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Crime novels in a class of their own - tough, action-packed and surprising in their resolution. Investigators on the trail of unscrupulous criminals. Thrilling novels in one book: ideal as vacation reading.

This book contains the following five crime novels:
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Dinner with conversation

The satanic roast 
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Under the Sign of the Fly
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by Alfred Bekker

Leslie Craven works for a literary agency and leads an inconspicuous, reclusive life.

Until one day he disappears after being threatened by two strangers. A few days later, one of the two assailants is found dead in the East River. Bount Reiniger is assigned to search for Craven and it soon becomes clear that there is nothing wrong with this man - neither his name nor his CV. Craven was living under a false identity. The further Bount Reiniger goes with his investigation, the deeper he gets into the maelstrom of mysterious and life-threatening events that have some connection with Craven's double life. When Bount tracks down Craven's sister, strangers ambush him and he narrowly escapes. Suddenly the private detective is targeted by Andy Carillo, a vengeful underworld figure with whom Leslie Craven seems to have unfinished business.

Events come thick and fast. A dead FBI man causes confusion before Bount finds the right lead...
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Main characters:
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Leslie Craven is a man about whom nothing is as it seems.

Joricia Nolan is in deep trouble.

Andy Carillo has come to New York to pay old bills.

Toby Rogers has a few disagreements with an FBI official.

Roger Delcourt also went by other names.

Bount Reiniger solves the case.
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"He calls himself Craven," the dark-haired man in the brown cashmere jacket said as his gaze traveled over the plain furnishings of the hotel room. "Leslie Craven. He works in a literary agency, lives alone, has hardly any contacts."

The other man in the room was leaning over the washbasin, scraping the last of the shaving foam from his angular face and reaching for a towel. Then he combed his thinning light blonde hair back and turned to his partner.

"Anything else?"

"You could at least take a look at the pictures I took."

"Please!"

The blond took a very cursory look at the pictures and then nodded.

"That seems to be him," he muttered.

"I'm in favor of going through with it soon," the man in the brown jacket replied.

The blond didn't seem particularly enthusiastic about this.

"There's no way this thing can go wrong," he said. "I'm in favor of watching Craven a little longer."

"There's nothing more to find out about him," the other replied calmly. "We know his daily routine, we know when he gets up, when he goes to work, who he's spoken to on the phone in the last two weeks and which stores he shops in regularly!"

The blonde narrowed his eyes slightly as he went to his open suitcase and took out a fresh shirt. After putting it on and buttoning it up, he picked up something else. A pistol and its shoulder holster. When he had strapped on the gun, he asked, "Do you have a plan yet?"

The other nodded. "Down to the last detail," he claimed.

"Okay," muttered the blonde. "Go ahead and shoot then!" Meanwhile, he took the gun in his right hand, reached into the case again briefly with the other and then slid a full magazine into the pistol grip.
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Leslie Craven was a tall, lean man whose age was difficult to determine. His hair was still thick enough that you couldn't see his scalp peeking through, even though he wore it quite short. But there were a few gray strands. Craven stood at the window of the open-plan office and gazed thoughtfully down at the labyrinth of New York City's street canyons. It was a clear day with excellent visibility.

"Leslie! Are you dreaming?"

Craven seemed to be out of it for a moment, then he turned around and looked into Carla Davis' sea-green eyes.

"A little," Craven replied with a wan smile.

Carla was at least a head shorter than Craven. A good-looking woman in her mid-thirties with enough sex appeal to melt the coldest block of ice.

With Craven, however, she had been more or less unsuccessful so far, although she had left no stone unturned. But it had never come to more than a lunch date during the already far too short lunch break and an evening together in a theater on Broadway.

Carla furrowed her brow a little. Something was wrong with Craven today, she realized immediately.

"Leslie, what's the matter with you today!"

Craven grinned. But it seemed strangely mask-like. "I'm doing great, Carla. Thank you."

That was the end of the conversation for him. But not yet for Carla. "You can tell me all about it," she said. But Leslie Craven was as good as deaf in that ear.

"Maybe I'll go on vacation for a few days," Craven then mumbled absently.

"Where are we going? Long Island, perhaps? Maybe not bad at this time of year! But the boss won't be too keen..."

"The boss is never thrilled when you want a vacation," Craven replied.

"He told me to tell you to come see him, by the way, Leslie!"

Craven shrugged his shoulders. Now he suddenly seemed to be his old self again. Confident, superior and a little too cool, Carla thought.

The boss was a somewhat overweight man called Mark Franklin. He was someone who knew his business like no other and had led the Franklin Literary Agency up the ladder of success.

When Craven entered Franklin's office, he was eating a sandwich he had brought with him. As long as Craven had been working here, he couldn't remember seeing Franklin take a lunch break. The boss usually worked through the day and ate something on the side. That certainly wasn't the real secret of his success, but it showed the attitude with which he ran his business.

