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  Chapter One




  It was Saturday and I was going to be married. But it was dawn and too early, yet I couldn’t sleep thinking of what was going to happen later and that twenty blocks

  farther uptown Rondine would be curled up in a bed, naked and inviting, still asleep, and in a little while there never would be a city mile between us again.




  Mentally I had already composed the letter of resignation Martin Grady would get. He wouldn’t like it. He’d do his damndest to stop it but his damndest wouldn’t be good enough.

  The day of the guns was past. The Soviets could take me off their “A” list and any future targets Grady had planned for me could breathe a little easier because whoever came at them

  wouldn’t be quite as good, nor as fast or even enjoy the work as much as I had. The odds for them would be better, even if not good enough, and they’d fall like all the others. But at

  least they’d die knowing they did have a better chance of survival.




  I wondered what Grady would say. Appeal to my patriotism? Maybe he’d remind me that nobody ever came off the “A” list. I’d always be a Red target if for nothing better

  than to teach the rest of them a lesson. When one of us went down all of us felt the impact. Or would he use the old dodge about me, like the others, having some psychological quirk that made

  staying in the business a necessity in order to satisfy our compulsions? Grady could be mighty persuasive, but one thought of Rondine could make a far more formidable argument for my side.




  Grady boy, I’m cutting out. No more guns, no more kills. I’m walking out of the jungle alive and staying that way. I liked the dough and the work fine, but now I love something more.

  Tiger Mann has been on his last hunt and now the name changes, the locale differs and the future opens. I bury the .45 in a closet for a keepsake and go into the vine-covered-cottage routine.

  I’ve seen the world and helped change it. I met the people and helped kill some. I don’t like what I’ve done. So now I’ll change Tiger Mann. Sorry, buddy, but that’s

  how it goes. That’s how Rondine wants it. That’s how I want it, too.




  The phone beside me let out a sharp, discordant note and I reached for it, annoyed. It was still a little before seven and I hadn’t put any calls in. As soon as I lifted the receiver a

  voice said, “Tiger?”




  “Yeah.”




  “Wally Gibbons.” His voice sounded tired.




  “What’re you doing up this early? You Broadway columnists never . . .”




  “I haven’t been to bed yet.”




  “So why roust me out?”




  “Because I got a call from a guy who says he knows you. He read about the last business in my column and contacted me to find you. Now I didn’t tell him a damn thing. I said

  I’d see if I could find you and pass on the message.”




  “A lot of people would like to find me,” I said.




  “That’s why I didn’t say anything. You know a guy named Clement Fletcher?”




  I ran through a list of names in my head and couldn’t place it. “Describe him.”




  “I can’t. It was a phone call. He rang my office eight times before I got the call, and he said it was urgent I get hold of you. Anyway, he left a number. Call it if you want

  to.” He reeled it off and I jotted it down absently.




  “What did he say, Wally?”




  “Nothing. He wouldn’t talk. He was excited about something and one of those guys who chew up a mouthpiece. Talked in a whisper, made it fast and said that somehow I should get you to

  call. Know what it’s about?”




  I put the pencil down and stretched out on the bed. “Not the slightest, buddy. I don’t give a damn either. I’ll make the call but if it’s got anything to do with my job

  I’ll toss it in the hopper and let somebody else pick it up. I’m getting married today.”




  “So I heard. Good luck. You’ll need it.”




  “Thanks, but why?”




  “To stay that way. Or maybe just to stay alive. Ever since I found out about you I don’t even want to be on the same side of the street where you are.”




  “Drop dead.” I laughed at him and hung up. This was one day nobody was going to spoil for me.




  The sun was cutting across the top of the skyline and reaching in the window with waxy yellow rays. Twenty stories down the city was coming to life with the birth pangs of noise only the garbage

  collectors can make, the shrill screech of metal on pavement as loud as the chain loaders on the trucks. Farther off a siren moaned its sympathy and dwindled to silence behind the walls of

  Broadway, and dot by dot, the specks of people began their endless thread toward the great holes on the street that led underground to the veins and arteries of New York that would circulate them

  to some other wound in some other street where they would work or play.




  Me, I was going to get married and dump the whole bit.




