I almost blew it. I'd been feeling so sorry for myself I'd almost forgotten Erikson's little ploy. "The Rhazmet girl just telephoned someone she called Hawk to meet her uptown in the Picadilly Bar at One-twenty-five West Fifty-seventh," Erikson rapped at me when I got to the phone booth. "Get up there and make sure it's the right guy. Hustle, will you?"
I hustled.
I'd have hustled anywhere to bring an end to what was rapidly becoming one of the least rewarding experiences of my life. I don't have the patience to sit in bars and watch the faces in the booths and the faces coming through the front entrance.
A cab deposited me within a few feet of a marquee with the single word PICADILLY on it. It was an English-style pub with a fake coat-of-arms plaque inside the door. The clientele had some of the chi-chi look that went with the art galleries in the neighborhood. Velvet jackets and wide-flowing ties predominated at the half-filled bar.
I couldn't see the Turkish girl as I took a booth. I ordered a drink I didn't want, and wondered if I'd just exchanged one shellac emporium for another. I wondered if the girl would show. If she somehow knew her phone had been tapped, she could have pitched Erikson a curve.
Then she breezed through the Picadilly front entrance, giving the appearance of a high-fashion model, in a smart lightweight suit. I lowered my eyes to my glass as she settled herself across the width of the room from me. She had placed herself where she could also watch the entrance.
She removed her gloves and placed them in her handbag, fitted a dark-brown cigarette into a jeweled holder, and smiled at the waiter when he lighted the cigarette for her. The waiter came back from the bar with another of the tiny golden liqueurs I had seen previously. Talia Rhazmet sipped at it with an expression of leisured elegance on her beautiful face. She couldn't have appeared more at ease in an embassy drawing room.
Hawk entered the tavern. His powerful looking body filled the entrance for a second as he scanned the room, looking everywhere except at the girl. Then he went to the end of the bar and ordered a drink. If he gave the girl a signal, I didn't see it, but she picked up her handbag and took out her gloves. I saw a quick flash of white as she also placed what appeared to be an unmarked envelope on the seat beside her with her body shielding it from the room. While not nearly as bulky as the package that had changed hands at the Alhambra, this envelope was thick enough to indicate that it contained more than a check. Or a message.
The girl rose to her feet, and Hawk left the bar and started toward her booth as she moved toward the entrance. They had just passed each other with no sign of recognition when a foreign-looking man rose from another booth and walked rapidly to the one the girl had vacated.
At the sight, Hawk accelerated to a run. He landed hard on the back of the foreign-looking man who was leaning into the booth. A knife gleamed in Hawk's hand. One of the wide-tied, velvet-jacketed fags at the bar exclaimed shrilly.
I was on my feet and moving fast when there was another interruption. I didn't see where he came from, but a second man moved in behind Hawk. He had a knife, too. In a single motion he grabbed a handful of Hawk's plentiful black hair, jerked his head back, and slit his exposed throat. The fag at the bar screamed in a falsetto as the man pushed Hawk away from him. The once-powerful body fell to the floor where it twitched and quivered, dark red blood gouting over the imitation parquet.
When she saw the commotion, the Rhazmet girl had run back toward the booth. She and I arrived there at the same time. The first man was again trying to pick up the envelope, and I pushed him off balance. The bartender materialized suddenly with a bungstarter in his hand. " 'Ere!" he exclaimed, menacing everyone with it. "What the bloody 'ell's goin' on!"
Talia Rhazmet leaned across the booth table and tried to recover the envelope. The man with the knife slashed at her and she clutched at her arm. A chorus from the bar echoed her muted scream as she bent double, holding the arm against her body. The man with the knife set himself, and I realized he meant to kill the girl. With Hawk dead, as he surely was from the gaping wound in his throat, the girl was my only link to Hazel's money.
I reached for the man with the knife with one hand while I drew my.38 with my right. I slapped it against the side of his head, and his knees hit the floor with his body still upright. I looked for the first man, but the bartender had him backed into a corner with the menacing bungstarter.
For a second no one was watching me. I reached down into the booth and snatched up the envelope, stuffing it under an armpit inside my jacket. Then I turned to the girl. I straightened her up from her semi-crouching position and examined the blood oozing through a slash in the sleeve of her suit. Her pain-glazed eyes took in the.38 still in my hand. "P-please!" she said in a half whisper. "Get me-out of here!"
It coincided with my own thinking. The man with the knife was on his knees, still dazed. The first man was not. He bounded straight up into the air and nailed the bartender in the throat with a beautiful savage kick. The bartender slid on his back with the bungstarter still in his hand, knocking over chairs.
The first man jerked his companion to his feet and half carried him toward the door. I showed the barflies the.38, and no one moved as I led Talia in the same direction. I holstered the.38 before reaching the sidewalk. I ran out onto the street, stopped a cab, returned to the girl, and loaded her into it. I couldn't see anything of the two foreign-looking types.
The girl's lips were bluish white, and I was afraid she was going to faint. I whipped out a handkerchief and knotted it tightly around the crimson crease in her sleeve jacket. The cabbie had noticed something, too. "Where to, Mac?" he asked, turning to look at us.
"Bellevue emergency," I said. "There's been an accident."
"No-hospital," the girl murmured in a choked voice. "No hospital. My-place."
"Where's your place?"
She had to repeat it twice before I understood her. "Two-twenty East Sixty-third, cabbie," I ordered. If I could handle it myself, it would be better. Once inside a hospital emergency room, I might lose contact with the girl.
She spoke only once during the ride. "Are you-from Iskir?" she asked faintly.
"I don't know an Iskir," I answered truthfully.
We rode in silence then until the taxi pulled up in front of 220 East Sixty-third Street. I could see what Erikson meant about the girl spending more than her wages. The building was a high-rise apartment that looked like ready money. I gave the cabbie five dollars and helped Talia out of the taxi. She had taken a head scarf from her bag and placed it over the sleeve of her suit, concealing the handkerchief I had bound around her arm.
The foyer was small but richly decorated. A splashy mural of abstract design covered one entire wall. We boarded the elevator and Talia pressed the "seven" button. I could see that she had regained a good deal of her composure, but her face was very pale.
The seventh floor corridor was well lighted. Talia stopped before a door marked 7-D. She unlocked the door and went inside, discarding her shoes on a rubber mat. When she turned on a light, I saw that the Japanese custom had a practical application since the carpeting was thick, white pile.
The room we were in was decorated in bright reds, oranges, and black. At the other end of the room a pair of tall french doors that served as windows gave access to a narrow balcony beyond. The decor was Oriental with the furniture being made of natural bamboo. End tables glistened with black lacquer and were topped with lamps with pagoda-shaped bases and coolie-hat shades. On one table was a telephone and a large, smiling, carved ivory Buddha alongside a polished brass elephant with a clock face buried in its side. A black-framed parchment screen half concealed a kitchenette alcove. Another door evidently led to the bedroom.
It was too garish for my taste. The room was too small to stand the vivid colors. There was a burnt incense odor in the air. Talia sank down upon a brightly colored cushion in a bamboo chair. "Take your shoes off, please," she said to me. She was within arm's reach of the telephone, so despite her acceptance of my help, I was far from being totally in her confidence.
"What's your name?" I asked her as I took off my shoes. I had to get her to tell me before I made the mistake of using it. I wasn't supposed to know her name.
"Talia," she said. "Thank you for bringing me here." Her tone was almost formal. I could hear the same slightly foreign accent I'd heard on the voice printer in Erikson's office. She cocked her head to one side until the wings of her dark hair framed her beautiful features so perfectly I knew the pose was calculated. "Now," she said. "Who are you?"
"Earl Drake."
She shook her head impatiently. "No. Who are you? Why do you carry a gun?"
"Sometimes I need it. Lucky for you I had it. That guy was going to carve you good."
She passed it by to ask the question I'd been expecting. "What happened to the envelope?"
"Envelope?"
Her gaze was steady upon my face. "An envelope was being-was being-I lost an envelope in the tavern. What happened to it?"
I shrugged. "In that free-for-all, who knows? Maybe one of the knife-fighters got it. Did you know them?"
"No."
"Was the envelope important?"
"Very." There was distress in her dark eyes. "I shall-I shall have to account for its loss."
"Maybe I can help you get it back," I suggested. "I've, got a few contacts. What about the man who was killed? Was he a friend of yours?"
"Just a man I knew. No friend. How can you help to regain the envelope? I think that I would do anything-"
"Listen, we ought to get you a booster tetanus shot for that arm right away," I interrupted her.
"I have antiseptic in the bathroom," she said. "What do you mean when you say you can help me get the envelope back?"
"I said maybe I could," I corrected her. "But it wouldn't be easy. What Was in it? If it was cash, forget it."
"I wasn't told what it was." She rose from her chair and came to me, standing so close I got a whiff of perfume either from her blue-black hair or from deep within her cleavage, I couldn't be sure which. "My boss is going to be terribly upset with me for not delivering the envelope," she continued.
"You could hardly deliver it to a dead man," I pointed out.
Her voice had turned husky, and with the warmth of her full curves crowding me, I wasn't left in much doubt what "anything" was. "If it was local hoods who got it, I can probably get a line on them," I said. "But if the contents are valuable, it will take money to recover it."
"Iskir will pay," she said quickly. "He will pay well. I must call him now. I should have called before. May I tell him that you will help?"
"Wait a minute," I warned. "For the right price, okay. Otherwise, no. And no guarantee goes with it."
"I must call him," she repeated, but she made no move toward the telephone. She obviously dreaded making the call. She was almost literally afraid to touch the phone. Whoever her boss was, he had her buffaloed.
"Let's fix up that arm of yours," I suggested.
"I must call first," she said, and snatched it up as though afraid she'd change her mind. I could see that there was easily twenty feet of loose cord attached to the phone.
Her bosom swelled as she took a deep breath before dialing. "Talia here," she said. "I must speak to Iskir. Yes, it is urgent." She stood up and carried the phone to the door of what I had surmised was a bedroom, trailing the loose cord behind her. "Excuse me, please," she said over her shoulder and went inside and closed the door.
In the instant the door was open I had a glimpse of my own reflection in a large mirror above a low dressing table on which a lamp glowed with a soft light. The light shone on a gigantic bed covered with a Prussian-blue brocaded spread. A shaggy purple rug covered the floor, and a narrow strip of pale green carpeting suggested a bathroom beyond.
At first I could hear only the indistinct sound of Talia's voice. As the conversation continued, its pitch increased. Overtones of fright and pleading were stark in its inflections. "The man is here with me now," I heard her say. Then there was something I couldn't catch. "He says he might be able to get it back. What? Yes, a gun. Why? Because his throat was cut before he could get to the envelope." Her voice rose still another notch, and she sounded as if she were nearly in tears. "I am telling you the truth, Iskir. You can ask at the tavern. You will anyway. Why do you waste time? I did my best. I-"
There was silence. I unbuttoned my shirt and transferred the envelope from under my armpit to inside my shirt, then rebuttoned. The bedroom door opened and Talia held the phone out to me. "He wants to speak to you."
I took a step toward her, then stopped. "Not on the phone."
"But you must!" she pleaded.
I wasn't about to commit myself to anything until I checked with Erikson. I'd already learned in Erikson's office what could be done with voice prints, too.
"Look, I've got to check out a couple of things first," I said. "If it's local people, there's all kinds, right? Some I can talk to, some I can't. Tell your boss I'll have an answer for him tomorrow, but I don't do business by telephone."
She said something into the mouthpiece in a foreign language. After a silence she spoke again for a good two minutes before she walked back to the table and hung up the phone. She didn't look happy. "No later than tomorrow," she said. "And he will pay you well."
"I should know by then if there's anything I can do," I agreed. "How do I get in touch with him?"
"Through me." She looked down at the bloody handkerchief around her arm and began to unwind it.
"Better let me rebandage that before I go, Talia." She hesitated. "I get the feeling you don't want to go to a doctor, and I've had a little experience with wounds."
"Well-all right."
She led the way through the frilly bedroom into the bathroom. There was a rose-tinted, lighted wall mirror behind a pink, formica-topped lavatory. All the tiling was pink. An array of bottles and jars containing creams, lotions, shampoos, and perfumes covered the space in front of the mirror. I sat down on the toilet seat which was capped with a pink, furry cover.
Talia opened the medicine cabinet and took out a bottle of medicinal alcohol, a box of absorbent gauze, a jar of clear Vaseline, and a roll of adhesive tape. She unwrapped my handkerchief from her arm, then shrugged the jacket of her suit from her shoulders. I stood up and helped her remove it. It was warm in the bathroom. Under the jacket, she had on a long-sleeved white blouse. The left sleeve was spotted with dried blood.
"Off with the blouse, too," I told her.
"Just cut the lower sleeve away," she said.
"Don't play the schoolgirl," I said. She was standing with her back to me, and I reached around in front of her and began to unbutton the tiny, pearl-white buttons lining the front of the blouse. She resisted me for a moment, then apparently thought better of it. I unbuttoned the blouse completely, pulled its bottom edge from the confines of her skirt, and tossed the blouse into a corner.
She folded her arms at once across her lacy-brassiered, large breasts with her palms cradling her biceps, but not before I saw a spot of blue discoloration on the inside bend of her right elbow and needle marks along the purple line of her largest vein. She'd folded her arms so quickly I couldn't tell if the marks were on both arms or only one, but one was enough. The girl was a hophead, and from the number of punctures, not a recent one.
I didn't say anything. I took her left arm and washed the raw-looking slash on her outer forearm with warm water. She flinched when I swabbed it with alcohol, but made no sound. The slash wasn't deep, but she could wind up with a hairline scar. I'm an authority on scars.
I put Vaseline on some folded gauze to form a dressing, wrapped it around her arm with more gauze, and taped it in place. Talia's right arm remained curved across her breasts, but I knew it wasn't the breasts she was hiding. It was the telltale needle marks on her arm. "That ought to do it," I said. "Time for me to hit the road."
"But I haven't even had a chance to thank you!" she protested. "Do have a drink first. It's the least I can offer you." It was said in a tone of voice calculated to convince the hearer that the least was just the beginning. She gave me a smile which made me realize all over again just how much this girl had going for her in the way of good looks. "The liquor cabinet is against the wall under a picture of the Blue Mosque of Istanbul. Pour a glass of raid for me and whatever you like for yourself. The raki is in the square, unmarked, milk-glass bottle. I'll join you as soon as I get into a robe."
From her point of view a robe made sense. Exposed arms exposed too much. "One quick one, then," I said, and walked through the bedroom to the living room.
The liquor cabinet wasn't large but it was well stocked. I found the unmarked milk-glass bottle and poured a drink from it. The liquor was clear and syrupy, and when I held the glass to my nose it gave off a sweet, licoricelike scent. I fixed myself a bourbon on the rocks before I sat down.
I ran an eye appraisingly around the room as I took the first swallow of my drink. Talia obviously had expensive tastes and a large monkey on her back. If there was no sugar daddy taking care of the expenses of this establishment, she needed to work every angle open to her to take care of her habit. She had the youth and looks to do it, but the way she appeared to be mainlining it, she was due to have a very short run.
I wondered if part of the answer to her financing might not lie in the envelope tucked inside my shirt. If Erikson's Israeli contacts were right about a connection between the plane hijacking and dope smuggling, Talia was a good bet to be a connecting link.
But there was also the chance that the envelope contained money enough to buy a few days' drugs supply for a hard-hooked addict, certainly a serious matter to Talia. It didn't explain her fear of the man to whom she had made the phone call, though.
She came out of the bedroom with a smile designed to inflate any male ego. She had changed to an Oriental-looking, choke-collar costume of shining red silk. It had the long sleeves that I expected to see, but it was form fitting, and she had the form to fit it. The skirt was slit to the waist, exposing bare thigh to the hip. I didn't need a fluoroscope to determine that she was as bare underneath as her crimson-nailed bare feet.
"Thank you," she murmured as I rose and handed her the glass of raki. Her eyes looked different, heavy-lidded and unfocused. I guessed that she had shot herself up while she was in the bedroom to quiet her jangled nerves. "Why don't we sit on the chaise longue and make ourselves comfortable?" she went on.
It came to me suddenly what this production was all about. She was trying to freeze me in place until her boss could get someone downstairs to tail me when I left. I downed my drink quickly. She sensed my intention to leave and grabbed my hand. "Put it on ice, Talia," I said, backing away. "I'll see you tomorrow."
She still clung to my hand. "Don't go," she protested. Her full lips pouted provocatively. "There is much of the evening left."
"I've got to put out the word to people I know that I want the envelope intact," I improvised. "Your boss wouldn't pay me for it if it had been opened, would he?"
"That's right," Talia said. She released my hand. "Tomorrow, then," she called after me as I went out in the corridor. "You won't be sorry."
No one was in the lobby when I stepped off the elevator downstairs, but the threat would be outside in the darkness of the street. I couldn't detect anything unusual. I decided to walk the short distance to Chryssie's pad. I wanted to look in on her anyway since I'd left her locked in.
I detoured into an all-night cafeteria on the Avenue of the Americas and called Erikson. "This is Little Boy Blue," I said.
"I was beginning to wonder about you," he answered. "How did you get clear of the mess at the tavern?"
"I was squiring our little bird home. You probably know that someone extinguished the large-nosed bum.
And they put the steel to the girl once, before I got in on the action."
"Badly?"
"No."