"What's up?" Craven asked as he took his right hand out of his wide trouser pocket.

Franklin made an important face. "There was a call for you," he then reported. "Earlier, while you were out to dinner."

Craven raised his eyebrows. He could guess what it was about. "The Japanese?" he asked.

"Yes," Franklin nodded, leaning forward a little. "Carla put the conversation to me, but we were pretty much at a loss. After all, you're the only one here who speaks Japanese - and Mr. Nakamura's English isn't exactly easy to understand."

Craven shrugged his shoulders. "I'm sorry!"

"It's not your fault. But it would be good if you could start preparing the contracts!"

Craven now placed the folder he was holding under his arm on Franklin's desk. "All ready," he said, and Franklin looked up in astonishment.

"All respect! When did you...?"

"I want to take a few days off tomorrow."

"Well, just now, as we're doing business with Nakamura. Japan has 120 million inhabitants. That's a book market where you can achieve very respectable print runs."

In other words: a huge business. And Leslie Craven was the one who had made it happen. Franklin was well aware of this - and that was Craven's trump card.

"As I said, it's all wrapped up now," Craven said rather calmly.

"Nakamura hinted that his company is also considering buying the Kim Basinger tape from us," Franklin replied.

"How nice," muttered Craven. But he didn't really seem happy about it, even though it was his success.

Franklin sighed. Then he said, "All right, Les, you get your vacation. Now that Nakamura's taken the bait, maybe things will work out without you."

"I think so too."

Franklin frowned at his employee. He scratched the back of his head thoughtfully and then leaned forward a little.

"What's wrong, Les?" he then asked in a confidential tone.

"I just need a few days, that's all." Leslie Craven smiled. "I'm feeling a little burnt out, if you know what I mean."

Franklin nodded. "We all get to that point at some point." He laughed hoarsely. "Usually at an inopportune time."
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"What's that?"

"It's coffee, Bount. It's so strong that there's at least a small chance you won't fall asleep again when you're sitting opposite your client!"

Bount Reiniger, the well-known New York private investigator, tightened his mouth after taking the first sip. The coffee tasted bitter, but at the moment it was probably the only chance he had of quickly recalling a few spirits. The private detective had hardly slept at all in the last few nights. Bount had been on the trail of harbor pirates who were making entire container loads disappear on behalf of a shipping company. Night-long surveillance had finally led him to success and last night the gang had been caught in the act and arrested.

Not a pleasant job, but a very lucrative one.

"I just hope this client has a job that can be done during the day," Bount mumbled to his pretty assistant June as he ran the flat of his hand over his face.

June smoothed out her tight-fitting, dark blue dress, which rather accurately traced her well-proportioned forms.

"Who knows," she replied, tossing her blonde mane back. "You might not even get the job if the gentleman over at the office finds out about your condition. He gives me a very dynamic and energetic impression."

"Who is he?"

"His name is Mark Franklin and he runs a literary agency that specializes in licensing so-called 'books to film'. That's all I could pull out of his nose. He wants to talk to you in person."

Reiniger shrugged, drank the rest of his coffee and then entered his office. He tried to make a reasonably fresh impression.

Mark Franklin gave Bount a thorough inspection. The private detective clearly sensed that he was being weighed and assessed in those three seconds. Bount shook his hand and introduced himself.

"I hear you're very good at your business, Mr. Reiniger," Franklin began.

He raised both hands in a helpless gesture and then added: "To tell you the truth, this is the first time I've come to see someone like you. You were recommended to me..."

"Where's the fire?" he asked as he sat down behind his desk.

"It's about one of my employees. Leslie Craven. He's disappeared."

Bount frowned and leaned back a little. "Tell me," he murmured as he put a cigarette between his lips.

Franklin lifted his shoulders. "Last Wednesday, Leslie asked me for a few days off. Yesterday was Monday, so he should have been back at the agency. But he didn't show up."

"Did he go away during his vacation?"

"I don't know, I didn't ask him. But even if something had come up so that he couldn't come into the office on Monday, Leslie would have called through and let me know. I'm absolutely sure of that. Leslie is a one hundred percent correct employee...", the agent sighed, "...and a very important one at that!"

Reiniger rubbed his temples and frantically tried to stifle a yawn, which he finally succeeded in doing.

"What does Craven do with them?"

"He's very articulate," Franklin explained. "French, Spanish - and even Japanese. That's an invaluable advantage for foreign business. And our business has long been international. If a Hollywood movie is at least a mediocre success overseas, then there is a chance of marketing the corresponding book products there too: The novel about the movie, a book with photos about the movie, a book about the star of the movie, in one case or another even a comic adaptation or a photo novel." You could clearly see Mark Franklin's exasperation. "As I said, the foreign business was largely in Leslie's hands and now we're looking pretty stupid, as you can imagine!"

Bount nodded. He could see where this was going. But he wasn't particularly enthusiastic about it. "You want me to find this Craven for you, right?"