  Clement Fletcher.




  There was something familiar about it but I couldn’t remember where or when. Or who.




  It wasn’t a big name. It had to be pretty far down the line because in my business you couldn’t afford to forget important names, or even unimportant ones. This was just a name, yet

  somehow familiar.




  Friend? I didn’t have that many.




  And enemies don’t call first. They just kill.




  The call couldn’t have come through Martin Grady or any of the organization because there would have been a signal word involved, giving the degree of urgency or related to a target, so it

  had to be personal. But I was still on the Soviet’s “A” list and there was no telling how they worked. They could set up some pretty cute traps at times.




  Whoever said curiosity killed the cat said a mouthful. If it had just been another name I would have forgotten about it, but this one came from the past and had enough of a familiar touch so

  that I couldn’t leave it alone.




  I called Wally Gibbons back, got him out of the sack, swearing up a storm, and asked him to get a reverse on the number so I’d have an address to go with it, dropped the phone back, waited

  ten minutes and he came up with a West Side residence a block off the river and an invitation for me to drop dead, too.




  A quick shower and shave took the sleep out of me and I pulled on my clothes. Out of force of habit I fitted the shoulder holster on, snapped it on my belt, then remembered what day it was. I

  grinned, said the hell with it and almost took it off. The .45 was an old job, but there were times when it had been my best friend. It was going to be hard to discard it.




  So okay, old friend, just one more time.




  I shoved it into the black leather sling, tried the spring clip to make sure it threw out properly, then went downstairs, had a cup of coffee at the breakfast counter and grabbed a cab at the

  front door. It was too early for heavy traffic, so I was able to make sure nobody was on my tail then settled back until we got over to the row of antiquated brownstones that ran perpendicular to

  the river and the wharves that bordered it.




  The number was the third in from the bridging that was the West Side Highway, a dilapidated rooming house with a crumbling sandstone stoop and a dirty front that advertised with an enameled

  metal plaque on the door. Just one word. ROOMS.




  I rang the bell twice before a tiny old lady came to the door, wiping her mouth on her apron, two rolls of toilet paper clutched under one arm.




  “You looking for a place, son?”




  I winked at her. “A friend. Clement Fletcher. Think it’s too early to get him up?”




  Her eyes went up and down me slowly, then her face wrinkled in a smile. “Didn’t think he had such friends, but you can’t tell anymore. Had a boy in here last week said Judge

  Long was his father, and he was. The judge even came here. Gave him hell for shipping out, but the boy left again yesterday. Went out on the Maitland, same one my mister used to work. He

  was an A.B., he was. Good, too. You’ll find Mr. Fletcher next floor, up front.”




  “I’ll find him. Thanks.”




  I went up the stairs, heard the landlady shut a door on the floor below and unloaded the .45, cocking the hammer back under my thumb. There was only one door to Fletcher’s room and I stood

  beside it, listening. From inside came the gentle rumble of a snore. The second pick I used on the lock opened it and I eased the door open, stepped inside and closed it behind me.




  The guy was sleeping in a chair, yesterday’s News lying across his lap, his head buried against one wing of the mohair monstrosity that was the third piece of furniture in the

  place. He was somewhere in his middle fifties, a small guy in dungarees and unbuttoned shirt with a fresh haircut and not-so-fresh shave. His mouth was open and he breathed heavily, evenly, each

  snore a soft burble of unconscious contentment. On the dresser beside the bed was a handful of bills and the top two were C-notes, the rest all fifties.




  I stood in front of him, knowing that I had seen him before, yet still unable to recollect where it was. When I was satisfied that he was clean, I nudged his foot with mine, took a step back

  with the .45 leveled at his gut and watched him come awake.




  All he said when he saw me was, “Goddamn, Tiger! I . . .” Then he saw the rod in my fist and closed his mouth hard, swallowed and looked at me.




  “Where do I know you from, Fletcher?”




  “Geez, Tiger, I . . .”




  “Fast, buddy. No long talks. Where?”




  He let go the arms of the chair, his eyes fascinated by the sight of the .45. Finally he nodded, found the words and said, “Like Panama, man! Remember?”




