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Part 1:

SMUGGLER'S RANSOM

 

Chapter 1

October, 1984

 

I never learned the nature of the super-secret information that leaked out of the United States from Cape Canaveral and Houston Control, but it wasn't necessary for me to know that. I did learn that it would travel through Mexico and Central America, across to Cuba and then all the way to the Kremlin. Someone with authority finally got angry and frustrated enough about the leakage to launch an operation to plug it.

Covert investigation teams worked around the clock in Florida and Texas until somebody found the group's stateside base, or "safe house", in Houston.

I'd never know who found it, but it didn't matter. That wasn't my job.

My job was interception and dispatch.

Of course, any self-respecting undercover type could do the intercept. At the very least, those who worked at home should know how to keep information from getting out of the country. It was the "dispatch" part that brought me into it. The official terminology is "counter assassination"--in other words, "waste the bums". That kind of assignment tends to make some people squeamish and reluctant.

Not me, though. That's my job.

 

[image: Image]

 

The night air was warm, but I didn't mind. I'd just passed three hours in one of those Texas honky-tonks watching "cowboys" doing the two-step to an endless succession of sound-alike songs about lost girls, pickup trucks, dogs and dead horses. I shouldn't judge, though. I can barely remember the words to "Happy Birthday". We won't even discuss what I do to the melody.

 I sauntered up the street a few steps behind a noisy bar hopping group of four: three guys and one girl. As they passed the house in question, I slipped up to the door and had it open in ten seconds. Once in, I checked all the nooks and crannies, just to make sure no one else was there.

The living room was hardly furnished at all. No pictures on the walls, no couch, no easy chairs. Just a few folding chairs and two folding tables. One table was against the far wall with only a telephone on it.

I made note of the computer terminal on the other table in the middle of the room. The disc being delivered would no doubt be inspected before payment was made. Then I went to the telephone and fished in my pockets until I found the gadget. I've never been fond of gadgets. It's too easy to start depending on them. Then one day the batteries run out and you have to rely on your own strength and wits. What a tragedy.

I planted it on the bottom of the phone and pressed a button on my government issue watch.

The shrill ringing of the phone split the silence of the room. I let it ring twice more, just to make sure it was working properly, then pressed the button again to stop the racket.

I smirked at the immediate silence. My tax dollars at work, I thought.

My cynicism was cut short by a sound outside. I slipped behind a cabinet and eased the safety off my Glock before the door opened.

I heard the door close, then footsteps, and something being placed on the floor.

After what felt like a long silence, the door opened again. There was some quick shuffling, and then the voices began.

"Let's get this over with," a man said. He was frightened and nervous. Not a professional, this one.

"Oooh, you poor baby," crooned a familiar female voice. Maria Maltevar, code-name Minnie Mouse. I'd almost killed her once. This job was going to be a pleasure. "Does selling your country's secrets make you nervous?"

I almost chuckled. That's something traitors never seem to learn: even the people they sell out to despise them.

He didn't want to hear it. "Aw, shut up! Where's the money?"

Money. The same old, boring story.

I heard something being placed on the table and two clicks: a briefcase of some kind being opened.

"Right here, darling," Maria said. Then the syrup went out of her voice and she snapped, "Now where is the disc?"

I heard the hum as the computer was turned on, the clicking of the keys, and a feminine grunt of interest. I gave her just enough time to get a good look. Then I hit the button on my watch.

The telephone rang on cue and the tension level went up about a thousand percent.

"Who could that be?" Maria snapped, annoyed.

In one fluid motion, I stepped out and aimed. They were both at the computer, faces to the telephone, with their backs to me.

Just for effect I said, "Avon calling!"

Maria whirled around and reached for her own gun.

I gave her just enough time to recognize me before I pulled the trigger. She jerked as a small hole appeared between her eyes and the back of her head blew away.

My American friend was losing control. He went down on all fours in front of me. While he groveled, he groped for Maria's pistol, but his hands wouldn't cooperate. He whimpered like a frightened puppy, and he couldn't take his eyes off what had been Maria Maltevar.

I went into a forward roll as he finally grasped the piece and started to rise. Thoroughly enjoying myself, I came up facing him across the computer terminal. His voice went up an octave as I grinned before putting him out of his misery.