"That's right."

"He's only overdue since yesterday. That's not really a reason to hire a private detective."

"Under normal circumstances, you might be right. But there are a few other things that cast the whole thing in a strange light."

"And what would that be?"

"I'm always the last to leave the office. Wednesday was no exception. Down in the parking deck, I watched Craven arguing with two guys. Unfortunately, I couldn't understand what they were saying because a car was driving past. But it wasn't a friendly conversation. One of the guys had a gun. It looked like a street robbery or something. You can't be sure of your life in these dark parking decks these days."

Bount listens up. "What happened next?" he asked.

"Leslie finished them off, including the one with the gun. A few practiced blows and the guys were lying in the dirt. I had no idea until then that he could do something like that! Leslie then got into the car and sped off."

"And the guys?"

"No idea. I made sure I got into my car as well. Like I said, I thought they were muggers and I had no desire to be their next victim."

"I understand," Bount nodded.

Franklin grinned. "Because I'm not exactly athletic, if you know what I mean."

"Did you see the faces?"

"Only one of them. The second man was in the shadows."

"Describe him!"

"He may have been your height, Mr. Reiniger. A few centimeters shorter, but not by much. Blond hair, high forehead. But I only saw him very briefly from the front." He paused for a moment, then thought of something else. "Oh yes, he was wearing a leather jacket with Eagle written on it."

"And what do you suspect now?" asked Bount. "A kidnapping? Maybe it really was muggers."

Franklin shrugged his shoulders. "Possibly. But I went to his apartment yesterday. His landlady claimed not to know anyone called Leslie Craven."

"Were you at the apartment?"

"No. But there was a sign saying it was for rent. Besides, his car is deregistered."

Bount's eyes narrowed.

"How did you know that?"

"I have an acquaintance at the DMV. I thought that the address on Craven's papers might no longer be up to date and was hoping to get hold of him that way. I know his car number, after all, he has a reserved spot on the parking deck."

Bount nodded thoughtfully. When you put it all together, there was a lot that was strange about it.

"What do you think happened?" asked Bount.

Franklin shrugged his shoulders. "I haven't the faintest idea. There haven't been any ransom demands yet, but that could still come. All I know is that Leslie has disappeared."

"Have you filed a missing persons report?"

"Yes, I have. But you know better than I do what comes out of something like that, Mr. Reiniger. And they're not doing anything at the moment. A man who doesn't come into the office for the second day! They didn't take me seriously at all!"

Bount could imagine that vividly. "Okay," he muttered. "I'll see what I can do."

"It shouldn't be about the money," said Franklin. "No matter how outrageous your daily rates may be - an employee like Leslie Craven is definitely worth it!"

"Nevertheless, don't expect miracles from me, Mr. Franklin."

"I'm a realist." And in the next moment, Franklin placed a folder on the table. "This is Craven's personnel file. I think you'll need it."
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"A pretty slick resume," June noted as she leafed through Craven's file. Bount, who had already skimmed the contents, stood at the window and gazed out at the clear sky over Central Park.

Craven was in his mid-forties, born in Chicago, the son of a truck driver and a saleswoman. His final grades in school were all slightly above average, but not so much that it was particularly noticeable. Then a few years in the army and a degree at the University of California in Berkeley.

Business administration and foreign languages. A few jobs with various companies followed, which he represented in the Far East and North Africa. He had been working for the Franklin Literary Agency for three years.

Franklin had sensibly included a photograph with the documents. The picture had obviously been taken at a party or a company event.

Franklin had circled Craven's head in felt-tip pen and made a note to that effect on the back of the photo.

"Do you have any idea where to start?" June asked, closing the folder and putting it back on the desk.

Bount turned around and shrugged his shoulders.

"Nobody just disappears without leaving a trace," said the private detective confidently.

"That seems to be exactly the case here, Bount!"

"Yes, and if it weren't for those two guys who got to this Craven, you might get the idea that he went into hiding of his own accord."

"But why, Bount?"

"I don't know. If we knew that, we'd probably have found him halfway by now, I guess!"
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Bount Reiniger would have liked to lie down for a few hours, but in this case he thought it would be better to start his research right away. Enough time had already passed since Leslie Craven had disappeared. And the leads on such a search for a person went cold faster than one might have liked.

Craven had lived on the third floor of a terraced house. A well-kept old building in a quiet location. The owner lived on the first floor and was called Martha Raglan. She was an energetic-looking lady in her sixties who opened her door just a crack for Bount and wouldn't dream of releasing the chain. Bount could basically understand her. She was afraid of strangers ringing her doorbell.

"Who are you?" she asked. "I don't buy anything at the door and I'm already insured!"

"My name is Bount Reiniger. I'm a private investigator."

Her eyes narrowed a little. But she couldn't tell whether she believed Bount or not.

"You don't say..." she mumbled barely audibly.