"I'd like to hear about it. Come on over."
"It will be awhile. I might have company."
"I see. Be sure you take care of that first."
"Will do."
* * *
When I left the restaurant, there was no tail behind me that I could locate. I remained inside behind the dirty panes of the double doors in Chryssie's old building for five minutes before I went upstairs. No one followed me inside.
A single light was on when I let myself into the flat, and the familiar odor of Mary Jane was in the air. Chryssie still had a cache somewhere I hadn't found. She was sprawled on the bed in naked, childishly-smiling marijuana-euphoria. I had never known a girl with less use for clothes. I threw a sheet over her, locked her in the apartment again, and went downstairs to the street.
A lifetime of looking over one's shoulder hones the senses. I hadn't seen anyone follow me from Talia's place, but I still felt vaguely uneasy. I'd stayed there too long after her telephone call. I checked the sidewalk from inside the double doors and saw nothing suspicious.
Still, I had a feeling.
I left the building and walked a block to a subway. I ran down the stairs to the train level and was lucky enough to catch a crowded downtown local. Once aboard, I walked through the cars until I came to the head of the train. I had seen at least fifteen other people board the train at the same stop.
I got off at the first station. There was a crush of other people. I walked half a dozen steps toward the exit gate, then did an about-face. I had to sprint to get back aboard the same train. The closing, double doors almost stranded me. There was no question that I was the last one to make it aboard. And there was no question that if anyone had followed me to that point he was following me no longer.
At the next stop I disembarked and caught a taxi at the surface. I gave the driver an address within a block of Erikson's office. To play triply safe, I punched the elevator button for the fifteenth floor instead of the sixteenth.
I would have preferred to walk down instead of up, but I figured I had just enough juice left to do it by the book.
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Jock McLaren admitted me into the office when I knocked. "Damn it all, Earl, you have all the excitement," he greeted me. He sounded wistful. "I got to the Picadilly when it was all over. Come on. Karl's inside."
Erikson was stoking a pipe at his desk when he entered the inner office. He nodded but was silent until he had the pipe drawing to his satisfaction. "Tell him your end of it first, Jock," he said.
"Well," McLaren replied, looking at me, "I found out from the bartender that a guy answering your description had blown the scene with the girl. So I figured I'd do the next best thing, and I trailed the police ambulance down to the morgue to check out the man we knew as Hawk. I identified myself and took considerable physical evidence from the body. We checked it out with sources we consider reliable, and we got a make. The man's name was Hakim Shukairat, age twenty-nine, a Jordanian. He held a rank roughly equivalent to captain in the fedayeen. He was the leader of a fanatical commando group that we're certain forced down a chartered American airliner near Las Vegas and also-"
"Earl knows that," Erikson interrupted him. I realized that Erikson, with his usual need-to-know security precautions, hadn't told McLaren that I was aboard the hijacked aircraft.
McLaren raised an eyebrow but continued. "Shukairat led or participated in the shoot-up of an El Al plane in Switzerland some time ago. It appears likely that he was brought to the U.S. for the same kind of work, and it's believed that he would have mounted similar operations."
McLaren paused for an instant. "So far we've been unable to tie him into any political, military, or financial contacts in this country that would make him anything but a bandit, although we're sure they exist. Our evaluation to this point indicates that he was an able field man but that he wasn't a planner. He probably received his orders from well-trained superiors. And he either got careless today or he was set up for the fall by the girl."
"I'll bet against the last one," I said.
"Do you think the two assassins were Israeli agents?" Erikson asked me. "Making a move on their own because they felt we weren't moving fast enough?"
"There was nothing to indicate it," I said slowly. "I imagine a man like Shukairat could have papered a room with his enemies. They didn't look any more like Israelis than they did any other Middle East nationality. Although come to think of it, the whole affair had kind of the look of an execution."
"I'm going to have a little talk with Bergman," Erikson said grimly. "If it was Israeli intelligence, and if Bergman can't keep his falcons leashed, we'll ship them out of the country. What about the envelope you mentioned, Earl?"
I unbuttoned my shirt, removed it, and tossed its bulk onto the desk. It was smudged and wrinkled, but the seal was still intact. McLaren hunkered down and peered at it from eye level without touching it at all. "Whose prints are on it?" he asked.
"Mine and the Turkish girl's that I'm sure about."
"I'd sure love to dust it for prints," he said in a regretful tone. "But if we're going to return it-" He didn't complete the sentence.
He walked to the back wall of the office and activated the concealed switch that operated the hidden wall panel. He returned from the equipment room, carrying a rolled-up leather tool case. When he unrolled it and spread it on the desk top, I saw numerous, blue steel drills with what I suspected were diamond tips, a small, but powerful drill motor, six-inch pipe lengths that could be screwed together and attached to a lead block or to interchangeable tips to make a mallet or a prybar, and numerous other familiar items.
"You must have gone to the same school I did," I said to McLaren.
"Not quite," Erikson said dryly. He had been watching my examination of the safe-cracking equipment.
I consider myself reasonably expert on small tools, but the narrow pockets of the tool case contained additional items the likes of which I'd never seen before. McLaren selected a pair of brightly polished, long-fingered tweezers with a hooked nose and picked up the envelope by one corner. He raised it gently and held it closer to the desk lamp, inspecting it from all sides. He seemed especially interested in the gap where the envelope's flap hadn't quite closed tightly after it had been sealed. He took a jeweler's loupe from the case, fitted it into his eye, and scanned the envelope.
"Well, Jock?" Erikson said.
"I can't be sure." McLaren removed the jeweler's glass from his eye. "I'd better 'scope it." He picked up the envelope with the tweezers again and carried it into the equipment room.
Erikson and I followed him. McLaren clipped the envelope to a sloping glass screen atop a box about the size of a one-drawer file cabinet. He flipped two switches, and a red light came on accompanied by a humming sound. Then the light went out, and McLaren pressed a concave button with his thumb.
Bright lavender light surrounded the envelope, and I could see two metal objects in its lower left-hand corner in the fluorescent image. "I thought those might be the old Klienschmidt trigger device when I first noticed them," McLaren said. "But you can see it's only a couple of staples."
He pointed to a dark panel covering most of the underside of the envelope's flap. "That's just as effective in showing evidence of entry, though. It's an oxidation detector, an atmosphere-sensitive surface, hermetically sealed to keep air out. If the flap is torn or pulled apart, as it would be if the envelope were steamed or pried open, the inner surface changes color and acts like a warning flag." He raised his thumb and the X-ray lamp went out.
We all returned to the office. McLaren removed from the tool case a thin steel rod about the size of a knitting needle. The rod was slitted from its tip to within three inches of its base. It looked something like an extremely slender tuning fork.
He set it aside while he tamped the envelope, flap-edge down, until he had driven the contents against the sealed flap. Then he inserted the needlelike tool into the envelope through the small gap between the envelope's folded edge and the point on the flap where the glue ended.
He rotated the needle patiently, turning the slitted rod as carefully as any safecracker manipulating a safe dial. Finally he withdrew the needle with a smile. Wrapped around it were two double-stapled sheets of paper whose ends had been caught in the needle's slotted aperture.
McLaren eased the ends from the slit and handed the curled-up sheets to Erikson. The envelope still remained bulky from other material remaining inside it. "I'll have another look at this since it's too big to extract via the probe," McLaren said briskly. "I'll be right back." He went into the equipment room again, carrying the envelope with the tweezers.
"What have we got?" I asked Erikson.
"It looks like an instruction sheet," he replied, scanning the first page rapidly.
I moved in beside him. At the tip of the typewritten page it said MOTOR FREIGHT CARGO, and there followed short paragraphs preceded by a series of three-digit numbers. I had to read only half the first paragraph to know what it was. "This is a plan for another hijack," I said. "What's on the second page?"
Erikson turned over the stapled page. The second sheet looked like a schematic of a complicated football play. Four small circles numbered one to four were inside outlines shown in various positions around a small square butted up against a rectangle. Above each group of circles was a three-digit number which corresponded to those listed on the first page.
The layout looked exactly like the detailed plans I used to buy from Robert "The Schemer" Frenz when I was knocking over banks. "It's a hijack," I repeated. "The rectangle is a truck, and the square is the place it's going to be knocked off. The second page shows the different positions of four men during various stages of the operation, and the three-digit numbers are the times for the step-by-step plan outlined in the first-page paragraphs. See how the numbers go from zero-zero-zero to eight-three-zero? That means the whole job is supposed to take eight and a half minutes."
"I went to the wrong school," Erikson said. He examined the two pages again. "But there's nothing here that indicates where the hijack is going to take place."
"There must be further instructions in the envelope. Maybe McLaren-"
"There aren't any more single sheets in the envelope," McLaren said from behind us. "But here's a stat of part of what's inside it." He showed us a weak black-and-white photostat. It was ghost-thin in appearance, but there was no mistaking that it was a photocopy of the cover of a New Jersey road map. I wondered how McLaren had obtained it without removing the multi-folded map from the envelope, but I didn't ask.
"This job was planned by a pro," I told Erikson while McLaren read the two pages he'd removed from the envelope. "I can tell you right now that even if we opened the envelope, the map wouldn't tell us anything. Someone has an overlay that fits on this map, and without the overlay the map means nothing. Either the overlay comes later, or the man who's going to lead the operation already has it. If that was Hawk, you know what happened to him."
"He wasn't carrying anything," McLaren said positively. "I checked him out thoroughly at the morgue."
"Then it could be in the hands of Talia's boss who seems so willing to put up cash to recover the envelope. Let me see the plan again, Karl."
He handed it to me, and I read it through completely.
"Okay," I said. "It's simple enough. See these roads lettered A, B, C, D? The hijack will take place on Road A. Two minutes are allowed to jimmy the truck's rear doors; three minutes to find a small package called Item NUX, whatever that is, inside the truck; a minute to get to the get-away car, indicated by this small square; and two minutes to drive to Road D via Road B. Look at this note: Avoid Road C. It doesn't say so here, but I'll bet they intend to create a diversion at the actual scene, perhaps by setting the hijacked truck afire, and they expect the police and perhaps firefighting equipment to be arriving on Road C."
There was a moment's silence.
"Well, you said it was laid out by a pro," Erikson said thoughtfully.
"I still think it's a dope shipment," I said.
"And I think you're wrong," Erikson countered. "Everything the Treasury boys have ever told me indicates this would be the last way in the world to move dope. It seldom leaves the hands of the individual entrusted with it."
"What was that you said awhile ago about returning the envelope?" I asked McLaren.
"Since we've lost Hawk, the girl is our only link," Erikson answered for him. He gave me his smile-that-wasn't-quite-a-smile. "So all we have to do is send you back to the Turkish girl and have you follow through on her boss's offer to pay you to recover it."
"Me? It's your baby, Karl."
"The girl knows you," Erikson continued. "Who else could get close to her in a hurry?" He handed the stapled plan to McLaren. "Make photostats of these sheets, Jock, and then get the originals back into the envelope. Earl will sell it to the girl's boss, and then we'll know who the boss is."
"Let me point out to you the holes in that Swiss cheese," I said. "How do I account for the fact that the envelope is unopened? Shouldn't whoever took it have been curious about what was inside?"
"You'll think of something," Erikson said, unruffled.
"The envelope can't be opened, because then they'd change the plan. And when you talk to the girl's boss, haggle. Start high on the price you want. That may give us some idea of how valuable this Item NUX is. But regardless, get to this character and get a look at him."
"I told Talia that one reason I had to leave right away was to put out word that the envelope was worthless if opened," I said, thinking back over the sequence of events.
"Then that will do it, since you also said you had to shake a tail en route here," Erikson said. "You can tell Talia's boss you had to put a 'hold' on anyone thinking of opening the envelope, and the tail will confirm your maneuvering."
"I think there was a tail," I protested. "I don't know. You guys are taking a hell of a lot for granted."
McLaren handed me the repacked envelope, still handling it via the tweezers. He was smiling as if he had heard Erikson's brand of persuasion before.
Their attitude irritated me.
If I couldn't get a shot at recovering Hazel's money, the rest of this jazz meant nothing to me.
I decided I'd take an hour from my sleeping time to line up a speech giving Erikson the word that I'd abdicated.
But I didn't get any sleep that night.
* * *
I entered Chryssie's tenement with my mind still on Karl Erikson and Jock McLaren and their calm assumption that I would let myself be talked into doing their bidding.
I found myself in front of Chryssie's door, key in hand, staring at the door standing ajar with its lock shattered.
I think I knew what I was going to find inside.
I drew my.38 before kicking the door wide open to make sure no one was hiding behind it. There was no sound except the dull thud of the door against the wall. The living room was empty. I made a quick tour of possible hiding places before I went into the bedroom.
It was far worse than I expected.
The bloody thing was spread-eagled to the four corners of the bed by gray clothesline-cord on wrists and ankles, the wide-staring blue eyes fixed on infinity.
Chryssie was dead.
Almost unrecognizably dead.
I tried to tell myself that the pimp had come back and that this was his revenge for loss of face, but I knew better. A pimp doesn't carve up a girl with a knife until he's finished with her, not when he's trying to recruit her.
No, it wasn't the pimp.
It was me.
Despite my precautions, I'd let someone tail me from Talia's apartment. When I'd eventually double-doored him in the subway, he'd come back, and with his knife, tried to find out from Chryssie where I'd gone. Or if I'd said anything significant to her about recovering the envelope.
I could only stand there and hope that she'd been on a marijuana-high and hadn't known too much about what was being done to her. But looking at the mutilated girl-body, it was a forlorn hope.
Sure, the girl had been a loser.
She'd had no hold on life at all.
She'd been a natural victim, her bizarre manner of living almost a guarantee of some such departure.
But it had been me who had unwittingly stage-managed the gruesomely macabre finale. I'd involved myself with the girl because of her age. Involved myself in a half-hearted salvage attempt, yet I hadn't hesitated to use her for cover at the Alhambra.
Now there was this savage finale.
There was one small consolation.
After his failure to obtain information from Chryssie, the knife artist would station himself outside to await my return. He might report his temporary failure or he might not, but he'd be waiting. He'd be outside now to pick up my tail again when I left the tenement. If I didn't come out, his curiosity-and his orders-would bring him back upstairs to find out why.
So I waited for him.
I employed the next twenty minutes wiping my prints from every possible object I might have touched in the flat. And I made one other preparation. I wrestled open the usually-closed window overlooking the alley below, the alley-window I'd noticed the first night I'd accompanied Chryssie home. Then I stationed myself in a corner of the room, keeping an ear cocked for sounds from the creaking stairway, the only access to the flat.
When I finally heard the sounds, I was ready.
The knife-artist sidled through the partly opened door at a fast glide, curved knife-blade in hand. He was small, furtive, and foreign-looking. "Inside," I said to him from the corner of the room where I was standing.
He whirled, raised his arm to throw the knife, saw my.38 lined up on his head, and changed his mind. "Inside," I repeated, and motioned toward the bedroom in case he didn't speak English. He started toward it slowly, trying to watch me as I closed in behind him, gun at the ready. He didn't have a chance. I slammed the.38 against the base of his neck, and he pitched forward on his face.
I dragged the unconscious figure into the bedroom and over to the opened window. I boosted him up and part way through it, turning him so that his upper body was outside the window and he was hanging by the hinges of his knees with only my weight on his legs to keep him from plunging down into the alley below.
Then I waited.
I wanted him conscious before I turned him loose.
The rush of blood to his dangling head brought expected tremors as he regained consciousness. He started to struggle, then became rigid as his expanding awareness brought recognition of his situation. "Who sent you?" I said to him.
Silence.
I hadn't expected anything different. Even if he understood English, I hadn't expected anything different. There hadn't been an amateur connected with the operation yet. I watched the mouth of the alley until a wide-spaced set of headlights turned into its narrow passageway. A diesel snorted as the truck picked up speed.
I gauged the distance, then pushed at the legs I'd been holding.
Professional to the core, he went silently.
I heard the sound as he hit, the quick blare of a horn, and then another sound.
I closed the window and wiped my prints from it.
I went to the telephone, looked up the number on the scrap of paper I'd left in the night-table drawer, and dialed. "Yes?" a sleepy, Main Line-accented voice said after an interval. "Who's calling at this hour of the night?"
"Come and get your daughter, Mr. Rouse."
There was an instant during which the only sound was the faint humming of the phone receiver in my ear.
"She's-Cornelia is-" He couldn't complete it.
"Yes, she is."
I hung up the phone, wiped my prints from it, left the building, and headed uptown toward Talia's apartment.
I felt a sudden urgency about meeting Talia's boss.
He might not have wielded the knife, but he was the man responsible for Chryssie's death.
I didn't look for a cab.
I still had steam coming out my ears over what had happened to Chryssie, and I had to get myself in a sweeter frame of mind before I went up against Talia again to con her, so I walked.
* * *
The night doorman in the East Sixty-third-Street apartment building eyed me dubiously when I told him I was calling on Miss Talia Rhazmet. He looked at his watch and again at me. Finally he directed me to the house phone but kept an eye on me while I placed the call. "It's me," I said when Talia's drowsy voice came on the line. "I've got good news for you."
Her voice came alive. "You have? Wonderful! Where are you?"
"Downstairs in the lobby."
"Then come up right away."
"Tell the doorman. He doesn't like my looks."