The phone continued ringing as I pulled the disc out of the terminal and counted the money. Five hundred thousand. Cheap at half the price, and not nearly enough. I stuffed everything into the briefcase; Maria's, no doubt; the money was still in it.

In a little while the gang in the Kremlin would know something was wrong and send investigators. Then, when they knew the score, they'd find a way to alert the authorities without revealing themselves. I wanted to be out of town while they were all rummaging around and out of the state while they were looking for me. 

I pushed the button on my watch and the incessant ringing stopped. 

One more quick look around, and a thorough search through two corpses' pockets, and I was almost ready.

Minnie Mouse and her rat were dead. "Not a creature was stirring..."

I retrieved the gadget from under the phone and slipped it back into one of my pockets. 

"Wrong number!" I announced to the room.

Then I slipped out the door, trying to move quickly while blending with the shadows.










Interlude

 

Once upon a time in a faraway place, the Pentagon, the Joint Chiefs of Staff held a midnight meeting. The directors of the Central Intelligence Agency and the Federal Bureau of Investigation were there also. All existing intelligence organizations had become too well known for certain kinds of work. Someone else had to be found. So an office was opened in a nondescript building on Pennsylvania Avenue not far from the White House. At the helm was a petite, baby-faced woman, who is only known as...Chase. When the job is too dirty or dangerous for anybody else, they give it to her. Then she gives it to somebody like me.










 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

The trip to the Houston airport and out of town was routine. I slept on the flight.

As the plane was landing at Dulles International Airport, I had the earphones on, listening to the news. Two people had been fatally shot in a rented house in Houston. It was believed that the house was a place of assignation, or a "love nest". That meant they'd found out the name on the lease was bogus. The man in question had been a junior statesman from Vermont, and his wife was in custody. A manhunt was underway for the woman's husband or whatever. They obviously believed he'd be the perpetrator.

That's fine, I thought. Play up that old angle. No one would ever know why they were really there...except Maria's employers. They weren't about to set the record straight.

A taxi that had seen better days, with a driver to match, brought me to the building I wanted. I really wanted to go home and pack. Unfortunately, we had strict standing orders to report for debriefing before doing anything else.

The lobby was done in the style that I call "modern corporate". Fake black and white marble floor and walls, with lots of aluminum and glass. Mirrors were a maddeningly large part of the design. But that was so the plainclothes guards could inconspicuously watch people.

On my way across the lobby, I smiled and made secret hand-signals to all the unseen security cameras.

I do that just often enough to keep them off-balance. When they chew me out about it, I excuse myself by calling it a conditioned reflex.

I played it straight on the elevator, composing myself. I didn't want anything to go wrong with this little interview. The elevator let me off and I approached my boss's door.

It was debriefing time.
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I gave my usual "shave-and-a-haircut" knock and heard the "Come in" as I turned the knob and stepped into the room.

It was a spartan office - white walls, one window, a couple of degrees and citations, and no pictures. No flowers, frills or decorations. To the left, a little table stood with a decanter and a few glasses on it. The decanter was always filled with some kind of rotgut nobody could stand. I could never figure out why she had it there. She never invited me to have some. Maybe she drank the stuff herself when nobody was watching.

Straight ahead was a plain desk with two gray desk chairs facing it and one high back executive chair behind it.

And Chase, of course. She had her usual subdued, blue outfit...as far as I could see from the other side of the desk. She was looking at me in the pleasantly impersonal way that secretaries and salespeople have turned into an art. 

"Ah, Mr. Donley," she said. "Have a seat."

I took the advice without comment and waited.

"I understand the assignment went well."

I nodded. "Dispatch accomplished..." I shot an imaginary gun, "and the classified information is secure." With that, I tossed the little disk onto her desk. It slid until her hand snatched it up.

Chase wasn't into mourning, especially for enemies and traitors. "Excellent! I don't know what we'd do if that information got into the wrong hands."

I resisted the feeble temptation to show interest in the information. She knew what I was waiting to hear. I could sense the stall. I forced the issue. "I don't mean to change the subject, but there's a little matter of three weeks' vacation that I'm scheduled to take."