Bount refrained from shoving his license under her nose. He had a feeling that the lady on the other side of the door would probably only give him one chance to show her anything at all. And so Bount showed her the photo of Craven instead.

"Do you know this man?"

"What about him?" she asked. "Did he commit a crime?"

"He just disappeared," Bount replied. "And there are a few people who are worried about him."

She looked again. But Bount couldn't shake the feeling that she was doing this like someone fulfilling an unpleasant obligation. "The one in the circle?"

"Yes."

"Sorry!" She handed the photo through the gap and a second later she had shut the door in Bount's face. The private detective could still hear her turning the key. He shrugged his shoulders. He was no different to Mark Franklin, who had obviously had a similar experience the day before. After all, Leslie Craven had a phone and was listed in the phone book with this address. Even if he had moved without telling anyone at the Franklin agency, he had certainly lived here at one time.

Strange that his landlady couldn't remember it.

As Bount walked towards his car, he saw something flying towards him at the last second. He raised his hand quickly. A ball dripped off and bounced on the asphalt. A couple of boys were standing a few meters away. The youngest was not yet at school, the oldest perhaps ten or twelve years old.

They waited for a moment and seemed quite shy.

Bount picked up the ball and passed it back. One of the boys caught it.

They wanted to go back to their game, but Bount's voice stopped them.

"Wait a minute!" he called and came up to them. They looked at him with a mixture of suspicion and interest. "Do you play here often?"

Some of the boys nodded. "Yes."

Bount held out the photo of Craven to them.

"Do you know this man?"

They looked at the photo with interest and gave it a once-over. "He lives in that house over there!" one of the boys finally said, pointing to the house that belonged to Martha Raglan. "But I don't know his name."

"That's all right," replied Bount. "It doesn't matter."

"My ma always says he's a pretty funny man," a little boy with reddish-blond hair and an untied shoelace spoke up.

Bount raised his eyebrows. "Why does your ma think that?"

"Because he never says hello. And if you ask him anything, he won't say anything."

"Did you play here yesterday too?"

"Yes," confirmed another boy.

"Did you see him yesterday?"

"No."

"And the day before yesterday?"

"Neither."

Now the little boy spoke up again. "Are you a policeman, mister?"

Bount smiled. "Something like that."

"Are you going to arrest him?"

"No, just asking something."

"He's not at home, though."

"How do you know that?"

"Because his car isn't here. He drives a great Mercedes. Like that one in front!" He pointed to Bount's 500 SL. "I'd like to have one like that one day."

"How long has it been since you've seen his car?"

The boy shrugged his shoulders. "All the last few days. I can't remember exactly."

Bount nodded. "Okay, boys. You're good observers."

A little later, he was back behind the wheel of his champagne-colored Mercedes 500 SL. He didn't think going back to Martha Raglan to ask her why she claimed not to know Craven was very promising. Running up against such a fortress was unlikely to yield much.

So his first port of call was his friend Toby Rogers, the rather corpulent captain of Manhattan C/II Homicide. The two men had known each other for years, and whenever possible, one would help the other out of a tight spot if it was in his power to do so. Both sides benefited from this cooperation. Reiniger had access to the police department's laboratories and archives, while Rogers could count on the private detective's help when it came to digging for information in places where the doors closed almost automatically for a cop.

When Bount arrived at the department, he was told by a lieutenant that Rogers was not at his desk, but in a coffee shop nearby.

"Maybe I should call the captain on his beeper?" the lieutenant grinned. His name was Browne, he was rather long and lanky and had a tangle of untamed dark curls on his head. Bount knew him well too.

"Just don't!" Bount replied. "I don't want to upset him before I've even asked him for a favor!"

Browne laughed heartily at this.

A little later, Reiniger met his friend Rogers sitting in Miller's Coffee Shop in front of his second breakfast. He had already eaten most of it, though.

"Hello, Toby."

Rogers looked up. "See you around again? If you've been following me this far, then you certainly didn't just come here because of our friendship!" The police captain pointed to an empty chair as he shoved the last bite into it and then wiped his mouth with a napkin.

"Sit down!" he growled.

"It's about a man who's disappeared. His name is Leslie Craven. I've got a picture of him too." Bount explained the case to Rogers, who finally shrugged his broad shoulders. "Bount, I'm captain of Homicide, not Missing Persons."

"I know, Toby."

"Have you checked his next of kin?"

"He doesn't seem to have any. None that are still alive, anyway. His parents are dead, he didn't have any siblings and he was never married."

Toby raised his eyebrows. "A kidnapping?"

"I have no idea."

"Maybe he was just fed up with his job. How many people do you think suddenly think of extending their vacation on their own authority, or suddenly pack their bags and move to another city never to be seen again? And after such a short time, I wouldn't worry too much if I were you anyway!"

"But my employer is." Bount shrugged his shoulders. "It's also possible that the whole thing will end up being your responsibility, Toby!"