I held out the phone toward the watching uniformed man. He walked toward it and took it from me, listened for no longer than it must have taken Talia to get out one sentence, then nodded to me. The self-service elevator whisked me to Talia's floor.
Her apartment door was open, and she was standing in the corridor. She took my arm eagerly as I approached her, smiling widely. She looked bright and alert. I wondered if she was on the same high she'd been riding when I left her, or if she'd loaded up again while I was coming up in the elevator.
I couldn't help but notice as she ushered me inside that she had on a long-sleeved nightgown and robe so sheer that the combined lacy material could have been pulled through a man's wedding ring. "You have the envelope?" she asked anxiously when she closed and locked the door.
I took it out of my jacket pocket and showed it to her. She reached for it greedily, but I pulled it back. "You can look, baby, but you can't touch. Not until I get paid."
"It is intact?"
I turned it over and showed her the sealed back flap.
"Wonderful!" she repeated with a toss of her dark hair that settled it loosely on her shoulders. "But how much do you expect to be paid?"
"I'll negotiate that with your boss." I looked at the smooth, body curves within the semi-translucent material of her nightwear. "Although I remember you said you'd do anything yourself to get it back."
She appeared to have forgotten that. She glanced at the clock buried in the flank of the polished brass elephant. "I must call Iskir at once," she said, moving to the telephone.
"In English," I said.
"In English," she agreed, and dialed. "Abdel? I must speak with Mr. Bayak."
"Who's Mr. Bayak?" I asked.
"Iskir Bayak, my employer. He is an importer of Oriental rugs."
For a second I wondered if she were telling the truth. If the proposed hijack concerned only a shipment of Oriental rugs, then Erikson, McLaren, and I were barking up the wrong dogwood. Then I visualized Chryssie's nude, contorted, crimson-streaked body. No, Iskir Bayak was something more than a larcenous importer of Oriental rugs.
"Iskir?" Talia said at last. "I know it's late, but I have good-" She stopped as a tirade of abusive sounds reached my ear, even though she had the phone slightly shielded. "It's not possible," she said hurriedly when she could get a word in. "He is here with me now. With the envelope." She cut her eyes toward me. "Yes. Sealed." There was another torrent of sound from the phone. "I have seen it, Iskir!" she wedged desperately into the waterfall. "Yes. No. What?" She listened for a moment. "Yes, I can." She hung up the phone slowly. "Mr. Bayak will see us in an hour," she said without looking at me.
"An hour!" I barked. "After working up a sweat convincing the guy who had the envelope that it had to be returned unopened to be worth anything, now your Mr. Bayak wants me to cool my heels for another hour?"
I wondered if Bayak had already learned of the knife-artist's demise. There wasn't much else that could explain his abusiveness on the phone. Unless he was getting nervous waiting for a report which was never going to come? I inspected Talia's beautiful face. The fear that I had seen before was back again.
She slithered in my direction and stopped so close to me I could feel her body heat. "While we wait," she said coaxingly, "I will take care your needs."
"Okay," I agreed, knowing I had no choice but to wait to see Bayak on his terms. "The first thing I need is a shower." I took hold of her nightgown-and-robe covered arm. "And you can join me."
The smile she gave me was almost demure. "You Americans," she said archly. "You want to begin where other couples arrive after a day and a half."
I led her into the bathroom. All I'd really had in mind was removing her from the vicinity of the phone so she couldn't make any phone calls I couldn't hear, but I made no objection when she removed her robe and pulled her nightgown over her head. I really needed a shower after the exertion of dealing with the knife-artist, and I undressed quickly.
Talia pulled on a pink shower cap and tucked her dark hair beneath it, then came to me. She ran her fingertips curiously over the numerous scars on my chest and thighs from the skin transplants that had made me a new face, but she didn't say anything. I unfastened the tabs at my hairline and removed my wig. For an instant she looked startled at the unveiling of my hairless, serrated pate, but she recovered quickly. "Even when I was a little girl in Ismir, Yul Brynner was my favorite actor," she murmured with a smile.
There was a lot more to Talia's olive-skinned nudity than appeared possible in street clothes. Her breasts were large, slightly pendulous, and grape-nippled. I turned her around, and her silky-looking buttocks were almost chunky, with just a hint of the controlled, powerful action seen in a thoroughbred mare. Tattooed on one upstanding hind cheek was a fantastically realistic multicolored butterfly. Talia made no move to hide the needle punctures on her arm, evidently feeling that my eyes were busy elsewhere.
I turned on the water in the shower stall and adjusted it to lukewarm. I led her into the tiled enclosure, and when we were both wet I soaped her from neck to heels. The luxuriant female flesh was delightfully pliable under my palm.
Then she did the same for me, with embellishments. "You must be a very strong man to have survived this," she said quietly as her fingertips again traced my scars.
I'm not the easiest man in the world to arouse at any time, and the thought of Chryssie's end was still in the back of my mind; but Talia's skillful hands turned me on standing in that steamy enclave. I had to breathe shallowly to avoid spontaneous combustion.
We dried each other off with huge, fluffy towels, and Talia dusted us both liberally with perfumed talcum powder. "It prevents friction except where it's wanted," she assured me with a doe-eyed smile. I had suffered a diminishment during the drying-off process, and she dropped to her knees and restored me with a facile tongue.
We went into the bedroom. Talia stripped off the coverlet, disclosing black silk sheets. She dusted these with still another kind of powder. Attar-of-roses wafted itself to my nostrils as she put me on my back on the huge bed and for ten minutes indulged herself and me in exercises which convinced me I was a sexual amateur.
Considering my on-again, off-again track record with women, I hadn't really expected to make it with this girl, despite her good looks and manifest availability. When she finally turned me loose, though, I rolled over her and plowed her wheat field with no thought of failure. Her expert, quick-darting hands encouraged the harvest.
She patted my shoulder lightly when I slid off her. She rolled from the bed, and I raised my head to watch her lush, highlighted ivory nudity as she went to the dressing table, struck a match, and lighted two candles. The smell of a musky incense drifted through the room, pungently fragrant.
She returned to the bed and resumed her role of domestic stimulant. I started to tell her she was wasting her time, then quickly found out that she wasn't. To my surprise I found myself reaping a fresh crop and enjoying it.
"You're something better than an empty box stall," I told her when I had back the breath lost during the second session.
I could see that she didn't know the meaning of the racetrack expression, but she didn't mistake my meaning. "Americans are little boys," she informed me gravely. "They start too late. They should begin at the age of ten. With their sisters."
"I'll see if I can peddle your idea to Good Housekeeping." An arched eyebrow indicated that she didn't know what Good Housekeeping was, either. "Never mind."
She rolled away from me and looked at the bedside clock. "We can leave now," she said, and slid from the bed. Her manner was subdued. All her sexual sparkle had left her.
Her attitude reminded me that I was going to meet the man responsible for Chryssie's death, even if indirectly. I went into the bathroom, removed my Smith & Wesson from its shoulder holster, and taped it lightly to the back of the calf of my leg with two strips of adhesive taken from Talia's medicine cabinet. The classic frisk is a from-the-back job which concentrates on shoulders, armpits, chest cavity, rib cage, waist, buttocks, and thighs. It takes an unusually thorough searcher to proceed lower.
"Where are we going?" I asked when I rejoined Talia.
"It's only two blocks," she said. "We can walk."
On the street, she turned right, toward the river. We went left at the first corner, right at the next one, and then she turned in under a green-and-white marquee. I followed her into a high-ceilinged lobby lined with bronze mailboxes. For sheer luxury the lobby resembled a Hollywood set. No one was visible.
Talia headed for the nearer of two side-by-side elevators. I boarded it behind her after noticing there was no floor indicator on the wall above it. A single button on the wall of the elevator cab confirmed my guess that the elevator served only the penthouse apartment.
I still had one thing to do, and now was the time to do it. The instant Talia pushed the button and the doors started to close, I snapped my fingers. "Cigarettes," I said, squeezing through the closing doors. "Be right back," I called over my shoulder as the doors shut behind me. I removed the envelope from my pocket as I crossed the lobby, found the name Bayak on the lineup of mailboxes, and dropped the envelope into it.
I was recrossing the lobby when the elevator doors opened again. "Doesn't seem to be anywhere close by to get cigarettes," I explained.
"I could have told you that if you'd asked me," Talia said sharply.
I stepped aboard the elevator again, she punched the button, and we ascended silently.
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The elevator doors opened and we stepped out into a scene worthy of a House Beautiful center spread. A foyerlike room was bathed in soft, amber light. The tile floor was patterned in large black-and-white squares, so highly polished that the grillwork of the gold-painted, wrought-iron room divider beyond was reflected in the surface.
Through the grillwork I could see a sunken living room the size of a tennis court. Except where covered by black tufted throw rugs, its matching black-and-white checkerboard floor mirrored a sparkling, heavy crystal chandelier overhead. The entire decor in the two rooms consisted of stark white and flat black contrasts highlighted by gold accents. Displays of Moorish swords, lances, mail, and armor lined the white walls, with handcarved ivory pieces and decorative brass pitchers containing fresh white flowers adorned oversized ebony end tables.
Two steps off the elevator my left wrist was seized and my right arm was trapped to my side by a viselike grip. Both hands were then pulled behind me, and my crossed wrists were painfully gripped in one giant hand which locked them together with finger-lengths to spare.
I had two quick impressions: over my shoulder a huge figure towering ten inches taller, and the overpowering odor of a musky, heavy-scented male cologne which resembled nothing so much as a whiff of lemon-essenced wine.
Talia stood impassively while a matching giant hand searched me roughly from neck to knees for weapons. The hand then made an additional search of each pocket, turning them out one by one. All my belongings clattered to the tile floor. "Nossing," a guttural voice announced.
I was released and thrust to one side. I nearly fell as I had my first look at the giant's flat-faced features and almond-shaped eyes which suggested Mongol blood. Black slacks disappeared under a white, knee-length, choke-collared Nehru jacket. The shoulders were wide enough to have caused the man difficulty in passing through any ordinary door.
"You said he had the envelope, my dear," another voice said pleasantly. It was high pitched, almost a tenor. The sound of it directed my attention to a thick-cushioned white sofa at the right side of the sunken living room. Seated upon it was a gross caricature of a man who looked as though he could surely match the bodyguard in weight but not dimensions. Pear-shaped, with narrow shoulders, broad hips, heavy thighs, and spindly legs, he looked like one of those inflated punching toys that always rocks back upright awaiting the next punch. Sparse, black hair looked as though individual strands had been glued to his pate, and a thin, waxed mustache diminished to tightly-twisted, needle-sharp ends.
This apparition had on a white-velvet smoking jacket with black satin lapels, and his pudgy fingers were encircled by numerous gold rings. Bulbous, froglike eyes were fixed steadily upon Talia.
"He does have it!" she cried out anxiously. "I saw it!"
"Perhaps you had better check out the sincerity of her statement, Abdel," the fat man said softly. The giant moved toward the girl, and I could see her turn pale.
"Get the hell away from her!" I said harshly. "Did you think I was stupid enough to walk in here with it?" The giant paused. "Or to let her know what I was doing?"
"Obviously not, as regards the first part, at least," the fat man said amiably. "You had better have him tell you where it is, Abdel."
The giant reversed his direction and started for me. I stooped swiftly, snatched the.38 from the loosely confining adhesive around my calf under my pants' leg, and showed it to Abdel. He kept right on coming.
I had no intentions of going through the meat grinder of those massive hands. "Left shoulder, Abdel," I said, and put a bullet into it. The sound of the.38 was just a flat crack in the tiled room. The giant tilted to one side but still advanced. "Right arm," I said, and blasted him in the fleshy part. He rocked to a halt, clutching at his arm as blood stained the sleeve of his Nehru jacket; then he started toward me again.
I lined up on his Adam's apple, but the fat man spoke sharply in a foreign tongue. The giant stopped, his little eyes smoldering. The fat man smiled at me benignly. "You have made your point, Mr. Drake."
"I ought to make it on you, too!" I said harshly. "I came here to talk business, and you go on the muscle!"
"The wise man doesn't buy what he can take," the fat man said smoothly. "Since your-ah-demonstration precluded that, we will now talk business." He shifted his attention to the ashen-faced Talia. "Take Abdel along with you into his bedroom and patch him up."
"I witnessed his shame," she whispered. "He will kill me."
"I think not." The fat man addressed the giant again in the same language as before. There was no change of expression on the stolid features, but Abdel left the room in Talia's wake. "He really deserved that anyway for such a clumsy, inefficient search," the fat man informed me.
"If he brings a gun in here, you're not going to appreciate it," I warned as I descended three steps to the right of the grillwork and entered the sunken living room. I took a chair across from his sofa, and I kept the.38 in my hand. Behind the sofa was a well-stocked bar, and to its left a partly opened door that disclosed a liquor storage closet.
The fat man was smiling. "I am Vizier Iskir Bayak, Mr. Drake," he said. "That was an impressive performance. Not that you concealed the weapon successfully, but that you used it instantaneously when the situation seemed to require it. I'm sure you're aware that the two don't always go hand in hand. Shall we talk about the envelope?"
I nodded. "If you're buying."
"What is your price?"
"Ten thousand dollars."
The frog-eyes didn't blink. "An exorbitant figure. It's a fortunate circumstance for you, however, that I cannot conclude an arrangement to which I'm committed without the contents of the envelope. Ten thousand dollars it is. When shall we make the transfer?"
"If he can walk, send Abdel and the ten thousand with me."
"He will walk."
The frog-eyes considered me. Over Bayak's shoulder, between the corner of the room and the liquor storage closet, I could see a picture whose edges seemed charred. Above it a portion of the ceiling appeared freshly plastered and painted. Brocaded white-gold window draperies seemed newer than elsewhere in the room. The area had the look of a recent fire.
"What is your attitude toward the police, Mr. Drake?" the high-pitched voice resumed. I gave him the ancient thumbs-down signal to signify rejection. "I would need to check that out, of course." The tone was thoughtful. "I'll be frank. The-ah-victim of the incident that brought you to Talia's assistance was an associate of mine. Merely a casual business contact whom I had known only for a short time, but his loss cripples an important plan of mine. He was a man of unusual talents, Mr. Drake, as you appear to be. Perhaps when the transfer of envelope and cash is completed, we might speak about a future arrangement?"
"I don't care for your way of doing business." And I wanted nothing to do with a dope shipment.
"You seem fully capable of protecting yourself against the exigencies of my impetuous nature." The fat man was smiling again. "A merger of our skills could well be of considerable mutual benefit. If we-"
He broke off as Talia and Abdel reentered the room. Beneath a fresh Nehru jacket, I could see lumpy bulges where Abdel's arm and shoulder had been bandaged. The double shock would have put the average man on his back, but the giant didn't even seem slowed down.
Bayak heaved himself awkwardly to his feet. He circled the sofa with short steps and went to the charred picture I'd noticed. "About-face, Mr. Drake," he said to me when he was standing in front of the picture. "Watch him, Abdel," he added when I complied.
Abdel and I watched each other, but I also watched the polished base of a lamp halfway between us. In its burnished surface I could see Bayak take hold of the bottom edge of the picture, raise it head high, then lower it and raise it again. The face of a safe-dial appeared behind the picture, and I knew at once what the fat man was doing.
The double-raising of the picture plainly indicated the cocking and then the deactivating of a booby trap. The charred picture and fresh paint and plaster showed that some unwary soul had raised the picture one time only and blown himself and that corner of the apartment into unsightly fragments.
I watched the base of the lamp as Bayak opened the safe and removed several thick envelopes. He returned to the sofa and busied himself counting money. He held out a stack of bills toward me, then withdrew it after a glance at Abdel. "How far is it to the transfer point?"
"Not far." He handed me the money. "How do you know I won't kill Abdel and take off with both cash and envelope?"
"The envelope will mean nothing to you," he smiled. "And I'm trusting that your business instincts are more highly developed than that. Our next conversation could mean much more to you than ten thousand dollars."
"One thing at a time. Coming, Talia?"
"Talia remains here," Bayak said. He smiled again. "But look her up after the transfer. I recommend it. She will be grateful for the envelope's recovery. You may leave now. Abdel will accompany you."
I thought about the ride down to the lobby in the close confines of the penthouse apartment elevator. Bayak read my mind. He addressed the giant in the foreign language, then spoke to me in English. "I told him that the envelope had priority. And that you would kill him if he tried to seize you on the elevator."
"You told him right."
"Then till we meet again, Mr. Drake. Soon, if you deliver on the envelope." The smile beneath the waxed mustache managed to be both promising and menacing.
The ride down in the elevator was tense. I'd have unloaded the rest of the gun clip into Abdel if he made Move One toward me. It wasn't often I'd doubted the efficacy of a.38 at close range, but I had visions of Abdel's subhuman vitality withstanding the impact of bullets long enough for those huge hands to crush my windpipe.
We reached the lobby without incident, however. I thrust the Smith & Wesson into a jacket pocket but let the giant see its outline before I motioned him off the elevator when its doors opened. A man was passing through the lobby, but he boarded the other elevator. "Do you have the key to the mailbox?" I asked Abdel when the other elevator's doors closed.
He stared at me uncomprehendingly.
"Key," I repeated, and gestured at the bronze lineup of mailboxes along one wall.
The giant removed a small, flat key from somewhere under the Nehru jacket and showed it to me tentatively.
"That looks like it," I said. "Open it up." I moved between him and the front entrance in case he had any kamikaze ideas about recovering the money as well as the envelope.