Her eyes became distant, even though her smile pretended to be reassuring. "And you'll get it, Mr. Donley," she said, "You'll get it."

My mind said, "Here we go again!" but my mouth just said, "I don't think I like the sound of that."

She began to lose her cool. She always did that when she was on my side, but didn't want me to know it. "I'm sorry, Bill, but I have no choice! An emergency has come up. There's no one else available with your clearance level."

It was flattering, of course. That was her way of saying I was the most capable agent available. We all had the same clearance level, but we weren't supposed to know that. However, I was tired, so I started to lose my own cool. I managed to go on without raising my voice. "I'm starting to get sick and tired of your emergencies."

That did it. She swore, banged the desk and said, "So am I, but there's nothing I can do about it!"

I held a hand up. This was no time for a labor dispute. "Okay, forget it. Just tell me. What's this week's emergency?"

She grimaced at the sarcasm before getting down to business. "Do you remember Dr. Emilio Gonsalo?"

I had to think a moment. "Gonsalo?" Then I remembered. "Oh, yeah! He's that Cuban who was trained in Nuclear physics by the Russians. We helped him defect to the United States a couple of years ago, didn't we?"

She nodded. "Yes, with his daughter. Anyway, she went to some church in New York City and became a Born-Againer. Do you know what they are?"

Born-Againer. That phrase triggered a memory. I was very small, playing on the living room floor. My mother was leaning forward in her chair, saying, "Billy!" with a big smile. That was it, like a flashbulb going off, and it was gone. But it left a lingering sadness and yearning I couldn't understand.

Chase made a concerned face at me. "Are you okay?" 

I shook my head to clear it. "Oh, sure. I just remembered that my mother was one of them, but she died when I was about twelve. I don't remember much about them, though; just a bunch of religious nuts who aren't allowed to do anything." Intended to be a funny remark, it left me feeling sour and guilty.

She smirked and chuckled. "Not quite, but it's not important. The point is that, because of this experience, she decided she'd...save the communists, or something." Taking a deep breath, she went on, "She joined this group who smuggle Bibles into communist countries..."

"And got caught!" I finished, with triumphant disgust.

"Right." 

"I can guess the rest. They found out who she is and are threatening to throw away the key unless we hand over her daddy."

She nodded. "That's it, basically. Her father is hysterical. He's almost considering giving himself up to them for her safety."

I couldn't help snorting. "Sure. They can still throw the key away and blackmail all kinds of work out of him. Did this happen in Cuba?"

"No, she was smart enough to stay out of there. She's in Romania."

I shriveled inside. Not an eastern bloc country; not the Balkans. I hated the Balkans; being there always depressed me. Everything seemed grey: buildings, streets, clothing, people. And I was about to be sent there again.

Instead of my vacation.

I got up and went to the table with my decanter. There was a bottle I hadn't noticed with it, so I picked it up and read the label. It was some obscure kind of rum, over a hundred proof. I looked up and said, "Tiger Sweat?!" as if that was the brand name.

She was in no mood for it. A shrug and a wave was all I got for my humor.

I poured some into a glass anyway and got ready to say my piece. "That's just terrific. Instead of the vacation I was promised, you want me to sneak into Romania, break some religious hippie out of a maximum-security prison and bring her safely back to the land of milk..." I paused for effect and took a healthy swallow. Big mistake. It went down as smoothly as salt water mixed with battery acid. "...and honey!" I spluttered.

Chase looked mildly amused. "Not exactly. They didn't put her in prison. She's under house arrest somewhere. Her comfort is guaranteed until they hear from us." Then she stood up, her sign of dismissal. "So, the sooner you begin, the better all around."

"I can take a hint." I said, and put the glass down. 

She was silent until I opened the door to leave. "Excuse me, Mr. Donley?"

I turned. "Yeah?"

She looked puzzled. "You travel all over the world in the line of duty. You go to Hawaii, Puerto Rico, Bermuda, Europe... Tell me something. If...I mean, when you get your vacation, where will you go?"

I shrugged. "I don't know. Brooklyn, I guess."










 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

My first stop was Paris. I was traveling light, since I didn't expect to be there more than a few hours.