"Murder?"

"I'd like you to ask around a bit to see if this Craven has been fished out of the East River or is lying in some morgue."

Bount handed Rogers a photograph. The captain took a quick look at it and then pocketed it with an audible sigh. "Okay," he said. "I'll see if there's anything I can do."

"And then there's those guys Craven took down in the parking garage." Bount handed Rogers a piece of paper. "I've got a brief description of one of them here."

"And what about the other one?"

"My client couldn't recognize him exactly. If you don't mind, I'll show up at your place with him in the near future so he can take a look at the department's photo collection. If he's on record, that could provide a useful lead."

"Whatever, Bount."

Rogers' beeper came on at that second. The captain sighed. "I hope there's no work to be done," he said. But secretly, of course, he knew that was exactly what it meant. Either there was an important lead in one of the unsolved cases piling up as files on his desk - or he would have to open a new file shortly. Rogers hoped for the former.
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Reiniger's next stop was the office of the Franklin Literary Agency. He wanted to ask around the staff and the first person he came across was a graceful, pageboy-headed woman named Ridley, who looked very fragile in her lime-green, tight-fitting dress.

"You must be Reiniger, the detective the boss has hired," Ridley concluded. Her smile was businesslike.

"Right," Bount nodded.

"Well, to be honest, I won't be able to tell you much about Leslie Craven."

"But Craven's been employed here for three years!" Bount pointed out.

Ridley nodded and then blew a strand of hair out of his eyes.

"And I've been here for four years," she whispered. "His desk is over there and yet I know next to nothing about him - except that he speaks several languages. That's probably why he's always been so successful."

Bount nodded.

"It makes a difference when you speak to a customer in their native language - is that what you mean?"

"Yes, exactly."

"Have you ever seen where he lives?"

"No."

"Have you ever had a conversation with him about personal matters? Whatever it is, it could be important."

She shrugged and then shook her head in a way that made her pageboy head swivel around with half a second's delay.

"No," she said, "you know, he was pretty outgoing. If you asked him anything to do with himself, he was always quick to avoid general territory. If he was invited to any parties, he usually didn't show up. His reasons were always a bit far-fetched, but why should I care? After all, everyone can live as they please, don't you think?"

"Of course," Reiniger murmured. But Leslie Craven's way of life didn't exactly make it easy for a detective to pick up his trail or even get a picture of him. Everything remained strangely pale. There was a photograph at a company party. And that was it. A man with no rough edges. Without a profile, without anything distinctive. The only thing that seemed unusual was his language skills.

Ridley took a deep breath.

"The only one who had anything more to do with him was Carla Davis," Bount heard her voice. "She's sitting back there by the window, talking on the phone. Ask her about it."

"Thanks."

When Bount stepped up to Carla's desk, she offered Bount a seat with her gesturing arms, while at the same time she had the phone tucked between her ear and shoulder and was flipping through a file.

Two minutes later she had finished and offered Bount her hand.

Bount introduced himself and got straight to the point: "I was told you had the most to do with Leslie Craven. Maybe you know something that will help me find him."

Carla Davis scrutinized Bount for a moment with her sea-green eyes. She was a pretty woman. A type Bount could like. But at the moment he had other things to concentrate on.

Carla leaned forward a little and shrugged her shoulders.

"We went out together once," she then reported. "But he never talked much about himself."

"Yes, that's what your colleague Ridley told me. Was there perhaps a woman in his life?"

Carla hesitated for a second and then shook her head. "No."

"You hesitated."

"Yes. The first time he was here, I suspected he was in steady hands. But it seems to me that was a mistake."

"Have you ever been to his apartment?" 

"Yes, once. And only very briefly. It was the day we went to the theater. He had forgotten something at home, so we drove past his place. At first he didn't want to take me up there, but I pushed him a bit." A smile crossed her full lips. "I was just interested to know where Leslie was at home."

"When was that?"

"A couple of weeks ago."

"But it was the same address that's on his records?"

"Yes."

"Do you have any idea why his landlady is now claiming not to know Craven?"

A few wrinkles formed on Carla's forehead. "No," she said, "I have no idea. That woman did seem a bit quirky, but..."

Bount raised his eyebrows. "You met the lady once?"

"Yes. We met her on the stairs." Carla shrugged her shoulders. "I don't think that was a coincidence. The woman probably sits around all day and has nothing better to do than watch other people. Why she's lying now, I don't know."

"Will you do me a favor?"

"What?"

"Come with me and ask Mrs. Raglan this question once. She can't possibly maintain her claim to you that she doesn't know Leslie."

She thought for a moment. Then she nodded. "After hours?"

"Okay. I'll pick you up!"
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When Bount got back to his residence on Seventh Avenue, June had some interesting news for him.

"Just for fun, I did a little digging through Craven's resume and checked with his former high school in Chicago to see if they still know a Leslie Craven."