He opened the mailbox, took out the envelope, studied it intently for an instant, then nodded his huge head slowly.
"See you later, muscles," I told him, and went out into the night.
* * *
I expected to be followed when I left Bayak's apartment building, and I wasn't disappointed.
A tail picked me up in the middle of the first block. I walked him sedately through the lobbies of two small, east-side hotels before I speeded up and lost him in the lobby of a third. It had been so easy that I cooled it while I made sure they hadn't given me a tail to lose while they kept another one on me. Nothing else showed on the horizon, though.
So although I was sure I was clean, I took all the usual precautions while approaching Erikson's office. I waited in the brightly lighted lobby for five minutes before I boarded the elevator. No one had entered the front entrance behind me.
The office door was opened at my knock by McLaren. He nodded and stepped back to let me enter. The ubiquitous tape recorder was on McLaren's desk with a set of headphones plugged in. McLaren was transcribing tapes again. I nodded at the recorder. "Any good listening lately?"
"Same old stuff," he shrugged. Then he brightened. "Although there was a real wild one on a reel the other day. I don't know how the hell it ever get on there. You'd never believe it."
I didn't tell him how easily I'd believe it.
Erikson wasn't there, so I gave McLaren a quick rundown on what had taken place. He made notes. The only things I omitted were Chryssie's role and what had happened to the man I'd lured back to her place. "Erikson will want to hear this from you himself," McLaren said when I finished. "I'll call him, and while he's on his way in, I'll check this Bayak character out and see what we have on him."
"Fine," I said. "Meantime I'll flake out on the sofa inside."
I went into the inner office, took off my jacket and shoes, stretched out on the sofa, listened for a moment to the murmur of McLaren's voice on the telephone, and then didn't hear anything.
A hand shaking my shoulder woke me. Erikson's rough-hewn features appeared mistily above me as I tried to focus my eyes. I felt more tired than before I'd sacked out. "What time is it?" I asked.
"Three-fifteen A.M.," McLaren answered. I hadn't seen him standing behind Erikson.
"We've found out a few things, Earl," Erikson said in his usual no-nonsense style. "Iskir Bayak isn't an importer of Oriental rugs. He's the number-three man in the Turkish UN delegation. It could mean smuggling via diplomatic pouch, the hardest kind to do anything about."
I digested it for a moment. "But that hardly ties in with a truck hijacking, or does it?"
"According to the contents of the envelope Bayak has now recovered, we have a truck hijacking about to take place in which these people are involved," Erikson pointed out. "What about this note of McLaren's that the Turk tried to proposition you about joining his operation?"
"He did. At least half-heartedly. He mentioned checking out my supposed anti-police attitude."
"What does that mean to you?"
"His propositioning me? That he lost his wagon boss, Hawk."
"I mean more than that," Erikson emphasized. "It means his timetable might be so tight that he would approach a stranger like you even though he had no real line on you."
"Except that he saw me work out on Abdel."
"We still don't know where the hijacking is supposed to take place," McLaren put in. "Now if Drake were to take up this Bayak's offer to join his gang-"
"Forget it," I said.
"The UN aspect of the situation complicates anything we might want to do unofficially," Erikson added. "That might be traced to us, that is. You're an independent, and you're already halfway inside the door."
"Forget it, you two. I've seen these types. You haven't. I wasn't brought up in a convent, but they're something else. My insurance company wouldn't care for it."
"It would be easy to arrange," Erikson said as though I hadn't spoken. "We could dump you in jail on a minor charge, complete with fictitious gangster personality. Then you could call the Turkish girl and ask her to have Bayak bail you out of a temporary difficulty. It would validate your supposed underworld credentials in the most practical manner possible, and at the same time make you obligated to Bayak so that he wouldn't think it too farfetched for you to accept his recruitment offer. He might even make it a condition for effecting your release."
"Who's writing your scripts these days, Karl? No jail for me."
"It makes sense," McLaren argued.
"From your point of view, maybe. Not from mine. I'm not about to become the cheese in your trap. Get one of your own men."
"We haven't time to work someone in from the outside," Erikson said patiently. "You're already inside, or almost."
"That's right," McLaren chimed in. "And we'd back you up all the way."
"From a thousand yards in the rear. What help would you be when the bullets really start flying?"
But they wouldn't let it alone.
We went round and round for a good half hour. Both men pressed me insistently to take on the job. "Why are you two so interested in intercepting a dope shipment?" I asked when I couldn't think of anything else to ask. "Why not let the narcotics boys take over?"
"I've got a hunch it isn't drugs," Erikson replied.
"What else could it be?"
"How many things can a trailer truck carry? It could be anything."
And we went at it again.
I kept saying no, but not as emphatically. For one thing, I kept thinking of the envelopes of money I'd seen Bayak remove from his safe. "Suppose I said yes and we knocked the guy off on whatever job he's planning?" I said finally. "What's in it for me?"
Erikson and McLaren looked at each other. "The government is hardly in a position to pay-" Erikson began.
"Not the government," I cut him off. I explained about the cash in the Turk's safe. "He's got a bunch of it there. For the sake of argument, suppose we land this fish. Could I get Hazel's seventy-five thousand out of his safe?"
There was a moment's silence.
"I could say yes," Erikson said finally, "but it might not mean anything. This man has one thing going for him that I can't touch. As a UN member, he has diplomatic immunity. He has only to invoke it to any official, even as lowly as a police officer on the street, and we can't lay a finger on him even though we've caught him in the act of hijacking the truck."
"Let me worry about the diplomatic immunity," I suggested. "I want that seventy-five thousand back."
"I'll go for it," Erikson said.
"Then put it in writing. I found out when I was with you in Cuba that you straight arrows take the shortsighted attitude that all recovered cash in an operation is government money."
Erikson sat down at his desk and began to write. "Minus the ten thousand Bayak just paid you for the envelope we gave you to return to him," he said, looking up at me.
"Man, you drive a hard bargain," I complained. "Where the hell do you think you got that envelope in the first place?"
It didn't faze him a bit. I read over his shoulder as he resumed writing. "This-ah-promissory note isn't worth a thing if we don't short-circuit Bayak," he said as he signed his name. "And not then either, if we can't get into the safe."
"Don't worry about getting into the safe." I looked at McLaren. "If I ever ask you on the phone to bring a tool kit, I'll mean the one you had here earlier tonight."
Erikson was rereading what he had written. "What are you going to do with this?"
"Mail it. To Hazel."
He raised an eyebrow. "To Hazel?"
"Correct. You might stand me off afterward, but you'll pay hell trying to stand her off."
Erikson found an envelope in his desk and gave it to me. McLaren handed me a stamp. "You can drop it in the mail chute down the hall before we get going," McLaren suggested.
"I'll find my own mailbox, thanks. You boys can pull entirely too many strings. And where is it that we're going?"
"To find you a nice comfortable jail."
We all left the office together after McLaren put in a busy half hour on the telephone, packaging a deal. It included a detention cell for me plus a phony yellow sheet with a background that added up to exactly what the Turk should be looking for in me: mobster, heist artist, and suspected killer.
So I found myself listening to a sound I'd sworn thirteen years before never to listen to again, the clanging shut of a steel door behind me. I'd been in prison once in the interim, but more dead than alive after the automobile gas-tank explosion which necessitated rebuilding my face. And once I had the new face, I hadn't lingered in the prison hospital. There were still a few people around who would never forget the manner of my going.
I called Talia at her apartment before Erikson and McLaren put me into the cell. "Say, I'm at the Fifty-seventh-street precinct," I began. "It's just a harassment; they got nothing on me, but I need bail money. Call your boss and get me out of here, will you?"
I had wakened her from sleep but Talia seemed alert enough. "What's the charge?"
"Suspicion of being near the scene of a crime. The equivalent of spitting on the sidewalk."
"Why don't you call your lawyer? Or make bond from the money you were paid tonight?"
"I don't spend money when I can use someone else's, sweetheart. I'm testing to see if your boss was serious about that job offer."
"I see. I'll call him."
"You do that." I hung up the phone.
"Very good," Erikson said. "That should draw him into our orbit if he's as tightly pressed for time as I think. I'll stay outside here and play detective for Talia when she shows up. That way I can feed her a few gory details about your fictional past while I give her the old what's-a-nice- girl-like — you- doing- springing- a- hood-like-this routine."
* * *
The march of progress had overlooked detention cells. They still contained an iron cot surrounded by steel bars and a cotton blanket. I took off my shoes and stretched out on the cot. It reminded me a little too strongly of my first such experience at the age of seventeen. I'd been picked up by a small-town cop. I had nothing to do with what they were questioning me about, but the cop had an ego to feed. He came into the cell to roust me, and I wound up slamming him on the nose with the heel of my removed shoe. They hospitalized me after he finished with me. It took me six months to get the bastard afterward. They couldn't pin it on me, but my family got so much static from the police that I left town. I'd never been back. Sure, I was a hardheaded kid, used to doing things my way, not someone else's, but it didn't have to happen that way.
Iron cot notwithstanding, I dozed off. The clinking of the turnkey's brass ring on the metal of the cell door awakened me. "Someone to see you at the desk," he informed me.
Talia was waiting. The formalities had been complied with, and my money, watch, ring, and wallet were handed over to me. "We'll be watching you, Drake," the desk sergeant said in a sneering tone as Talia and I prepared to leave. I gave him the finger, and he started to rise from behind his desk, then sank back as if he'd thought better of it.
"It's not clever to antagonize the police," Talia said disapprovingly as we went outside to a car parked at the curb. Abdel was at the wheel. Two slugs in his ugly carcass seemed to be all in the day's work to him. It certainly hadn't slowed him from his appointed rounds.
"They antagonize me, don't they?" I replied to Talia's remark.
"In my country you would be bastinadoed for such insolence," she continued as the car pulled away from the curb. "You wouldn't be able to walk for ten days whether you were guilty of the charge or not."
"Forget it. Where are we going?"
"To Iskir's."
There was no further conversation the rest of the way. Abdel parked the car in a garage under the apartment building and accompanied us to the elevator that carried us to the penthouse. Nothing seemed changed despite the lapse of time except that Iskir Bayak met us at the elevator doors floridly attired in a maroon silk dressing gown and gold-colored slippers with turned-up toes. "Come in, come in," he said in his high, squeaky voice. His grossly obese bulk jiggled obscenely beneath the dressing gown as he led the way down the steps into the sunken living room. Despite this being the twentieth century, his obesity and his voice made me wonder if he hadn't been eunuchized early in his career.
"Drinks for our guest, Talia," Bayak commanded as we seated ourselves. "What will you have, Mr. Drake?"
"Bourbon on the rocks."
"A barbarian's drink," Bayak observed complacently. "No offense, of course."
I watched Talia serve the fat man a Scotch-and-water. She took nothing herself after handing me my drink. Bayak and I sipped in silence. He appeared to be waiting for something. Abdel had placed himself near the telephone, and when it rang I was sure I knew why.
Abdel carried the phone to Bayak, its long white extension cord trailing across the floor. "Yes," Bayak said, cutting his eyes toward me voluntarily so that I knew he was talking about me. He listened for a good two minutes. "No question about it?" he asked finally. "I see. You guarantee it? Then thank you, friend. The money will be left at the usual place."
He handed the phone back to the hovering Abdel while he considered me. "The call confirmed your-ah- unorthodox mode of living," Bayak said. "And since the response was what I expected, I see no reason for further delay. I assume you wouldn't have had Talia call me if you hadn't decided to join me?"
"That's right."
"Then we have no need for further words at this time. Go to Talia's apartment with her now, and I'll call you tomorrow-" He glanced at his watch "-or today, I should say, for a briefing session. In the meantime Talia will look after you." His moon face was a caricature of a leering smile.
I knew that Erikson would be waiting impatiently to hear something concrete from me about the location of the truck hijacking, but it wasn't my timetable.
"Abdel will drive you," the fat man continued, rising to his feet.
"We haven't talked money," I countered.
"There will be no need for haggling," he promised. "It can be negotiated when you understand the scope of the operation."
He escorted us to the elevator. Talia looked tired, or possibly the effect of her last shot was wearing off. Abdel eyed me impassively as we descended to the underground garage. Bayak really kept the giant on a short leash. I wouldn't have been riding so casually in the same elevator with a man who'd put two bullet holes in me so recently, no matter what my recuperative powers.
Abdel chauffeured us to Talia's apartment. He said something to the girl in the foreign tongue I assumed was Turkish as she and I left the car. She made no reply, but I thought her features looked drawn. She looked her age.
She fixed me a drink as soon as we entered her apartment. Her hand was shaking slightly as she handed me the glass, and she disappeared into the bedroom. I still had half my drink when she emerged ten minutes later. She had on a chiffon robe which disclosed a great deal more than the fact that her eyes were now clear, her step firm, and her appearance once more youthful. I wondered where she kept the hypodermic.
A master switch had turned on all the fights when we entered the apartment. Talia went around turning them out until only a single lamp glowed in one corner. Then she slipped out of the robe, removed the drink from my hand, and sat down in my lap.
Beneath the robe she had on only a bed jacket which reached her rib cage. The sleeves of the jacket were opaque, while the rest of it was see-through. Tip-tilted dark nipples and downy black pubic hair winked at me in the instant before the girl fused her lips against mine.
I'm not an imaginative man sexually, but Talia had enough imagination for a roomful. We graduated shortly from the armchair to her bedroom, but it was quite some time before we reached the bed itself. She had several hassocks arranged on the floor in cunning patterns, and the use she made of them presented surprising areas of perfumed bare flesh for various methods of penetration.
We reached the bed finally, but I had to call a halt. I captured Talia's busy hands, pushed her onto her back, and held her there with a palm on her rounded belly. Her black eyes stared up at me inscrutably. Despite our activity, her powdered flesh remained cool to the touch with no hint of perspiration.
I felt drained. This girl could really suck the juices from a man. I didn't flatter myself that it was my beauty or engaging personality that provoked her devoted attention. I was sure that her skilled exhibition was in fact a command performance.
She wriggled from beneath my pinioning palm, sat up on the edge of the bed, and lit two long, dark cigarettes she took from the night-table drawer. The tobacco taste was bitter when she gave me one, but there was no scent of marijuana. "How is it that you call Bayak your boss when you work at the UN and he's in the rug importing business?" I asked.
She considered her answer before giving it. "I do little things for him," she said finally. "My parents and Bayak came from the same small town in Turkey. My father was a politician who died with Menderes in 1961. Before my mother died, Bayak told her that he would keep an eye on me."
"It doesn't bother you that the things you do for him might get you killed, like what happened in the tavern?"
"That was the first time anything went wrong."
"Is Bayak any good in bed?" I asked with more curiosity than I usually have about such subjects.
"He likes young boys," she said matter-of-factly. "Very young." She took a thoughtful drag on her cigarette. "Iskir seems preoccupied these days. There must be something important-" She didn't finish it.
"What's in it for you, Talia?"
She turned her head to look into my face, the blue-black sheen of her glossy hair shaped closely to her small head. "For me?"
"These things you do for Bayak. Does he pay you?"
"No." Liquid-dark eyes stared at me absently as her left hand unconsciously massaged the inside of her right arm where I had seen the needle marks. "I do it because I must."
It was probably the most truthful thing she'd said to me since the moment I first saw her walk into the Fifty-seventh-Street tavern.
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The sound of the telephone woke me.
I had fallen asleep in an awkward position and I had no feeling in my right arm. Talia picked up the bedside extension and gave several short answers in the foreign-language-mixture of harsh consonants and soft vowels I was beginning to recognize if not understand. Then she hung up the phone.
She slipped from the bed and walked, nude, to her dressing table. She removed a pair of panty hose from a drawer and began working her legs, thighs, and hips into their semi-transparent snugness. I watched with drowsy regret as the brilliant-hued butterfly on her hip disappeared from view. When the material fit her like a second skin, Talia did a momentary hula as she plucked its tautness from her crotch, picked up a bra, hooked it together in front of her before rotating the clasped portion to the rear, and encased her full breasts in the cups.
"Going someplace?" I asked lazily. The taste in my mouth made me wonder if I had any American cigarettes left in my clothes.
She didn't look in my direction. "Go back to sleep. It was a call from the UN to appear in native costume for some publicity photos. I won't be gone long."
Still clad only in the bra and panty hose, she disappeared into a closet and reemerged with a piece of airplane luggage. She placed it on a chair and began packing it with brightly colored items of clothing. I yawned, stretched, and felt the tug of previously unused muscles.
I realized that the rustling sound of clothing being packed had continued for some time. I raised my head, about to ask her a question, then changed my mind. Talia was at the dresser, and the angle of her head indicated to me that she was watching me in its mirror. "Got any food in the place?" I inquired.
"There's a delicatessen around the corner that will deliver," she replied. "The phone number is in the telephone index."
"Okay." I sat up on the edge of the bed and picked up the index. From the corner of my eye, I saw Talia swiftly remove something from the dresser and drop it into her opened handbag. It was the size and shape of a passport case, and a number of pieces began to fit together. There was no activity at the UN requiring Talia to appear in native costume. The Turk's deadline must be getting close. He was moving the girl out of the operation.
I pretended to look for the deli phone number while Talia went into the bathroom. She came out again in an electric-blue dress which managed to appear both Turkish and American by virtue of its fabric and design. Talia picked up her bag, then paused. "We will try something different when I return," she said.