As far as I'm concerned, Paris is better than the Balkans, but not by much. If you're not French, you can get the impression that they'd rather you didn't exist. It was picturesque enough, but seemed fragile and unreal. I sensed an undercurrent of hostility that was probably political, which made it hard to relax.

If I ever got my vacation, I wouldn't take it in Paris.

The taxi let me off at the address I wanted on the Rue De Vaurigard, so I stepped right across the sidewalk and inside. I kept my face forward, though my eyes took in the surrounding area.

The bar was on the right, tables on the left and in back. I walked slowly, letting my eyes adjust to the dim interior.

The only light in the place came from small lamps designed to look like candles. Even the bulbs were shaped like little flames, and they cast just enough light to look at the person across the table. Moreover, the walls were black, with dim gold flake designs here and there.

Middle-aged couples sat at some of the tables, trying to act like they were still in their twenties and could hardly control their gooey-eyed passion. The champagne they all sipped or chug-a-lugged helped them maintain their fantasyland...as long as the light remained this dim.

I ignored all of that as well as I could. The man I was looking for always sat alone. That is, unless he was doing business. 

He sat at his usual table, tucked into a corner next to the kitchen door, listening with rapt attention to a young couple. They were animated, interrupting each other and nodding in agreement, though they kept their voices low.

Their talk went on for quite a while. The other patrons were too involved in themselves and each other to notice me. I felt conspicuous anyway. Occupational disease, I guess.

Finally, they were up and heading for the door. I picked up my glass and approached his table, using the name I knew was false. "M. LeChance?"

He'd been musing about something. He turned his eyes to me, and they grew as he recognized me. "Ah, M. Donley! What an unexpected pleasure! Please, have a seat."

I sat and smiled at him. Grey moustache, bald head, blue ageless eyes and old body. I knew he was missing a leg. I'd never seen him away from this table and no one ever talked about his past or description. Therefore, I still didn't know which leg he was missing.

"Now," he said, his smile filled with sincerity, "what can I do for you, eh, mon ami?"

I raised an eyebrow. "What makes you think this isn't just a social call?"

He laughed softly. "So, you wish to climb inside the brain of LeChance, eh? You wish me to explain my reasoning like the English Holmes or the little Belgian, eh? Well, did you know that they were both modeled after the Frenchman, C. Auguste Dupin?"

 I shrugged. "That may be, but Dupin was created by an American."

"Touché!"

"As a matter of fact," I went on, "none of those men ever really existed. But you're here and I'm here right now." 

"Ah, yes! The here and now are what truly and only interests you. Your imagination is poverty-stricken. No matter. I will explain.

"I do not expect the 'social call' from M. Donley because I know that he does not care for my beloved Paris. He gets off the plane, he comes to LeChance, and he gets on the plane! But always he calls first. Now, suddenly M. Donley is here, but he has not called first. So I think, 'Is Donley fond of LeChance?' Beh! Donley does not know LeChance. He only knows the excellent service he receives from LeChance.

"And now, mon ami, I am back to my first question: what can I do for you?"

I wiped the grin off my face and leaned forward slightly. "Dr. Emilio Gonsalo's daughter is being detained somewhere in Romania until he presents himself to the authorities there."

He sat back and thought, his eyes staring at nothing as he rubbed his chin with his thumb and index finger. Finally, when his memory had sorted things out, he said, "She was abducted?"

I shook my head. "No, she entered the country voluntarily and was discovered."

Now it was his turn to shake his head. "The child was a fool to go to such a place."

"That's what I think," I commented, "but she didn't come to me first."

"Why would she go there?" he said, in sincere confusion.

It wasn't really classified, and I was hoping to get information. I gave it to him. "She was smuggling Bibles in."

His eyebrows went up. "Eh? Bibles? She is the religious enthusiast? The martyr for the faith?"

I nodded.

He shook his head. "A pity. Actually, your American Christians would accomplish much more if they were not so selfish, like the rest of...excuse me, mon ami. I meant, if they were not always waiting for miracles. But no matter. I take it you are to be the mademoiselle's miracle?"

I chuckled. "I don't know what she's praying for, but I'm what she's getting. Now, my venerated friend who loves the sad gaiety of Paris, what have you heard?"