"And?"

"They had a student there with that name. Even in the grades Craven listed on the resume he submitted when he applied for the Franklin agency."

Bount raised his eyebrows. "So what? Then everything seems to be in order!"

"I made some more phone calls and tried to track down this Leslie Craven. He joined the army and died in a traffic accident when he was twenty-two." Bount whistled through his teeth. "In other words, there's something fishy about our candidate."

"Yes. The man Mr. Franklin hired at his agency can is not Leslie Craven."

"Have you looked into his Berkeley years?"

"I'm still doing that."

"Good luck with that. People who've taken Japanese shouldn't be too common."

June got up and went to the coffee machine to pour herself a fresh cup. "You too?" she asked, addressing Bount.

"Don't mind," he said, although he was wide awake now. There was no longer any danger of suddenly falling asleep. This thing started to get more and more mysterious the further he and his colleague dug into it.

Leslie Craven - or whatever his real name was - had begun to interest Bount.

June handed him a cup.

"A false identity," Bount muttered. "If this is confirmed, then it fits with another assumption."

"And which one?"

"That this Craven has obviously not been kidnapped, but has gone into hiding."

June shrugged her narrow shoulders. "The only question is why. Maybe Craven was a witness or something, to be given a reasonably plausible legend later."

"Yes, that's possible."

"Or he was an intelligence agent."

"Then the question is who he was working for."

"And why he disappeared head over heels like that."

Ten minutes later, the call came from Toby Rogers...
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It was on one of the piers that jutted out into the East River. Even from a distance you could see that something had happened here. City Police patrol cars and a few civilian vehicles were parked around. When Bount reached this spot, the hearse had just arrived. A few onlookers were also standing around. Bount parked his champagne-colored Mercedes somewhere to the side and then listened to people talking for a moment. Afterwards, a fisherman had made an unusual catch. A corpse, rolled up in a Persian rug.

Bount let his gaze wander a little and a little later he spotted Captain Rogers.

One of the uniformed officers tried to hold Bount back, but the private detective showed his license. "The captain is expecting me," he explained.

The uniformed man nodded. "Go ahead, Mr. Reiniger! I'm sorry, but I couldn't see that in your face."

"Never mind."

And then Bount was on the pier a few seconds later. Rogers and Lieutenant Browne were standing to the right and left of the body. The doctor had just finished and left, while one of the forensics team was now working on the body.

"Hello, Bount. That was quick," said Rogers. He pointed to the body.

It was a man with blond hair and a high forehead. "It says Eagle on his back," said the captain. "Is this the guy you gave me a description of?"

Bount nodded. "Could be. I've told Franklin. He should be here soon and can tell you more."

And Franklin did indeed come. One of the uniformed officers accompanied him. "This man here really wants to see you, Captain!"

"It's all right!" shouted Rogers.

Mark Franklin's gaze first turned to Bount. Only then did he look at the body. He had obviously never seen anything like it before, so he only looked very briefly and then turned his head to the side. Franklin swallowed.

He was a hard-nosed businessman who had been washed in all kinds of water, but this was obviously a bit beyond what he could take.

"Is this the man, Mr. Franklin?" Bount asked.

Franklin nodded. It took him two seconds before he could follow up with a weak "Yes."

"Are you sure?"

"Absolutely." He looked at Bount questioningly. "What does that mean, Mr. Reiniger?"

"I have no idea yet, sir. But I'm going to find out."

"If you know anything, please let me know, Reiniger!"

"All right," nodded Bount.

Franklin undid his tie knot and the first button of his shirt and gasped. "I'm sure you'll excuse me now..." And with that, he walked away.

"A corpse that's been lying in the muddy waters of the East River for a while is not for the faint-hearted," Rogers grumbled.

Bount raised his eyebrows.

"What's the man's name?"

Rogers raised his arms and took Bount aside a little. "He's got nothing on him to indicate his identity. No passport, not even tags in his clothes."

"And how did he die?"

"Broken neck," muttered the captain. "For what it's worth, someone knew pretty well how to kill without making a noise or getting dirty."

"A professional?"

"Can't rule it out!" the captain replied, shrugging his shoulders.

"In any case, you won't be able to avoid looking after Leslie Craven now, Toby," Bount replied.

"I'm afraid you might be right," Rogers nodded. Craven was possibly an important witness in this case.

Or even the murderer.
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"Come to think of it, Leslie was a pretty weirdo," Carla Davis said later, sitting next to Bount in the passenger seat of the 500 SL. She shrugged her shoulders. "I'm already talking about him in the past tense. As if he were dead."

"Maybe he is," Bount said.

"Are you serious?"

"I can't rule out any possibility."

When Bount had to stop the Mercedes briefly at an intersection, he took a black-and-white photo from his jacket pocket that had been taken of the East River corpse. Carla took the photo and frowned at it. "Who's that?"

"Have you ever seen him before?"