"You mean there's something different left? It's going to take me a month to get over the something different you've already shown me."
She was smiling. "A steady horse for a long race," she said. "You qualify."
"You have yourself to thank. Hurry back."
"I will." She left the bedroom, and I listened for the solid click of the apartment-door lock. Then I dashed to her closet. Some clothing remained in it, but not much. The underwear drawers in her dresser were empty. The only cosmetic items left were almost-empty tubes and jars,
I didn't bother with underwear or socks. I slid into shirt, pants, and jacket, shoved my.38 into the holster I had recovered from Talia's bathroom, jammed my feet into my shoes, and started for the door. If I could follow Talia, it might be a shortcut to information we lacked. But I had to hurry.
I stepped out into the corridor and started down the hall. There was a whirr of movement behind me and the back of my head seemed to explode. I caught one quick whiff of a musky, lemon-essenced cologne as I started falling face-forward, and then I plunged into blackness.
* * *
The first thing I felt when consciousness returned was a sharp, stabbing pain in my head. Fiery, throbbing lances pulsed through my skull with each heartbeat. When I opened my eyes cautiously and the walls stopped swirling, I was prone on Talia's white carpet. Someone had dragged me inside from the corridor, and I knew who the someone was.
Automatically I reached for the.38 in my shoulder holster. It was gone. This job was sure hell on guns. I swallowed hard to subdue incipient nausea, then fingered a Ping-Pong-ball lump under my ear. I pushed myself up to hands and knees, hung on until the dizziness subsided, and made it to my feet. Sweat drenched my face as I grabbed the back of a chair to retain my uncertain balance, but the unsteadiness dissipated.
Feet wide apart, I shuffled to the apartment door. It was locked, and from the outside. My celluloid pick was no help. Second thought convinced me that if Abdel was still patrolling the corridor outside, I didn't want to see him now. Not without my.38.
But I had to let Erikson know about Talia's being manipulated out of the action" by the Turk. The elephant-clock told me that she already had a half hour's head start. I headed for the telephone. I had dialed the first three numbers of Erikson's office phone before my scrambled brain began to function properly. If Erikson could bug Talia's phone, so could Iskir Bayak, and with his suspicious nature, he was a damn sight more likely to have bugged it. If I called Erikson from here and Bayak was able to listen to the conversation, the whole operation would be blown.
I replaced the receiver.
But I had to let Erikson know somehow.
I had to get to a safe phone.
I went to the balcony's french double-doors and opened them. A reviving damp breeze flowed over me. It was raining again, and the street below glistened with reflected light from its rain-wet surface. There was another balcony above my head. I leaned over the guard rail and looked downward with the rain blowing in my face. A duplicate balcony extended outward from the apartment below.
I could go up or down. The bottom of the balcony floor above me was three feet above my upstretched hand. I'd either need something to stand on-and nothing was available-or I'd have to balance myself atop the half-round guard rail before I could grip the iron uprights supporting the concrete on the balcony. I was hardly in shape to perch on the rail and lean out into space while trying for a secure handhold on wet, slippery iron and concrete. I doubted that I'd be able to muscle my entire body weight up the balcony's concrete facing even with a good handhold.
So it had to be down.
I didn't give myself time to think about it.
I went over the railing and eased myself downward with both hands gripping the cold iron uprights and my toes anchored to the platform rim. I took a solid hold, then removed my toes from the edge and hung freely, extended at full length. I clenched and unclenched my palms, dropping in short jerks until the heels of my hands reached the bottom of the vertical iron bars.
I swung myself cautiously in a gentle, pendulumlike movement. The tip of my shoes scraped against the guard rail below. I knew the balcony floor was a drop of only three feet. The trick was to fall inside, not outside, the railing.
Too hard a swing forward and I'd lose my balance upon landing and fall backward with a good chance of smashing my head against the guard rail grillwork and knocking myself out again. Too easy a swing and I could look forward to a quick glimpse inside each lighted window as I clawed the air on my way down to the street.
My pendulumlike momentum built up until I felt it was right, and then I let go. My feet hit concrete, all right, but my kidneys struck the iron railing painfully at the same time. I had slightly underdone the forward swing. The kidney-contact threw me forward sharply, and I landed on hands and knees in a puddle of water that was trapped in a slight depression on the unlighted balcony.
I scrambled near the french doors out of the worst of the rain and massaged my wet, abraded palms. Sudden light from inside the apartment flooded over me. I ducked instinctively, thinking I'd been seen. When nothing happened, I straightened slightly so I could look into the apartment through glass curtains covering the double doors.
A fat, middle-aged woman in a quilted robe was placing a towel on the floor. Her hair was in curlers and her face was greasy with cream. She went to a low, cabinet-style stereo set and placed a large record on the turntable. All I could think of was that if she settled down for a music session in the room, she had me trapped on the balcony.
I tried the door latch quietly and found it locked. I reached for my wallet and extracted my celluloid pick. Martial music blared forth from inside the locked french doors. Then a male voice boomed forth in a tone of command from the stereo set.
"We'll now do the cross-body bend in four counts. Take your position, please. Feet spread and arms extended. Bend from the waist, left hand to right toe at the count of one, upright at the count of two, right hand to left toe at three, and back to starting position at four. Are you ready? Now… in time to the music, please. One, two, three…"
I looked inside again. The fat woman had tossed her robe to one side. Beneath it she was totally nude. Jiggling breasts and buttocks looked like four pale basketballs attached to a flesh-covered barrel. Jellolike quivering accompanied each movement as she strained to reach her toes with the opposite hand. Each time she managed halfway down her shin.
My position had changed unwittingly to that of Peeping Tom. I tried the pick on the lock as the booming voice from the record player issued new instructions. "The bicycle exercise now," the exercise master announced. "Down flat on the rug."
The lock on the french doors was an old-fashioned type that wouldn't permit insertion of the pick. The fat woman had lowered herself to the towel on the floor with an audible thump. She stretched out on her back, elevated her chubby legs, and pedaled furiously as the music-cadenced "one, two, three, four" issued from the speaker.
At least she was in no condition to pursue me. I wrapped my handkerchief around my knuckles and broke the glass near the lock. It smashed into a hundred tinkling fragments, and I reached inside and turned the lock.
The woman had frozen with her legs still upright at the sound of the breaking glass. Her massive bare behind and furry slit pointed right at me as I stepped inside. Her mouth shaped itself into a round O as I sprinted across the room, but no sound emerged. I manipulated the chain bolt on the apartment door, stepped outside, slammed the door, and took off down the corridor.
I avoided the elevator in case Abdel was monitoring it. I raced down the stairs in case the fat woman recovered quickly enough to get to her telephone and sound the alarm, then slowed my pace as I approached the street.
There was no Abdel, and no alarm.
I found a drug store and called Erikson. "My guess is that she's out of the picture now," I concluded after telling him about Talia's departure.
"If that really was her passport you saw, you're probably right. Would she head for Bayak's place?"
"Not likely. He wants her underground now. Out of the country, even. Our little bird has flown and I'll bet it's the Turk's intention that she keep right on flying."
"I'll put out word to every transportation terminal with emphasis on the airports," Erikson said. "Meantime you'd better get over here, Earl. It sounds like we're getting too damned close to the payoff, and we still don't know what the score is."
I left the drug store and headed for his office.
* * *
McLaren was waiting with Erikson when I arrived. He gave me a sardonic grin as he stared at the lump that still persisted behind my ear. Erikson wasted no time on levity. "We've located the girl at Kennedy," he said without preliminary. "She purchased a one-way ticket to Damascus on a flight that leaves in three hours."
"And I suppose you'll just stand around and let her take off?" I said. Neither man answered. "Why are you letting her leave the country?"
"Don't you read the papers?" McLaren inquired. "It's a free country."
"We're watching her," Erikson chimed in.
"Watching her? What the hell good is that? We know we're getting close to the time of this hijack, but what do we know about it? Not even the location. I don't think the girl knows everything about Bayak's business, but she damn sure knows more about it than we do. And she could tell us."
McLaren's eyes were upon my face. "Could?"
"Could be made to."
"Like?"
"Like pick her up, grab her hypodermic, sit her down in a corner until the skinful of dope she's carrying now evaporates, and in six or eight hours she'll tell you her sins back to her fifth birthday."
McLaren grimaced at Erikson. "You do come up with these direct-action types."
"Give me an alternative if we're going to get anywhere with this thing," I challenged them.
The office was quiet for a moment. "There's Doc Walsh's private clinic in Queens," McLaren suggested. "Ol' Doc owes us a favor or three." He was watching Erikson. "I could have the girl paged at the flight desk, asked to step into the airline-terminal office, and whisko- Long Island via very private car."
"It sounds like a winner to me," I said.
"Well, chief?" McLaren said. "Can do. Can do easily if you say the magic word."
"I don't like it," Erikson frowned. "If anything went wrong, the UN angle alone would splash us on every front page in the country. Let alone the mysterious disappearance of a damned attractive girl."
"You think Bayak's going to the police?" I argued. "No way. If you don't step in, Talia may never reach Damascus, anyway. She's expendable in the Turk's plan right now." I waited for that to sink in. "You might be the means of keeping her alive." I thought of Chryssie spread-eagled to the four corners of the bed in the tenement flat. I still hadn't raised a hand to the man who had authorized that.
"Thanks for appealing to my better nature," Erikson said. "What would your role be if we did this?"
"I'd borrow a.38 from you, hustle over to Bayak's penthouse, and ask him what the hell he thought he was doing when he had Abdel put the chop on me. It's what he'll expect to hear. Then business as usual."
There was another silence. "Somehow the thought of you running loose over there with a.38 does nothing for my blood pressure," Erikson said at last.
"Bayak knows he needs me," I said. "I'm the only one still wired into this operation. Sure, he's planning on stopping my clock, but not until I've pulled his marshmallows out of the fire."
"Wish to God we knew what the marshmallows were," McLaren grumbled.
"Give me the gun and I'll get going," I suggested. "One thing I should have mentioned before. Bayak must be paying off everyone in that building. His safe has been blown once, and I put two bullets into the air there the other day, yet he's never been asked to leave."
"We'd tip him off if we tried to shake anything out of the apartment-building people now," McLaren said. "Later, maybe."
Erikson gestured toward the hidden room. McLaren went toward it, activated the concealed latch, and disappeared through the revealed door in the wall. He was back at once and handed me a well-oiled.38 and two clips. I loaded one and dropped the other into my jacket pocket. "Like you're getting to be expensive to keep in armament," McLaren said to me. I ignored him.
"Have her picked up," Erikson said to McLaren. "But with discretion, damn it. Handle it yourself. I've no desire to have my hide nailed up on a barn wall."
"Nothing to it, chief," McLaren said confidently. "You coming out to the clinic when we get her settled?"
"I'll be there. I want to talk to you a minute, Earl." He waited until McLaren left the office. "What do you know about the magazine office next door to us?"
"Only that it's there," I said innocently. "Why?"
"Two detectives burst in here past Jock this afternoon with a woman who screeched hysterically in my face that I was raping her daughter. I can tell you it was damned embarrassing. When we got it straightened out that it wasn't me, the troupe went down the hall and played the same bill next door."
"Girls will be girls," I remarked. "Are you regretting a lost opportunity?" Erikson snorted. "How do I get in touch with you out in Queens if necessary?"
He unlocked a drawer in his desk, took out a metal box which he also unlocked, found an address book, and wrote down an address and telephone number. "Don't overreach yourself with these people," he cautioned me as he returned the metal box to his desk.
"I'm all right as long as they think they're dealing with the mobster you set me up to be," I said. "See you."
* * *
I left the office three minutes after McLaren and took a cab uptown. In the private elevator on the way up to the penthouse I had an unpleasant thought. If Abdel had been outside Talia's apartment, my mysterious disappearance could have made Bayak suspicious. I had to act more suspicious than he did.
When the elevator doors parted, it wasn't Abdel who stood there. It was a smaller man I'd never seen before. He had a gun in his hand, but I brushed past him as though I didn't even see it. Bayak was sitting at the far end of the sunken living room, his pudgy hands steepled in front of his face and his shrewd black eyes studying me from above his pressed-together fingertips.
"Where the hell is that big tub of lard, Abdel?" I yelled at him across the combined distance of the two rooms whose length resembled a train station.
"He will be here presently," the Turk said suavely. "Come and sit down."
"Sit down? I'll-"
"Calm yourself," Bayak interrupted me.
"Calm myself? I'll calm myself when I've cooled off that water buffalo. What did he think he was doing when he put the slug on me like that?"
"He was following orders. Sit here."
"Orders? Why, you fat creep, I ought to put the blast on you, too. I don't know what-"
"Exactly. You do not know," Bayak cut me off sharply. "Your little sex holiday is over, friend. It's time you went to work. I simply removed temptation from your path so you could concentrate on the job at hand. I assume you're still interested in money?"
"Certainly I'm interested in money," I grumbled, pretending to be slightly mollified.
"Then come sit down and look at this plan."
I descended the stairs to the living room. I hadn't seen a signal from Bayak, but the gun the new guard had been holding on me during the conversation disappeared. Abdel could be standing behind one of the billowing draperies with a gun lined up on my head, of course. Iskir Bayak wasn't the type to take unnecessary chances with his own oily skin.
Bayak was removing papers from a manila envelope and spreading them on the surface of a low coffee table whose lacquered top contained a black-and-white collage of the Blue Mosque. "See what you think of this," Bayak said to me.
"This" was the same hijack plan I'd already seen in Erikson's office. I pulled a chair up to the coffee table, sat down, and leaned forward to study the map which the
Turk swiveled in my direction. I hoped it would now contain identifying marks as to location, but it still showed Roads A, B, C, and D and nothing else. I looked at it long enough to give the impression I'd never seen it before, then sat back in my chair. "This doesn't tell me a thing," I declared.
"It should tell you enough," Bayak retorted. A pudgy finger pointed to the largest rectangle on the plan. "A truck approaches from this direction, so, on Road A. Four men will be stationed, so." The finger indicated the circles numbered 1,2, 3, and 4. "They will halt the truck, recover a package from it, and escape in this vehicle." The finger settled on the small square indicating a getaway car that I'd shown to McLaren and Erikson. "A simple operation." Bayak looked at me. "Yes?"
"How the hell do I know?" I gestured at the sheet. "What does that tell me that I need to know? Nothing. I'd want to check out escape routes, meter the flow of traffic to judge pursuit possibilities, set up a system-"
"All that has been done by an expert."
"Not by this expert, and he's the one you're expecting to put his head in the lion's mouth. What does your expert list as necessary for the job?"
Bayak blinked. "Necessary?"
I waved an impatient hand. "Weapons, disguises, tools, contingency explosives, rehearsal time."
"Oh." The fat man thumbed through the sheets of paper on the coffee table and handed me one. "Here."
It was a rather complete listing of the type I'd just mentioned, but I tossed it aside in pretended disgust after scanning it. "Without even knowing the particular problems, I can see two requirements that aren't on here at all," I said.
"That cannot be," the Turk responded immediately. "Hakim was a thorough man."
"So thorough you need me to replace him, right?" Bayak didn't reply. I picked up the sheet of paper again. "There's no hand-held acetylene torch listed here, in case we need to burn through the lock on the truck's loading door. And we should also have a back-up supply of plastic explosives if it looks as though the torch won't do the job quickly enough."
Bayak nodded slowly. "It doesn't sound unreasonable. You will have only the one chance. Unfortunately, I am unable to furnish these items on short notice."
I tapped myself on the chest. "I'll see to it. I'd rather do the selecting anyway, since I'm the guy who'll have to use them. Just produce a little cash." The fat man heaved himself awkwardly to his feet, and I knew he was going to the wall safe. I was glad he'd bought the idea I'd just sold him, because it would give me a chance to get away from him while I was supposed to be picking up the items. If we were as close to the action as he sounded, he'd want someone from his organization to stick to me as closely as two teenagers at a drive-in movie. "But we haven't come to the important point," I went on.
He stopped and looked at me inquiringly.
"I want to know where this job is taking place. You can't expect me to take it on cold without knowing the location and the escape hatches."
Bayak returned to his chair and dropped into it heavily. "That you will know at the proper time, friend, and only then." I started to say something but he held up his hand. "As it stands now, there is a man who knows the location, the men to be used, the escape routes, and nothing else. And there is a man-" the familiar pudgy finger leveled at me "-who knows what we seek to acquire and the necessary techniques. If either man had both pieces of information-" he paused for effect "-what need would he have of me?"
I didn't answer him.
I couldn't answer him.
From his point of view, there wasn't any satisfactory answer. He had engineered the situation so he was protected every step of the way. Only when the two men with the dovetailing bits of information were brought together could the job be activated, and obviously the Turk had no intention of bringing them together until it was time for the hijack.
He sat there with a satisfied smirk on his fat face as he read my mind. "You will be taken to the location at the proper time," he said. He looked at his watch. "In approximately five and one half hours."
That really shook me up. Even though I'd told Erikson that Bayak's attitude indicated that the time was getting close, I hadn't expected it would be this soon. "What kind of men am I getting to work with?" I asked.
Bayak hesitated. "You should have an honest answer to that," he said finally. "There have been personnel losses among the group assigned to me to recover this item. Two even before Hakim. Two good men." Those would be the two in Nevada, I thought. "Hakim himself, of course. And one who disappeared completely." The truck must have mangled the one I'd dropped out Chryssie's window so that identification had never been made.