He thought a moment. "Arrangements?"

I grinned. This was always part of our little dance. "The usual amount in the usual account." All I knew was that a certain amount of cash...something scandalous, no doubt...was transferred electronically to a numbered account in Zurich whenever we received useful information from LeChance.

He nodded, satisfied. The he shrugged. "About the mademoiselle, I know only what you have just told me. About Romania...does the name Lubenkoff mean anything to you?"

I shook my head. "The last time I was there, the contact was Wormbrud. Now it's a Russian?"

"Oui. He lives in Bucharest, next door to the American embassy and, er...receives gifts, if you take my meaning, from every government who can reach him. They all know about it, but most of them believe he feeds the others misinformation."

"And in truth?"

"In truth, mon ami, he always tells everyone the absolute truth. This is poetic, is it not?" 

 










 

 

 

Chapter 4

 

On the plane I thought about how to contact Lubenkoff without being seen around the American embassy. Any activity over there would raise suspicions.

The Bucharest airport was good preparation for the city itself: dismal. Inadequate lighting hid the film that covered almost everything. Stocky, middle-aged women in washed-out babushkas pushed ancient brooms without bristles. They wrapped dirty, wet towels around the things and stayed busy.

Outside, I still hadn't come up with a good alternative, so I just found my way to Lubenkoff's neighborhood without trying to be devious or clever about it. His home was really my only option, since I knew nothing of his habits. 

After all, I didn't know what he looked like! My only choice was to meet him at home...without being seen.

I wandered around the vicinity of the embassy, going from shop to pub to restaurant, slowly changing clothes in men's rooms and fitting rooms. This went on until I'd dumped my business suit and wore my "basic black" outfit: turtleneck sweater, black jeans, black Navy boondocker shoes.

When the sun went down, I walked around the same block four times, making sure no one was watching. Then I crossed the street, to the embassy's block, and slipped over the chain link fence. I was now at the end of a long row of what passed for back yards. Fortunately, pets weren't common in these countries. That meant the only real obstacles between the yard and me were rickety fences, discarded furniture and rats.

I wasn't worried about anyone looking out a back window. There was nothing to see. For most, the evening ritual had begun: a meager meal of turnip soup, black bread and cheese, followed by as much bootlegged vodka as possible. Oblivion brought temporary relief.

I moved slowly, giving the rats time to get away from me without panicking. Too much squealing and scrambling could encourage someone to put his glass down and look out a window.

Red eyes glared at me as the little furry bodies scurried away in the dark. I had to move carefully around the debris, not wanting to surprise anything.

By the time I got to the yard I wanted, I was biting back the impulse to shoot them. One or two rats wouldn't bother me, but these multitudes made my skin crawl. Where did they go during the day?

By counting fences, I made it to the right yard and found that the cellar door was suitably rotten and splintery, and its lock was agreeably breakable.

Once in the cellar, it was time for the penlight. There was no way my eyes would adjust to the comparative total blackness down there.

As my eyes adjusted to the sudden stab of light, the floor seemed to undulate in a surge of movement in every direction at once. Now I knew where the rats went. They seemed to be about six deep, all scrambling in different directions.

It took forty-five minutes to cross the room to the stairway that led to the first landing. I should have done it in thirty seconds, but the whole city would have known I was there. I took another fifteen minutes trying to keep the stairs from creaking as I climbed.

The door at the top wasn't locked at all. Most folks were too smart to try going down here.

Now it was time for the interesting part. Which of the eight apartments in this building was Lubenkoff's?

Top floor...he could hear people coming. He had the roof if he needed it.

That narrowed the apartments down to two. From there, I just had to remember which side of this building was closer to the embassy.

The stairs up here were in better shape, and carpeted. I made it all the way to the top in record time. Approaching the top floor was the slowest. 

Guys like this one, playing both ends against the middle, had to have an alarm system.

This one was pretty predictable. Every third step was wired. I still wasn't sure whether surprise would help me. I'd been trying to keep others from knowing I was here. What about him? Would it be better to announce my presence and let him think he had the advantage?

No, I decided. Keep as many people as far off balance as possible. That was my style, and it worked.