"Does he have anything to do with Leslie?"

"Possibly."

"I don't think I know him."

"What do you mean, 'I don't think'?"

She looked at the picture again. Instead of answering Reiniger, she asked, "He's dead, isn't he?"

"Yes."

She handed the picture back to Bount.

"And how does this relate to Leslie?" she asked.

Bount couldn't give her an answer to that either. Not yet. But there had to be a connection between the two. A little later, Bount parked the 500 SL in front of Martha Raglan's house. They got out and Bount said to his companion: "Try your luck!"

She nodded.

But even for her, the front door only opened a crack.

"Do you remember me?" Carla asked. "I was here with Mr. Craven. We went upstairs to his apartment together."

Martha Raglan's gaze went from Carla to Bount, who was standing two steps behind her.

"You again? I'm going to call the police!" she hissed at the private detective.

Reiniger remained calm. "They might come to you soon anyway," he said. "Because Mr. Craven could be an important witness in a murder case." Bount let that sink in for a few seconds. And indeed, something changed in her features. Martha Raglan now looked thoughtful. "What is it now, ma'am? Are you still going to tell this lady that a man called Leslie Craven never lived here? Miss Davis can testify to the contrary. And the police will find that very strange!"

The landlady took a deep breath. It was obvious that she felt anything but comfortable in her own skin at that moment.

Finally, she opened the door fully and said: "Come in. Both of you!"

Bount and Carla followed her. Then Martha Raglan suddenly stopped and said, "All right, there really was a Mr. Craven living here."

"Until when?" asked Bount. "When was the last time you saw him?"

"That was..." - she thought for a moment - "...on Wednesday morning! Last Wednesday, before he went to work. He usually left for work around that time, but I don't know where he went that day."

"Did he say anything?"

"He said that people would ask about him and that I should say that I didn't know him. But I had no way of knowing he was involved in a murder!"

Bount nodded slowly. Presumably Craven had offered the lady a few bills for her services. "Okay," he muttered.

"By the way, there was someone here before you who inquired about Mr. Craven."

Bount listened up. "Was that yesterday?" In that case, she was talking about Mark Franklin.

"There were two men. One was here yesterday, the other came on Thursday or Friday," she said, making a strained, thoughtful face, "I don't remember exactly."

Meanwhile, Bount pulled out the photo of the East River corpse.

"Was this man perhaps one of them?"

She took the photo and stared at it in disgust. Then she swallowed and shook her head vigorously before handing the picture back to Bount. "No," she said, "it definitely wasn't him. He looked completely different."

"Describe him!"

"Which one?"

"The one that came first. Thursday or Friday."

"He was wearing a brown jacket. But one of the very classy kind you rarely see..."

"And what else?"

"He had dark hair. And he had a little chain on his wrist that he was always playing around with. He made me very nervous with it."

"What did you say to him?"

She shrugged her shoulders. "The same as you!"

"So, did he believe you?"

"Anyway, he didn't come back."

That was an argument. "Can you show us Craven's apartment?" asked Bount.

Martha Raglan looked at the private detective for a moment before finally nodding.

She was not enthusiastic. But she agreed anyway. "Come on," she demanded and led the way.

There wasn't much to see in Craven's apartment. It looked like it had been cleaned. And there was nothing to indicate Leslie Craven anywhere. Everything had been emptied and wiped clean. "He was an exemplary tenant," Martha Raglan commented, "even when he left. He left the apartment in excellent condition."

"Was that his furniture?" asked Bount.

"The apartment was furnished."

"I see. When did Craven take his things out of the apartment?"

"I have no idea. That's a mystery to me, too. The last time I saw him that morning, he only had his diplomatic pouch with him."

The state of the apartment didn't look as if Craven had left in a hurry. He couldn't possibly get into his car one morning and take all his household effects with him without it being noticed. Perhaps he had made them disappear the night before.

Bount examined the floor. There was carpeting everywhere in the apartment except in the bathroom and kitchen.

"What are you looking for?" Carla asked.

"For traces," replied Bount. "Traces of a carpet. If a carpet has been in the same place for a long time, the flooring underneath is often less worn."

But Bount found no such spot in Craven's apartment. The private investigator turned to Carla Davis again. "Do you know if Craven had a Persian rug here?"

She shook her head.

"There were no carpets in the apartment when I was here," Carla said. "I'm pretty sure there were. I still thought something like that would fit in well here."

"Do you remember any of Craven's personal belongings?"

She seemed to think about it and then shrugged her shoulders after a short pause.

"No," she said, "actually, there wasn't anything special. Everything seemed pretty impersonal to me." She paused. "There were a few magazines lying around."

"What magazines?"

"One of the ones with giant breasts on the cover. Penthouse, I think. Next to it was an issue of Military Review. I was a bit surprised, because he never gave me the impression of being a gun nut."