"Those were the cream," Bayak went on. "The rest-" he gestured vaguely "-loyal but inexperienced. Make no mistake-they will enter a blazing building if ordered. But they need leadership. Your leadership. And they are expendable."
Like I was expendable. "What happens to the 'item' when we get it?"
"That is not your department," he retorted, unruffled. He rose to his feet again. "How much money do you require for the purchases you mentioned?"
"Three thousand." Actually it wouldn't take a sixth of that unless the torch and the explosive came encrusted with diamonds, but I was testing. Bayak made no protest.
My back was to the wall safe as he waddled toward it. "Do not turn around," he said over his shoulder. I knew he couldn't open the safe and watch me, too, so someone else was watching me. I shifted position slightly until I could see his obese figure in the same polished lamp base as before.
"Something I forgot," I said as I saw in the lamp base the same up-and-down movement twice of the concealing picture next to the liquor storage closet before the safe dial appeared. "How much does the 'item' weigh? Will there be any difficulty in moving it?"
"There will be no difficulty." Bayak's voice was muffled as his face pressed close to the safe's opened door. "It weighs twelve pounds."
Twelve pounds of heroin wasn't a small amount, but it hardly seemed like enough to warrant the elaborate preparation and the money Bayak was throwing around. For the first time I began to feel that Erikson could be right in his insistence that dope wasn't the target. But what else could be valuable enough to warrant such a violent laying on of hands?
Bayak turned away from the safe with money in his hand. "Do not return here again," he said brusquely as he confronted me and thrust the money at me. "There is a cocktail lounge on Lexington Avenue near Forty-sixth Street, called the Alhambra. Be there in four hours. Call me here-I will be able to verify from where you are calling-and you will be told where to go to meet the individual who will take you to the hijack spot"
I really had to admire the bastard.
Whatever else happened, Iskir Bayak's coattails were going to remain out of the grease pit
He would have a contact at the Alhambra to note and report to him anything unusual, either in my conduct or my companionship.
Iskir Bayak was protecting himself right down to the fifth decimal place.
"We haven't talked about how I'm to be paid off," I suggested. I knew he would expect it, and be ready for it.
Nor was I mistaken. "When you leave the Alhambra, you will be taken to Grand Central Station by a man who in your presence will deposit forty thousand dollars in U.S. currency in a locker," Bayak said smoothly. "At the hijack location, when you are committed, you will be given the only key, and upon the completion of the job you will return and recover the money."
Beautiful.
Except that I knew it was this fat slug's intention that I never return from the hijack. One of the hijack crew would have orders to finish me off with a bullet in the back of the head. I'd gone this far thinking I had only to learn the location and let Erikson know and have his people take over. Now I was being firmly locked into the operation with no possibility of finding out the essential factor: where the hijack was to take place.
It was in a thoughtful mood that I left the penthouse apartment.
I had to get to a phone and call Erikson at the Queens number he'd given me.
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It took me ten minutes to lose the tail who picked me up on the street in front of Bayak's apartment building.
I led him to a busy intersection where I hailed a cab in a bumper-to-bumper and curb-to-curb mass of cars. I watched while the tail scrambled frantically for another cab, and the instant he opened the door, I leaned forward and dropped a bill on the front seat of my cab. "Changed my mind," I told the cabbie as I went out the opposite door I'd entered. I inched my way through jammed cars to the sidewalk.
When the light changed, the traffic surged forward. I watched the cab with the tail in it follow the cab I'd been in across the intersection, and I wondered how long it would be before the tail realized he'd been had.
I found a street pay phone and called Erikson at the Queens phone number. "You mean you still don't know where the hijack is going to take place?" he demanded after I brought him up to date.
"That's right. The Turk is too cute to tip his hand even five minutes in advance of the action."
"And we have five and a half hours?"
"Less thirty minutes," I said after checking my watch. "How did you make out with Talia?"
"She's four doors down the hall. Doc Walsh thinks she was waiting to load up again just before she boarded the plane, so she was on a down cycle when we brought her out here. He says she's in the first stages of actual withdrawal, but he won't guess how soon she'll be willing to talk."
And if she didn't talk-or didn't know anything useful when she did talk-I was right up to the gate of the Turk's project with no way out.
Unless I pulled out.
Erikson must have read my mind. "Take a cab up here and we'll talk this over," he said. "There's got to be some way we can set this thing up so we can give you an umbrella." The phone clicked in my ear.
I went over it all again during the long cab ride, and I could find no better answers than I had in Bayak's apartment. The Turk had covered himself well at every turn. A man had to be crazy to go into a midnight-black cave without a flashlight, and I was going to tell Erikson so.
The cab pulled up at the emergency entrance of a small clinic, the main building of which was hidden from the road behind stone walls and high hedges. Erikson came down a white-walled corridor to rescue me from the questions of the nurse at the admissions desk. "She's cracking up," he said quietly after drawing me to one side. "Doc thinks she might spit it out anytime. Brace yourself. It isn't pretty."
I followed him down the hall. We went into an antiseptic-looking room with a hospital bed and a single chair. I heard the click of a solid lock as Erikson closed the door. A gray-haired, white-coated man with a stethoscope stood beside the bed which had high metal bars raised on either side of it.
Erikson's warning still hadn't prepared me for my first glimpse of Talia. She was a twitching mass of flesh in a short hospital gown, restrained in the bed by leather straps across chest and ankles. Ravaging lines around eyes and mouth made her look ten years older. Her features glistened damply, and wet blotches on the hospital gown indicated profuse body perspiration.
"Can she talk?" Erikson asked.
The doctor shrugged. "If she will."
"See if she knows you," Erikson asked me.
I moved in beside the barrier of the raised metal bars.
Talia's glossy black hair streamed soddenly over the pillow. Her constantly tossing head gave her eyes little opportunity to focus, but I leaned down until I thought she could see my face. She knew someone was there, all right, but I couldn't tell if she knew it was me. She muttered something in a foreign tongue, then repeated it with great urgency. "F-fix!" she whispered hoarsely. "Need-f-fix!"
I leaned still closer. Her constant struggle against the restraints was causing her body to give off an almost animal heat. "Where is Bayak's truck hijack going to take place, Talia?" I said slowly and distinctly.
"Don't-know," she got out breathlessly. Saliva flew at each consonant. More spittle formed at the corners of her mouth and ran down onto her chin. "Can't-tell you. Never told me-anything."
Erikson leaned down over the side of the bed. "Bayak smuggles dope?" he asked, spacing each word.
"Yessssss." It came out as one long hissing sibilant. "In diplo-" Talia swallowed hard and began over again. "In diplomatic pou-ches." Her throat worked convulsively. "Gets-from Arabs to-finance commando-activities." Her knees jerked wildly and her hands clenched and unclenched.
"And Bayak takes a cut?"
"Yessssss."
"What about the truck hijack?"
"Not-heroin. Way he acts-more valuable."
"What were you supposed to do in Damascus?"
"Tell Shariyk-missing element-be in hands-twenty-four hours."
Erikson's eyes met mine across the bed. "The lost-strayed-or-stolen atomic scientist," he said. He returned his attention to Talia. "Where will the truck hijack take place?"
Her black hair whipped from side to side as she shook her head in a violent negative movement. "Don't- know!" It was almost a scream. "Only place possibly- find out-his safe!"
Erikson straightened up. "I've got to make a phone call," he said curtly, and strode to the door.
I tried a few more questions, but with less and less response. In all honesty it didn't make sense that the cautious Bayak would have confided details of his plan to Talia. I stared down at the writhing girl on the bed. "Give her a shot, Doc," I said.
"She's going to have to go through this sooner or later, you know," he objected.
"Later, then."
"I've no authority-"
"Don't give me a hard time, Doc. Give her a shot."
He opened a little black bag at the foot of the bed and removed a hypodermic syringe. "These types usually aren't salvageable, anyway," he said while he wound a rubber cord under Talia's upper arm and searched with his fingertips for unpitted flesh. "Mainlining it into the vein doesn't make for a long life, but it's the only thing that can reach her now." Dextrously he plunged the needle into the black-and-blue arm.
Talia's shivering and shaking died away. Her knees went slack as I watched the familiar hard shine take over her dark eyes. "Bet-ter," she whispered. "Stomach- hurts. H-hurts."
Erikson thrust his head into the room. "Come on," he said to me.
I went down the hallway with him to a small conference room. In front of a picture window overlooking the clinic parking lot was a library table with a telephone and a scattering of medical journals. "You've got to call Bayak and explain your disappearance," Erikson said. "And try again to get him to tell you where the hijack location is."
"I've got a good out on the disappearance," I said. I looked up Bayak's number in the directory and dialed. Abdel's heavy voice answered the very first ring. Bayak came on the line immediately. "Where are you?" the fat Turk demanded angrily.
"I'm doing a little shopping, remember?" There was a note pad beside the phone. I scribbled the words "handheld acetylene torch" and "plastic explosive" on it and shoved the pad toward Erikson. He nodded.
"It's almost time for you to be at the Alhambra!"
Bayak sounded more nearly out of control than I had ever heard him.
"I had to break loose from a tail after I left your place. It could've been the precinct detectives keeping tab on me, like they said they would when Talia sprung me, or maybe the fuzz is getting close to your operation. In which case you'd better get yourself another boy."
"It was my man, not the police!" Bayak exploded. "Naturally I had to make sure you weren't being followed!"
Naturally you're a pluperfect liar, I thought. You intended having me followed for your own good reason. "If you weren't so damned secretive about these things, we wouldn't be wasting so much time," I complained. "Now cut out the foolishness. Where's the hijack location?"
Immediately he was in control again. "You don't need to know that yet." I tried to say something, but he kept right on talking. "Listen closely, now. Forget the Alhambra. There isn't time. Instead, go to the waterfront in Bayonne, New Jersey and station yourself at the northeast corner of the abandoned gate-house leading to Pier Twenty-six. You will be contacted-" There was a pause as if he was consulting his watch "-in two hours and thirty-four minutes. Do you understand?"
"Hold it while I write that down," I said. I covered the mouthpiece while I wrote it on the pad and showed it to Erikson.
"I know the area," he whispered, frowning. "It's open and exposed. There's no way we can give you back-up cover there. But we'll work out something." He nodded at the phone. "Don't keep him waiting."
I was staring out the conference-room picture window at the parking lot. Two guards were shooing off-duty nurses and white-jacketed orderlies from the center of the area. All heads were turned upwards. A gray-painted helicopter wearing bands of iridescent yellow paint around its thin boom settled slowly in the middle of the area. Its rotating blades whirled with decreasing speed, then came to a stop. The plexiglass door, which formed one side of the passenger bubble, opened and a uniformed man climbed out.
Erikson nudged me, and I uncovered the mouthpiece. "I've got that down," I said. "Will you be there?"
"I've already said that we will have no further contact," Bayak said sharply.
"I don't like working in the dark," I sought to prolong the conversation while I tried to think of another angle to bring pressure to bear on Bayak. "We should really have a dry run or two on the hijack to iron out any possible problem."
"There will be no problem unless you become one," Bayak replied. His tone was pregnant with warning. "The timetable provides sufficient latitude for you to conduct what you Americans call a 'skull session' with the men who will assist you. They know their jobs."
"But how will I know now that my money is in the Grand Central locker like you promised?"
"It's entirely your fault that you weren't in a position to verify it for yourself," the Turk said coldly. "Once the business is finished, you will be given the locker key and dropped off at a convenient point."
Dropped off at convenient point from a convenient bridge into a convenient river. "It's too complicated," I said.
Bayak's voice rose again. "It's hardly necessary to practice something that must be done perfectly the first time. Like a parachute jump, for instance. Are you going ahead with the plan?"
"Sure I'm going ahead with it," I said. "But I've got to know-"
"I must leave now," Bayak said. He hung up on me.
"I ought to cut out of this damned business right now," I told Erikson while I replaced the phone receiver. "You can't cover me, and if this hijack comes off, you'll arrive on the scene in time to deliver flowers."
"I can't order you to do it," Erikson said. "But I laid on the helicopter to save time in case you decided to follow through."
I thought again of the way Chryssie had died, and the care the Turk had shown in protecting his own gross obesity. "I'd love to put a spoke in that bastard Bayak's wheel for sure," I admitted. "You figure the hijack is going to take place right there on the Bayonne docks?"
"That would be too simple, the way the rest of the operation is shaping up. You'll probably be meeting a contact man who'll take you to the hijack spot."
"These guys have got to slip somewhere," I argued to myself. "And when they do-" I didn't finish it, but I had Iskir Bayak's left ventricle lined up in a mental gunsight. "Let's try for another first down. I'll let you know about the touchdown later."
Erikson led the way outside to the helicopter. The pilot looked like a kid. Erikson brushed aside the boy's snappy salute. "Next stop Bayonne?" I said as we settled down inside the bubble.
"Downtown New York," Erikson replied. "The girl convinced me that our only chance to nail down the hijack location is to get into Bayak's safe."
"And how do you think you're going to do that?" I asked as the engine of the helicopter caught hold and the drooping blades began windmilling again.
"You're going to do it," Erikson informed me, raising his voice against the engine noise. "Or have I been misjudging you all the time I've known you?"
I didn't say anything. "Where to, sir?" the helicopter pilot inquired as we rose from the ground.
"The heliport on top of the Pan American Building!"
Erikson shouted.
The pilot jerked his head around. "I can't do it, sir. It's off limits. The FAA closed it down."
"Just follow orders, Ensign. I'll clean up the paperwork later."
"There goes my Navy career," the boy muttered in an aside. "Boy, my tail will really be in the grease."
Erikson handed me a microphone after speaking into it briefly. "This is a 'ham' phone patch linking radio transmission to ground telephone lines. McLaren's on there. Tell him what you need in the way of a torch and plastic explosives. Have him bring them to the Turk's with two cars and four agents."
I transmitted the information as the 'copter's wide-ranging arc in the sky disclosed the blue waters of Long Island Sound in the distance. "And McLaren?"
"Yes?"
"I'll need a detailed map of the area around Pier Twenty-six in Bayonne, New Jersey. Plus the tool kit."
"Check. Sounds as though business is picking up."
I handed the microphone back to Erikson.
We approached Manhattan's tall buildings, heading into a lowering sun which turned the haze over the city into an orange mist. We crossed the East River paralleling the Queensborough Bridge. To our left, the rays of the setting sun reflected from the glass windows of the UN Secretariat Building, making its western side look like a sheet of flame.
We weren't more than a couple of hundred feet above the tallest buildings, and air turbulence made the helicopter bounce and rock. "You can see now why the heliport's closed, sir," the pilot shouted, fighting the controls. "But there it is."
"It" was the flat top of the Pan Am building a few blocks away. From where we were yo-yoing in the air, the landing area looked like a postage stamp. And when the pilot plunked us down with a shuddering thud within the yellow landing circle, it still didn't look a hell of a lot larger.
Erikson nudged me toward the closed heliport terminal. He snapped off a remark when he found the door locked, looked at me with his hand shaped into the form of a pistol, then backed behind me. I drew my.38. The bullet ricocheted off into space with a diminishing whine, but it had done the job on the lock.
In less than two minutes we had plummeted to the ground floor in the high-speed elevator. Out on the street, Erikson's commanding presence obtained us a cab. Two dark sedans were parked against the yellow-lined curb in front of Bayak's apartment building. McLaren stepped from the first car when he saw us get out of the cab.
"Don't let anyone get past us here, Jock," Erikson ordered. "Let's go, Earl."
"The tool kit," I reminded Erikson.
He looked at McLaren, who went back to the car and brought it to me. "Good luck," he said.
Erikson and I crossed the sidewalk. "Let's take the doorman up to the penthouse with us, since he doesn't know you," I suggested as we entered the lobby. "Otherwise he might call ahead and alert a welcoming committee."
"Good thinking," Erikson agreed.
The uniformed doorman was standing just inside the heavy revolving door. He nodded to me, but his gaze lingered on Karl. I stepped in close to him while shoving a hand into a jacket pocket. "No noise," I warned, nodding toward the penthouse elevator. "Get moving."
He stumbled a step backward, his eyes on my hand submerged in the pocket, then turned meekly and preceded us. I punched the single button when the bronze doors closed behind us. Nobody said anything. I could hear the doorman breathing.
The elevator doors opened, and I enjoyed the usually imperturbable Erikson's first goggle-eyed look at the sumptuous apartment. "Stay the hell out of the way now," I said to the doorman who looked as if he were trying to decide to have a fit or a chill. I opened the elevator fuse box and removed the fuse, anchoring the cab until we were ready to use it again.
I led the way across the highly polished black-and-white squares of the foyer to the steps leading down to the sunken living room. I could see that we were none too soon. The Moorish swords and armor were gone from the walls, and the antique vases had disappeared from the end tables. Someone was packing the Turk's belongings for a final departure.
The arrival of the elevator must have triggered a signal somewhere in the apartment, because Abdel appeared in the farther bedroom doorway with a puzzled look on his flat features. He had a pile of folded clothing over one arm. The giant did a double take at the sight of me, dropping the clothing. He moved toward us swiftly, his slippered feet making no sound in the deep-pile carpeting.
"Don't shoot," Erikson said to me as I reached across my chest. He moved in between Abdel and me. "Get started on the safe."