His apartment was locked. I wanted him off-balance, but not hostile. So much for breaking down the flimsy wooden door. 

I stood outside his apartment and listened for a bit. He was shuffling around. I wanted to rush in, but I held back. Too soon, too soon. If he already has company, I'll ruin everything. Make sure he's alone. Give him time to talk to someone.

Reassured that he was alone, I gave the door four hard raps.

"Eh?" I heard. Then footsteps, followed by something guttural that I didn't understand.

"Lubenkoff!" I whispered, just loud enough for his ears. "Open up! Hurry!"

"'Hurry! Hurry!' you say. Yes, I can see that you are an American. Why do I need to see you in such a hurry?"

"I won't leave you alone until you do! Right now I'm in a race against the clock. Soon you will have to join me!" It was a gamble that he had an appointment my presence would spoil. The door was immediately unlocked and opened.

Lubenkoff was no longer young, and that was really his only distinguishing feature. Medium height, a plain face, vague gestures. This guy could get lost in a crowd of two. That would be an advantage, considering his profession.

"So, Mr. Ugly," he said, closing the door, "now we race against the clock together. What is it you wish?"

There was no point in beating around any bushes. "The Cuban physicist's daughter. I need to know where she's being held."

A look of fear swept across his face, followed by a craftiness that stayed there. "Ah! This is something that everybody races against the clock for, no? My government wants the physicist, so does yours, he wants his daughter, she wants her freedom, and everyone is in a hurry. Well! You are asking for something dangerous, Mr. Ugly American. Your Uncle will have to be rich indeed!"

"Well, let me show you. I know all about hidden weapons and devices for protection, so I want you to know I'm going for my billfold."

He nodded. "Please do so."

I pulled it out of my hip pocket and handed it to him, slowly. "It's all yours for the information."

He opened it and noticed the Russian currency. "You give me rubles?" he said, surprised.

"I realize dollars are worth more, but you would have a harder time explaining them." 

He nodded again. "All mine, eh?"

"For the information," I pointed out.

The gun came out from under his jacket as he made his wild bid for easy money. Before he could aim, my left hand grabbed his gun hand and my right hand had the same forearm, squeezing hard. Fingers in pain, he couldn't squeeze the trigger.

"All I have to do," I said, "is pretend I'm squeezing out a wet cloth, and your right hand will be useless for the rest of your life! We know how much the information is worth to me; now how much is it worth to you?" I began to twist his wrist. He winced.

He looked much older now. Wrinkles and pockmarks appeared as sweat broke out on his face. He began to babble an address. I stopped him with another squeeze. "That means nothing to me. Directions!"

The pain was in his eyes. His imagination was neutralized. He couldn't think up any lies. The directions came quickly, and I let him go. His numbed fingers nearly dropped the gun. I plucked it easily out of his hand. A little Beretta. Oh, well. Better than nothing.

"I don't think I'll stay for dinner," I said, stepping to his door. "I'll give you time to hide the rubles from your next guest. Goodbye, Lubenkoff."

As I left the building by the front entrance, I repeated his directions to myself while I strapped his little gun to my calf. I'd come prepared.

 

 


 

 

Chapter 5

 

Lubenkoff's directions were surprisingly good. It only took me a few minutes of walking to find the building Carmen Gonsalo was being held in.

They were taking special care of her. She was being held in one of those nameless, faceless high-rise apartment buildings that littered all of Eastern Europe. It was simply a matter of walking into the lobby like I owned the place and marching to the elevator. I stepped into it and pressed the button for the top floor: the eighteenth. Several people entered behind me. Some of them were security goons, but I was ready for them.

People got on and off as we slowly ascended through the building. By the seventeenth floor, I was almost alone. Two men stayed on the inside of the doors to make sure no one got off. That was a bit obvious since I was the only other one there. At the top floor, I got off and one of them joined me. As the doors closed, he stepped in front of me and said, in accented English, "You do not live on this floor!"

"Neither do you!" I said.

The unaccustomed insolence was too much for him. As he reached for me, I caught him. I grabbed his chin in one hand and the back of his head with the other. He had a split second of realization before I twisted and wrenched his head as hard and fast as I could. 
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