When Bount and Carla sat next to each other again in the champagne-colored 500 SL fifteen minutes later, she seemed rather silent. Bount took her to Third Avenue, where the office tower where Mark Franklin and his agency had their offices was located. Carla still had her car on the parking deck, so Bount was supposed to drop her off here. Before she got out, she asked Bount for the photo of the blond that Rogers' people had taken from the East River. Bount gave it to her. She took it, glanced at it again, then nodded. "I could be wrong, but maybe I've seen this man before."

"Where was that?" Bount asked.

"In the corridor outside the Franklin Agency offices, I think. I noticed him because he was standing there, leafing through a newspaper. I immediately thought that somehow he didn't fit in there."

"Do you remember when that was?"

"Last week. A day or two before Leslie went on vacation."

"Thank you."

She shrugged. "I hope you can make some sense of it."

"You rarely know beforehand, I'm afraid!"

She hesitated before getting out. Something was still on her mind. She turned to Bount and finally asked, "What do you think happened to Leslie?"

"I'm being paid to find out," Bount replied.

"You know, I like him. Unfortunately, he never reciprocated. At least not the way I would have liked him to. Still, he's a fine guy - even if a lot of people didn't understand him because of his somewhat secretive nature."

Bount raised his eyebrows. "Did you understand him?" he asked.

Carla shook her head. "I'm afraid not. But what am I talking about here! I'm sure you're not interested!"

Bount smiled authoritatively. "I'm interested in everything to do with Leslie Craven. No matter how casual it may seem. A man doesn't just disappear and vanish into thin air. It must have something to do with his life."

Or with his double life, Bount added in thought.

She shrugged her shoulders thoughtfully. "It's strange, isn't it? The moment someone disappears, you realize that you know next to nothing about them. Nothing significant, anyway. I could tell you now that he has an excellent memory and knows all the phone numbers that are important to him by heart."

"He's probably pretty accurate."

"He is. And very controlled. The only time I've ever seen him out of control was when some crazy guy on the highway almost pushed us into the guardrail during an overtaking maneuver." She smiled. "But at least he was still in control enough to remember the license plate number and report the guy afterwards."

"You've been on the road with him a lot?"

"That was on business, Mr. Reiniger. We went to a publishing house together to talk about the design of an illustrated book." She suddenly looked at Bount questioningly. "Do you think Leslie is still alive?"
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"We've turned our files upside down and made inquiries everywhere that might be halfway promising," Toby Rogers boomed, sometime around noon the next day, when Bount Reiniger had visited the captain in his office. Reiniger had taken a seat on a chair, put a cigarette between his lips and listened calmly.

There wasn't much that Rogers had to show. What the captain presented to his friend was not to his liking.

"In other words," Bount finally concluded between puffs of his cigarette, "we don't know anything about the blond with the Eagle jacket."

"That's right," Rogers nodded. "And his killer has made sure to make it as difficult as possible for us."

"What about the jacket?" asked Bount. "Even if the tags are cut out, you should be able to find out where it was bought..."

Rogers nodded. "You're right. This jacket isn't exactly commonplace - and above all, it was probably quite expensive. But at the moment we're pinning our hopes on this man's teeth. He must have been to the dentist recently. In the last week, at best the week before last."

"How do you know that so precisely?"

"The body had a zinc cap in its mouth. It's a kind of temporary crown that's put on to wait and see if the nerve becomes infected and has to be pulled out. If this only turns out to be the case when the gold is already in the mouth, it will be expensive. These caps last for a few months at most and are often quite chewed up after a short time. But the one found in the corpse's mouth was still in good condition."

At least, Bount thought. Maybe that would lead somewhere.

Rogers leaned over the table a little.

"There's another thing," Rogers muttered. "This Craven..."

"Didn't I tell you that before? Leslie Craven hasn't been alive for years. The man in the photo has assumed his identity."

Rogers looked thoughtful and then nodded decisively. "That paints a picture," he said. "I had the photo scanned and duplicated." As he said this, he took it out of a drawer and handed it back to Bount. "An all-round search, so to speak. Hospitals, morgue, FBI..."

"And?"

"Someone's interfering with the investigation, Bount. Suddenly it's making it difficult to get hold of certain data. We can't get any sensible information about this man. I don't know which way the wind is blowing yet."

Bount leaned back. "Are you saying that someone in the FBI has their hands on this Craven?"

"Yeah, that's right."

"What are you going to do about it, Toby?"

Rogers shrugged. "Anyway, I'm not going to try to crack my skull on a wall! If my suspicions are confirmed, my options are at an end."

"Doesn't sound good!"

"What do you want me to do, Bount?"
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"I told you not to expect miracles," said Bount Reiniger, addressing Mark Franklin. The agent was sitting behind his desk with a rather disgruntled face. He raised his hands placatingly.

"That's not what I meant, Mr. Reiniger!"

"I just wanted to show you what I know now. And now it's up to you whether I should continue."
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