I drew the.38 anyway. I'd seen Erikson in action before, but I'd also seen Abdel. Felt him, rather. The two men collided in the center of the room like two bull moose. Abdel's arms enveloped Erikson in a bear hug as the giant tried to wrestle the smaller man off his feet. Erikson's shoulders bunched and writhed, and Abdel staggered backward with an incredulous look on his dark face, his hold broken.
I set down the tool case in order to be ready to use the.38 immediately, if necessary. Erikson pursued Abdel closely, though, and his right arm moved sideways and slightly upward in an arc like a man hurling a discus. The bladed edge of Erikson's palm thudded mightily into Abdel at the joining of neck and shoulder. I saw the whites as the giant's eyes rolled upward. He tottered, remained upright for an instant, then plunged forward on his face. The windows rattled when he landed.
"The safe," Erikson repeated to me impatiently without another glance at the unconscious Abdel. I reholstered the.38, picked up the tool case, walked to the picture in front of the safe, and swung it up and down twice as I'd seen Bayak do.
I studied the face of the safe when it came into view. I'd been hoping for a box made from welded sheets of pressed steel with asbestos packing, a type designed principally for fire protection. Instead, this safe had been machined from a solid block of steel and fitted with a circular door. Protection was not an idle word with this kind of safe.
"How about it?" Erikson asked at my elbow.
"Better tie up Abdel," I told him. "This is going to take awhile."
"You haven't much time," he warned, but walked into one of the bedrooms. He came out in a moment tearing a sheet into strips. He knelt down and began expertly binding the still motionless Abdel while I went into the liquor storage closet adjoining the safe. I did some measuring there, and then made a ballpoint-pen outline on the wall as I visualized the side of the safe just beyond it.
Erikson joined me. "McLaren brought you the acetylene torch, you know," he said. "Can't you burn off the front?"
"Not this kind of box. These solid steel varieties are machined so well that heat jams them beyond repair. And there's another reason. I know the safe is booby trapped from having watched Bayak work the picture. Presumably I've disarmed it by doing the same thing that he did, but if the booby-trap device is sophisticated enough, there could be another trigger inside to be activated if the front of the safe is tampered with. It's a lot safer to go through the side of it."
Erikson looked at his watch significantly, and I unrolled the leather tool case and began laying out equipment I knew I'd need. An experimental cut through wall plaster and lath with a powered skil-saw disclosed that I'd figured correctly about the safe's location. I enlarged the cut to expose the entire side of the safe plus its top.
"See those?" I said to Erikson who was standing beside me in the closet, brushing at the fine white particles of plaster floating about.
"Those" were two tanks atop the safe. I reached in carefully and disconnected the lever arm which would have activated them. The fingers of my hand came away covered with a bright purple dye when I removed my arm.
"A jet spray of purple dye would have covered anyone standing in front of the safe who managed to bypass the explosive device," I said. "The second tank is probably a flame thrower. The combination would make anyone who caught it in the kisser kind of stand out in a crowd."
Erikson didn't reply. I selected a powered grinding wheel, plugged it in, and went to work on the few thousandths of an inch thickness of case-hardened steel on the safe's exterior. When I had a bare spot, I fitted a special one-eighth-inch drill into a bit and braced my arms and shoulders as steel shrieked against steel.
It was hot work, and perspiration ran down my face. I ran the drill alternately in long and short bursts to prevent its overheating. It broke through finally, and I reversed it to get it out. I replaced it with a drill an inch in diameter and went to work again. It went more easily with the pilot hole already established.
When the second drill punched through and I withdrew it, I took a long-handled dentist's mirror and a penlight from the tool case. I inserted the dentist's mirror through the hole and then beamed the light from it, angling the mirror so that I had a good look at the safe's interior. I wanted no unpleasant surprises.
I could see nothing but loosely stacked papers and-in the rear of the safe-packets of wrapped money. I found a pair of medical forceps in a pocket of the tool case and went to work extracting documents. The forceps brought the papers to the edge of the hole, and my other hand folded and crumpled them enough to pull them through. Erikson snatched them from my hand as fast as I could produce them.
"I need more light," his voice said impatiently from behind me. I turned in time to see him carry a double handful of letters and official-looking documents from the liquor storage closet to the living room.
I went to work with the forceps again. I maneuvered a wrapped packet of money nearer the front of the safe with the forceps, broke the strap, then forced green bills through the hole in the safe a few at a time. I worked fast, not stopping to count or even to stack. I pulled bills through and let go, pulled bills through and let go. The floor at my feet and then my shoes were covered with money. This time there was going to be a payoff on a job I did for Erikson, and not only for Hazel.
When I couldn't reach any more money packets, I scooped up the money on the floor and stashed it behind a wine rack. I repacked the tool case, brushed the plaster dust off my trouser legs, and went out into the living room. Erikson was reading and discarding papers and documents with increasing haste, glancing at his watch almost with each discard.
I sat down and picked up a few of the papers he hadn't reached yet. Some were in a foreign language, Turkish probably. A couple were in English, obviously multiple carbons of official UN business Bayak had attended to for his mission.
"We don't even know what we're looking for!" Erikson snorted as he winnowed through the stack.
I found myself looking at a sheet torn off from a desk calendar pad. There was a notation on it in bold printing: "Waybill No. 45603, carton marked AEC #3M45D, Hanford, Washington, shipping weight 12 pounds."
I read it again.
"Bayak said the package on the truck weighed twelve pounds," I said to Erikson.
"What was that?" he inquired absently as he continued to riffle through the loose stack of papers.
I repeated it, and this time it penetrated. Hands stilled, Erikson stared at me. I gave him the desk calendar sheet. "Hanford, Washington!" he exclaimed. "With an AEC number! That's an Atomic Energy Commission shipment!"
"You mean-"
"I mean it could be fissionable material, and with a knowledgeable physicist waiting for it in Damascus-" Erikson rose to his feet abruptly, the balance of the papers sliding to the floor. "This thing finally begins to make sense. I'll call Washington right now and verify what's in the shipment, but without a doubt this is what the Turk is after."
He strode to the telephone. "Any chance Bayak has his own line tapped?" I suggested.
Erikson froze in the act of reaching for the phone, then picked it up anyway. "Right now I'd settle for scaring him off this job," he said grimly. "Although I'd love to catch him at it."
"He won't be anywhere near the scene," I objected.
"Oh, yes, he will," Erikson predicted. "This is Big Casino on everything he's been attempting to do in this country." He removed a card from his wallet. "Operator, this is a priority call." He ratded off a string of numbers, meaningless to me. "I want to speak personally to the Secretary of the Atomic Energy Commission in Washington, D.C."
I carried the tool case to the elevator and discovered the doorman, whom I'd completely forgotten, flaked out in a chair, snoring. I restored the fuse I'd removed to the elevator's fuse box so we'd be ready to go. "Then I'll speak to his deputy!" Erikson's voice crackled from the living room. "All right, who's there who can answer a question about an AEC shipment? Then put him on."
He identified himself to the individual at the other end of the line. "This is an emergency," he continued rapidly. "I need to know the freight line and the route for an AEC shipment on Waybill number four-five-six-O-three, carton number three-M-four-five-D out of Hanford. I realize it will take time, but it had better not take too much. No, you can't call me back here." He recited another number. "That's the phone number in our communications car. Call through the mobile operator. And push this thing for all you're worth."
He hung up the phone, bounded up the steps from the sunken living room, and approached me at the elevator. I indicated the sleeping doorman, but Erikson paid no attention. "You're still the only link," he told me. "If we get the information in time, we can pull you back from the center of the action, but right now it's on to Bayonne." He stepped aboard the elevator.
"What happens in Bayonne?" I asked as we descended.
"If we get a call telling us where we can intercept the shipment, we'll divert the truck and you'll be out of it," Erikson said. He looked at his watch in what was becoming a ritual gesture.
"And if you don't?"
"I'm supplying you with a car with a transmitter we can home in on from the comcar. We'll be behind you."
Out on the sidewalk, McLaren and a man I didn't know were standing, watching the entrance to the building. "Get into the first car with McLaren and me, Wilson," Erikson ordered. "Drake will take yours."
McLaren handed me an object I recognized as one of the beepers I had seen in the equipment room. "If you have to change cars for any reason, take this with you and attach it to the other car, preferably on the outside. It has a magnetic plate so it will stick to any metal you can reach."
The second man, Wilson, brought a canvas sack from the first car which he handed to McLaren. "This is your acetylene torch and plastic," McLaren said, handing me the sack. "And here's the map."
He handed me a detailed drawing of a waterfront area. "Don't forget to detail a man to take Abdel into custody, Jock," Erikson said. He took the map from me and marked Pier Twenty-six with a star. "We'll lead the way to Bayonne, to this point." He placed a finger on the map. "Then we'll drop back behind you."
"Suppose you lose me?"
"We can't lose you as long as you have the beeper. If we don't flag you down in the meantime, when you make contact with these people, drag it out as much as you can so we can move in close. Now roll it."
Not for the first time in my association with him, I realized that Karl Erikson would use his own grandmother to get a necessary job done.
* * *
I made the gatehouse at Pier Twenty-six with sixteen minutes to spare, according to Bayak's timetable. I sat in the car for another seven minutes before anything happened. Then a glare of headlights swept over me in the driver's seat. A sedan pulled in alongside, so tightly I couldn't have opened the door on my side.
A man jumped out and approached my car on the passenger's side. He rapped on the window. I leaned across the seat to lower it with my left hand, keeping my right close to my.38. Even in partial shadow, I could make out dark features and an Arab cast of countenance. "You have identification?" the man asked when I had the window down.
I started to ask what he meant, and then I realized. I opened the canvas sack on the front seat and showed him the acetylene torch. He nodded. "Come with us," he said.
I brought the bag and the beeper with me. When my interrogator opened the door of the sedan, I handed him the canvas sack. He leaned into the car to put it into the back, and I slapped the miniature homing device under the skirt of the rear fender. The man motioned me into the back seat, and I found myself alongside another swarthy individual who was smoking a cigarette that gave off a bitter, disagreeable odor.
The man who had approached me got under the wheel, and the sedan left the dock area and rolled along for a dozen blocks through a warehouse district. The air polluter in the back seat with me had nothing to say. Then the car swung into an alley and stopped halfway through it. Another turn and the headlights were beamed upon a corrugated steel door. The driver beeped the horn three times.
The door clattered upward and we drove inside.
My heart sank when I saw that the building was a steel warehouse.
If I knew anything about electronics, the steel would form a shield cutting off the beeper signal as effectively as if I'd dropped it into the East River.
Erikson could never find me now.
I was committed to the hijack.
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The interior of the warehouse looked as large as a football field. Powerful ceiling lights at ten-yard intervals gave plenty of illumination. Except for one corner where a green panel truck was parked alongside high-piled crates, the warehouse was empty.
A man approached our car. He was short, muscular, swarthy, and bold of eye. In appearance he could have been a younger brother of the deceased Hawk. The man listened with no expression on his hard-bitten features to our driver's rat-a-tat-tat explanation of what I took to be an affirmation of my credentials.
The muscular man nodded finally, threw away the stub of a cigar he'd been smoking, opened up the canvas sack to see for himself the torch and explosives that were my passport, and at last turned to me. "I'm Hassan," he said. "The others will be here shortly and you can conduct the briefing." His English was perfect.
I didn't say anything. I had rebounded from the low point I'd experienced upon driving inside the steel warehouse, because common sense dictated that the hijack wouldn't be taking place there. When we left for the hijack location, Erikson would once again be able to pick up the bumper beeper signals, if he trusted his equipment and didn't move too far away during the signal black-out.
Hassan said something to the man who had been riding in the back seat with me. The man went to the green panel truck, opened the rear doors, and removed a folding card table which he proceeded to set up beneath one of the overhead lights. Hassan lit up a fresh cigar before placing on the card table a sheet of paper. Even at a distance, I recognized it as a facsimile of the street plan of the hijack location I'd seen in Erikson's office, but without the circles and squares indicating the placement of men and vehicles.
There was a triple-beep outside the warehouse. Hassan went to the entrance and punched a button. The huge door slid upward and another car rolled inside. It was just as well that Erikson hadn't been following too closely, I reflected. The second car had obviously been trailing the one which brought me.
Two men got out of the second car. Both were dressed in nondescript olive-drab jackets and trousers. Facially they could have been twins of the pair who met me at the gate house. One of the newcomers was carrying an M-16 automatic rifle.
The five men crowded around the card table. "You have the floor," Hassan said to me.
"Okay. Where's the map of the actual location?"
"You don't need that."
"The hell I don't. How am I going to lay out a getaway if I don't know the location?"
"We'll take care of the getaway." Both his eyes and voice were chilly. "You take care of getting into the truck."
"Forget it!" I said angrily. "It may be amateur night for you, but not for me. I'm not going to jail for your mistakes."
"Nobody is going to jail." Hassan drew lengthily on his fresh cigar and examined me through the wreath of blue smoke he slowly exhaled. "This is a military operation, Drake. We take the objective; then we worry about the getaway."
I started to say something but he kept right on talking. "Iskir thinks you may have something going for yourself on this. I'll tell you now that it will be your last mistake if you try anything. I argued with Iskir about including you, but he insisted that instead of stopping the truck and shooting it out you could finesse us inside it less noticeably."
"But we'll still have to have a plan for-"
"The only plan we need is for stopping the truck. We're wasting time. Either you lay out the job and come with us and direct it, or we leave your body here and do it our way."
I wasn't going to win any arguments with this fanatic. "Have you seen the actual location?"
"I've seen it."
"Is there a traffic light?"
"Yes."
"Is there a curve on Road A, the road along which the truck will be approaching, either just before or just after the light?"
He squinted while endeavoring to remember. "There is a curve perhaps one hundred to one hundred and twenty meters beyond the light."
"How much is a meter?"
"Approximately three and a quarter feet."
I did a little mental arithmetic. "So there's a curve three hundred and fifty to four hundred feet beyond the light. Where's the equipment?"
He gestured toward the corner of the warehouse. "In the truck."
"Break it out."
He snapped his fingers and issued a command. Two men went to the truck and began unloading automatic weapons and sawhorses with yellow-and-black signs saying CONSTRUCTION on them. I used the time to _ transfer to the sheet of paper on the card table the rectangles and circles indicating relative positions of the target truck, the men, and the getaway cars.
"They speak English?" I asked when everyone was around the table again.
"Enough to understand," Hassan replied.
"How do we recognize the truck?"
"Show him the picture," Hassan said to the driver of the car that had brought me to the warehouse. The man produced a colored snapshot of a big jimmy-diesel with R&M Transportation Company prominently lettered on its front and the side that could be seen in the picture.
"We'll set up on the curve," I said, positioning sawhorses diagonally on the warehouse floor, simulating a gradual closure of the outer lane of traffic on a highway. "That way when we block traffic from the rear, we can stop it far enough around the curve so drivers can't see what's happening to the truck."
I pointed to the sawhorses. "We force the traffic to move over to the inner edge of the road," I said. "Everything must go past us in one lane, and slowly."
One of the men nodded. "You four will be waiting here," I continued, pointing to each of the four men in turn except Hassan, and then placing my finger on the first set of circles I'd drawn on the map. "Two on each side of the road. When the truck appears, one of each pair will swing up onto the jump-seat step on each side of the truck cab and hold a gun on the driver."
There were several nods. "When the truck stops, it will be the responsibility of the second man on the driver's side of the truck to keep the traffic on the opposite side of the road moving. Don't let anyone stop to see what's going on. Do it by arm signals if possible, but keep that traffic flowing."
I pointed to the second set of circles I'd drawn on the map. "The positions will then be as follows, except for the second man on the inner edge of the road. He will run back up the road around the curve, carrying a sawhorse and will place it across the single lane of traffic so that cars must stop. Some won't want to stop, but they must not be allowed to continue around the curve."
I looked at Hassan. "You and I will then have four or five minutes to unbutton the truck and get the package." This man would give the order for my erasure when I was considered expendable. I intended to stay close enough to him to make sure the order was never given. "We can't reasonably expect to freeze traffic any longer than that."
"It is a competent plan," he admitted grudgingly after studying the map and considering my lined-up sawhorses. "What about getting into the truck?"
"If it's just an ordinary lock on the back doors, a revolver bullet should do it. If it's anything more complicated, we'll need the torch or the plastic. The torch would take about three minutes, the explosive one minute."
"Then we are ready to proceed," Hassan announced. "Reload the truck, Ahmed. Then blindfold this one."
"Now wait a minute-" I began.
"Blindfold him," Hassan repeated. "He has no need to see until we reach the scene."
Ahmed supervised the reloading of the green panel truck, then approached me with a grimy handkerchief which he folded deftly. He placed it over my eyes and knotted it at the back of my head, then took my arm and steered me to the front seat of a car. I was relieved to find it was the car I'd come in, the one with the beeper transmission unit. Hassan settled down beside me at the wheel. I knew it was him because of the odor from his cigar.
If Erikson hadn't received word from Washington about where to intercept the truck, we were in for a bad time. Even if he made the scene while the hijack was going on with another earful of agents as he promised, we were going to be outmanned and outgunned. I'd seen enough automatic weapons aboard the green panel truck for a small-scale war. And because Bayak's suspicion of me had been passed on to Hassan, that hawk-eyed worthy was sure to attempt to punch my clock permanently the moment the shooting broke out.
I heard the rumbling sound as the warehouse door lifted again. The car backed up, swung around, and rolled forward. I heard a second car, and then a heavier engine that could only be the panel truck.
"A diesel truck on the highway isn't like a train on a track which runs on a schedule," I said to Hassan. "If there's a long wait, we're bound to look conspicuous waiting alongside the road."
"The truck won't be late," Hassan replied. "It checks in periodically on its trip across the country. It cost Iskir a lot of money to acquire the check-in information, but we know the time of the truck's arrival at the intersection, give or take five minutes. The next-to-last check-in was made twenty-five minutes ago."
"How about recognition?" I asked. "Even forcing the traffic to slow down in a single lane, a diesel rolls up on you fast."
"That is provided for," Hassan answered. "A man with a field telephone in his car is stationed at the brightly lighted intersection. When the truck appears, the man will call the green panel truck. We will have a minimum of thirty seconds warning, more if the traffic light at the intersection detains the truck. But even thirty seconds will be sufficient."
I'd made a mistake in thinking of these men as amateurs. With the fire power they possessed, a pocket battleship wouldn't have been too much of a problem for them, let alone an unarmored truck. They really didn't need me to get into it for them, either, now that I thought about it. I wondered if the shrewd Bayak's real reason for including me had been simply to supply a dead criminal body to divert the police after the hijack.
Our car stopped. I thought it was for a traffic light, but then I heard Hassan open the door on his side. "We're here," he stated. There was no emotion in his voice.
"Already?" I responded, startled. Everything had been on paper to this point. Now for the first time I had the feeling we were really going into action.
The door on my side opened, and someone leaned in. "Remove the blindfold," Hassan's voice ordered. It was ripped ungently from my eyes. When my vision adjusted, I saw a four-lane highway divided by a median. The night air felt damp. Running figures were unloading sawhorses from the panel truck across the road and setting them up on the highway on our side of the road in the pattern I'd indicated at the warehouse. Other figures were carrying weapons from the panel truck. A man handed a Sten gun to Hassan. I reached across my chest and touched the butt of my holstered Smith & Wesson to reassure myself somewhat.
Across the median the lights of the parked panel truck flipped on and off three times. "Get out," Hassan said. He still had his half-smoked cigar between his teeth. "It's coming."
I picked up the sack containing the torch and the plastic which had been in the seat between us, then stepped out onto the shoulder of the road. A car passed us, and then another, slowly, herded over to the edge of the road by the sawhorses. Another set of headlights, wider spaced, appeared on the upper perimeter of the curve. Hassan grunted and walked rapidly toward them.
A man ran out and placed a sawhorse across the single lane of traffic, sealing it off. There was an immediate shriek of hastily applied brakes as the truck loomed up alongside us. A khaki-clad figure bounded up onto the jump step as the truck came to a stop. The butt of his automatic rifle smashed through the cab window, and the man reversed his gun and leaned inside the cab. The plan called for another man to be holding a gun on the driver from the jump step on the other side, and I was sure that he was there although I couldn't see him.
Hassan strode to the rear of the truck. Both his hands were free as the sten gun was suspended from a shoulder sling. I followed right behind him. From now on I was determined that the stocky Hassan would never get behind me. Just one more straw in the wind as to my future with this group was the fact that Hassan had made no offer of the locker key to where my money presumably awaited me upon the completion of the hijack.
Hassan reached the rear of the truck while the sounds of tinkling glass from the truck's smashed cab windows still echoed in the night air. Across the road a man with a red lantern was busily waving-through traffic going in the opposite direction.
I had expected to be the one to force the door lock, and I would have taken as long as I dared to give Erikson more time to catch up to us by tracing the beeper transmission signal. Instead, Hassan unslung the sten gun and fired a long burst into the lock. It was wasteful but effective. The lock shattered, and we stood there for an instant while spent shells pattered to the roadway like falling rain.
Hassan flung open the doors and scrambled up into the truck. I turned and looked up the road. No headlights were advancing toward us. Around the curve the road had been sealed off according to the plan. I climbed up into the back of the truck and immediately drew my.38. Whatever was going to happen now was going to happen fast.
Hassan was prowling the truck's interior with a three-cell flashlight in his left hand. His right hand cradled the barrel of the sten gun still slung on his shoulder. According to the division of responsibilities outlined by the Turk, Hassan shouldn't have known what he was looking for, but he obviously did. Another indication that I was to be left on the scene as a very dead red herring.
Hassan's flashlight beam moved on past a stack of crates and lingered on a gray package, its shape almost like a miniature coffin. I couldn't see the AEC #3M45D, Hanford, Washington identifying marking, but I didn't need to see it. Hassan's pleased exclamation was identification enough. He started to bend down to pick it up, and then the night outside the truck was pierced by a rattle of machine-gun fire, followed at once by another burst, much closer.
Hassan froze in his semi-crouched position. His flashlight went out, but not before I saw the barrel of the sten gun start to swing in my direction. I fired the Smith & Wesson three times. The range was six feet. By the gun's flash I saw Hassan's cigar fall to the truck floor from his slack mouth an instant before his body fell. There wasn't much left of his head.
The machine-gun exchange continued noisily outside. Erikson had arrived, and apparently in force. Right now I was intent upon survival. This was a dedicated group, and I was sure that someone else would be after the AEC package when Hassan didn't appear.
I dragged his body to the rear doors and flattened myself on the truck floor behind it. A voice snapped an impatient question in a foreign language. I waited,38 at the ready. A man started to scramble up into the truck. He paused when confronted by the barrier of Hassan's body, then went backward over the tail gate when I put a bullet into his chest.
A machine gun went off so close to me I could almost feel the heat. Hassan's body jumped and quivered as the slugs ripped into it. Then a waist-high spray of bullets hosed down the truck's interior. I stretched out my arm as I tried to line up on the unseen machine gunner.
The machine gun suddenly became silent. It took me only a second to see why. Through the open truck doors I saw a brilliant pair of headlights rounding the curve as a big car rocketed down the closed-off, outside lane, bouncing sawhorses to one side or grinding them beneath the wheels. The limousine-type car slid to a halt to the rear of the truck. Two men rushed out; one raised his arm, and lobbed a pineapple-shaped object toward the truck. It landed short, in the roadway, and rolled beneath the truck, out of my line of vision.
I knew what it was, but I couldn't do anything about it.
There was a brilliant flare of light as the grenade went off, and a giant hand slammed the truck body upward into my stomach.
My ears rang and my sight dimmed.
I could feel the truck disintegrating around me.
Then blackness descended.
* * *
I came to with hands patting my body. "He's breathing, and I can't find any wounds," I heard Erikson's voice. "It might be just concussion. How's your leg, Jock?"
"The bullet must have hit a nerve," McLaren's voice answered. "I can't feel anything below the knee."
"I'm afraid Bill and Eddie are in worse shape," Erikson said soberly. I rolled over and sat up. "Well, back in the land of the living."
My throat was dry and there was something the matter with my ears. "Glad to see the U.S. Cavalry made it on time," I croaked.
"On time, hell," McLaren snorted. He was sitting with one leg stretched out straight in front of him. Erikson had moved to him and was probing at the leg. "Bayak was in that limousine," McLaren continued, wincing. "And whoever was with him recovered the AEC package while you were knocked out. The only break we got was that the grenade explosion blew the truck's gas tank right into the limousine and set it afire."
I looked outside. I was surprised to find that the twisted truck body was level with the roadway. Up the road I could see the big car burning fiercely.
"We nailed the man who threw the grenade," Erikson added, "but not before he got the AEC package to Bayak. And Bayak just got away in the car that brought you here. Can you walk?"
I struggled to my feet and tried it. "Sure."
"Then let's go. Jock, hold the lid on things here."
I looked around for my.38 and found it. Erikson took my arm and hustled me to a car parked in front of the truck. Across the road the green panel truck was also burning. Cars were backed up behind the burning truck, not moving. There was no traffic on our side of the road, either. It would have taken a stupid motorist indeed to encroach on the war zone. A body in olive-drab was crumpled across the median. Another lay in the middle of the road with a submachine gun still grasped in its stilled hands.
Erikson slid under the wheel, started the engine, and slammed the car down the highway. Beside him, I still felt partly numb and I was having difficulty swallowing. "That car that Bayak's in still has the bumper beeper on it," I reminded Erikson.
He grunted acknowledgment, took one hand from the steering wheel, and fiddled with a switch on the dashboard. A faint beeping tone sounded. "There he is," Erikson said. "But damn near the outer limit of pickup range." He sounded worried. "If we were in our communications car, I could call ahead and arrange a roadblock, but the comcar was shot to pieces by those bastards. And if we stop to call we'll lose Bayak."
Under the impetus of Erikson's heavy-footed driving the car was doing eighty. The continuous beeping tone became louder. "We're gaining," Erikson said hopefully. "He'll be driving like a law-abiding citizen in order not to attract attention to himself. But with the start he has-"
"There's only one place he can be headed," I said. "Kennedy International Airport."
"The direction is right," Erikson said after glancing at a dashboard compass. "But we can't be sure."
"The hell we can't. We know his next stop is Damascus. You got any.38 ammunition in this ark?"
"Try the glove compartment."
I found a box of.45 bullets and a box of.38's. I reloaded the Smith & Wesson, ignoring the swaying motion of the car as Erikson really pushed it. The speedometer needle flickered near ninety, and the beeping tone increased steadily in volume. "He can't be more than a mile ahead of us now," Erikson said. We had picked up some traffic, and he wheeled the car in, around, and through it with no thought for the brake.
"I saw the AEC package," I said. I made a shape in the air with my hands. "It looks like a gray miniature casket, about this big."
"That gets priority," Erikson stated. "Above everything." He hit the horn in a long blast, and cars ahead of us swerved out of the way. I caught a glimpse of drivers' startled faces as we whizzed past them. "If we catch him, Bayak can claim diplomatic immunity, but at least we'll recover the package from him." The beeping sound suddenly filled the car's interior, assaulting the ears almost painfully. "He must be held up at the toll bridge, by God! We're going to get him yet!"
Erikson rolled down the car window on his side and removed a gold badge from an inner pocket. In three minutes we rolled up on the lights-ablaze toll station with the car's horn blaring steadily. Automobiles scuttled to one side. Erikson picked an empty lane, slowed to sixty, and threw his badge into the collection box as we burst on through. "That'll bring reinforcements," he said when he straightened the car out again after almost driving off the road where it narrowed beyond the toll station.
The volume of the beeping tone had leveled off. "He's pushing it, too," Erikson said gloomily. "And we're getting close. I'll have to call the tower and stop all outgoing flights while we look for Bayak in the terminal. The hell of it is that he'll have a chance to make some other disposition of the AEC package the second he suspects anything is wrong."
"Why didn't the package go up when the grenade went off?" I asked.
"It takes heat," Erikson explained. "Tremendous heat at close range. A simple explosion won't do it:"
"Lucky me," I said.
I could see dawn breaking in the eastern sky. A gray world was emerging from the blackness. We were on a six-lane highway, but I didn't know where. The majority of the traffic lights were still on early-morning blinking-yellow patterns. Those that were on red Erikson ran as if they were green. Each time I tensed in the front seat beside him, expecting the crash that somehow didn't come.
A huge gray mass drifted past on our right. We were past it when it occurred to me that it must be Shea Stadium. We were almost at Kennedy, and there was still no sign of Bayak although the volume of the beeper pings had again increased substantially.
"How many with Bayak?" I raised my voice above the electronic sound.
"He's alone," Erikson replied, swerving around a cab and cutting it off sharply. I turned my head in time to see the driver roll down his window and yell something after us. "He can't be more than a couple of hundred yards ahead of us from the sound of that thing, but we're running out of time."
He edged over to the right lane as a sign said KENNEDY INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT with a pointing arrow. We were still doing seventy when we hit the turnoff. We passed another car that I looked over closely, but it was the wrong type and color. Our tires squealed wildly as Erikson alternately hit the gas and the brakes on the curves.
A dark-colored sedan appeared ahead of us as the passenger car and taxicab access road widened to a broad area in front of the loading and unloading platform. "There he is!" I exclaimed as I saw the bulbous outline of Bayak's head. A slow-moving bus threatened to separate us from the sedan, but Erikson hit the horn, bullied his way with inches to spare between bus and sedan, and curbed the sedan a hundred yards short of the terminal entrance amidst a shrieking wail of blended fenders.
I stared across four feet of space into the pasty, strained features of Iskir Bayak. The doors on my side of the car and Bayak's side were jammed together. The fat man clawed his way across the front seat of his car to the other door which he opened. Beside me Erikson bounded out of our car. The Turk straightened up on the sidewalk as Erikson started around the car after him. When he saw Erikson so close, Bayak, with a roundhouse swing of his arms like a two-handed discus throw, sailed a gray miniature casket-shaped object out into the thickening crush of cars and cabs where it bounced, rolled, and slid.
"Get the package!" Erikson yelled as I slid across the seat to get out on the driver's side. "Get the package!"
I hit the macadam, gun in hand. Erikson was already halfway to the casket-shaped object, dodging traffic. I started after Bayak who was waddling rapidly toward the entrance, his obesity in jellylike motion in his haste. The Turk turned at the sound of my running footsteps, and he had a small derringer in his right hand. I shot him in the wrist, and he howled as the gun clattered to the sidewalk.
"Money-in car!" he panted, wringing his bleeding wrist as I confronted him. "All-yours!"
I shot him in the throat twice.
He went over backward and literally bounced when he landed. His eyes were more froglike than ever in their bulging as his groping hands tried frantically to shut off the blood spurting from his torn-out throat. Never again would Iskir Bayak condone the knife-torture of a girl. No doctor could put this Humpty Dumpty together again, but he'd linger long enough in the going not to enjoy the passage.
Erikson thundered up alongside me, the casket under one arm. "Goddamnit, Earl, I wanted him alive!" he rasped at me. "Talk about an international incident!"
"You said it yourself," I told him. "Once inside the terminal and claiming diplomatic immunity, he'd have walked aboard his plane thumbing his nose at us."
"Get out of here!" Erikson ordered. "Get lost, fast! Meet me at my office in two hours. Beat it before the terminal police arrive."
I took a final look at Iskir Bayak writhing at my feet, dropped the.38 into my jacket pocket, and walked the fifty yards to the cab stand just beyond the terminal entrance. A group of bus drivers and cabbies were standing beside their vehicles looking along the sidewalk toward Erikson and the recumbent Bayak. I opened the door of the first cab in line and got into the back seat.
The driver leaned down to look in at me through the open window. "What's with the guy on the ground, Jack?" he asked.
"Stepped off the sidewalk into a car," I said.
"Oh. We thought we heard shots but it must've been backfires." He walked around the cab and got under the wheel. "Where to?"
I gave him the number of the Turk's apartment building.
I had a little unfinished business in Bayak's penthouse.
Sunlight was bathing the tops of the skyscrapers when we reached midtown Manhattan. We passed Talia's apartment building two blocks from the Turk's. I wondered how she was making out at the clinic. Even in the short run her prognosis was probably no better than Bayak's.
I handed the cabbie a five-dollar bill in front of the Turk's apartment building and walked into the ornate lobby. At first I thought it was empty as I headed for the penthouse elevator on whose bronze doors I could see two bright-red wax seals with trailing ribbons. "Hey!" a voice said from behind me. "You can't go up there! The government closed it up!"
I turned to see the same uniformed doorman. When he recognized me, his eyes rolled upward in a "here we go again" routine. I took out my.38 and with its butt smashed the wax of the seals. "Get aboard," I told the doorman. As before, I couldn't leave him behind to sound an alarm.
We rode up in the elevator. He had nothing to say but I could hear him breathing. "Sit," I told him in the black-and-white foyer, pointing to a chair after I removed the elevator's fuse from the box. He sat, and I descended the stairs to the sunken living room and entered the liquor storage closet.
It took me five minutes to sort and stack the loose bills I'd pulled through the hole in the side of the safe with the medical forceps and stuffed behind the wine rack. There was nothing smaller than fifties in the collection, and the total came to a tidy $193,000 including Hazel's $75,000.
I left the closet and ransacked the Turk's mahogany desk. I found a book of address labels and a roll of stamps which I appropriated. In the butler's pantry I scrounged heavy wrapping paper, twine, and cardboard stiffener. Back in the closet, I fashioned a snugly wrapped package of the money after setting aside one thousand dollars in fifty-dollar bills. I tied the package securely, using double knots and affixed an address label after making it out to Mrs. Hazel Andrews, Rancho Dolorosa, Ely, Nevada. Last of all I stuck two dollars worth of stamps to the package.
I climbed the steps to the foyer, with the package under my arm. "Forget what I looked like and get rid of this before they ask you what happened to the seals," I told the doorman, handing him the thousand in fifties. His eyes widened at the feel of the crisp bills.
I replaced the fuse and we descended to the lobby. I had to wait while a man and woman passed through it, and then I walked through the heavy glass doors out onto the sidewalk. I had to walk five blocks before I found a mailbox with a wide enough opening to accept the wrapped package. It hit the bottom of the box with a satisfying thump.
I looked at my watch.
I had twenty-five minutes to have breakfast before I was due at Erikson's office.
Erikson would know what happened to the seals when he heard about it.
On that count and several others I was due to get plenty of jawbone from Karl Erikson, but for once I didn't care.
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