  “No.”




  He thumped his finger against his chest. “You dragged me out of the bay. Damn, I was drowning. You hauled my ass on the dock and ran them thieving bastards off who grabbed my roll and

  saved my life!”




  Then I remembered him and put the rod back under my coat. A crazy seaman who saved his dough instead of blowing it, setting himself up for a pack of gooks who saw him flash it. They had rolled

  him when he was drunk and dumped him when I was on the dock trying to find where Messner had planted the explosives and I was in time to punch a few holes in the natives, grab his kick back and get

  him out of the drink.




  So now I had an everlasting friend who wanted to buy me a drink. I grinned at him, stuck out my hand and he took it with a grin that went all the way across his face. “Sorry I forgot,

  Fletch.” I tapped my side where the .45 hung. “I’m in a business where you can’t take chances.”




  “Yeah, I know, Tiger. Damn, you gimme a scare. I don’t like all that iron pointed at me.”




  “Gibbons passed on your call to me. Now look, I’d like to bust a few with you for old time’s sake, but I’m getting married today and I have to stay clean. Good to see you

  and if we meet up again maybe we can have a few, but I have to scratch off.”




  “Hell, Tiger, I didn’t call you for that.” His face screwed up into a frown and he squirmed out of the chair. He looked at me, walked to the window and parted the curtains for

  a glance at the street, then turned around. “I read about you.”




  “So did a lot of people.”




  “I remembered the name.”




  I nodded.




  “After Panama word got around the ship and I knew who it was broke the trouble. I didn’t say nothing, Tiger. I never told nobody about you being on the docks and all that.”




  “Thanks.”




  He waved his hand and grimaced. “It ain’t that why I called you. Like I said, I knew about you from what was said and because we was on top of it all. I figured you was somebody

  special after they hushed up that deal when the warehouse blew and those guys was killed. I knowed it was you, all right. I heard that fink punk Billy Mendes describe you, but I didn’t say

  nothing. Okay?”




  “Okay.”




  I knew there had been a watcher that night, but I never knew who it was. I had seen the movement from behind the bales and didn’t have to clean up the action. Friend Fletcher never

  knew how close to dying he had been. Billy Mendes had died before he could sign a statement or make an identification positive.




  “Then why did you call me, Fletch?”




  He wiped his hand across his face, chipped at his teeth with a thumbnail, then plunked down on the edge of the bed. Very quietly he said, “So I don’t know who else to call. I buzz

  the fuzz and they laugh, I go it alone and I get trouble. Hell, I don’t know what to do until I read about you.”




  “What kind of trouble?” I asked him.




  He eased his eyes up to me. “You’ll laugh.”




  “Why?”




  “Because it don’t sound for real.”




  “Tell me anyway.”




  Clement Fletcher had something big on his mind. To him, anyway. He sat there a minute trying to think out what he had to say, then: “Remember the roll you got me back?”




  “Uh-huh.”




  “So I saved up another grand. I worked for it, too. In Brussels I found this guy.”




  “What guy?” I asked him.




  “Like I told you, Tiger, I want to go to Perdes outside of Vera Cruz where they got uranium. I always did want to go there. Wells and Chobeay told me about them strikes in U there and I

  wanted to go. You think I want to sail all my life? You think I want to hustle . . .”




  “Get to the point?”




  He looked at me from between his fingers. “So in Brussels I buy a Geiger counter.”




  “How much?”




  “Eighteen hundred bucks. I blew my roll.”




  “You got robbed too. They’re on the market for two-fifty here.”




  He jumped out of the chair and went back to the window. “So I got robbed. I don’t know. They said I needed it for going to Perdes. I play with it on the ship. I can tell hot watches

  from cool ones.”




  “That’s no test.”




  “Screw you.”




  I knew he had a sore spot and felt sorry for the words. “Okay, Fletch, so what’s the bit? I got to go. I don’t come running for just anybody and this is a big day for

  me.”




  “Geez, Tiger, I’m sorry.”




  “Forget it.”




  He nodded, banged his hands together and finally stopped his pacing long enough to face me. “I come in on the Maitland, y’ know?”




  “I know.”




  “In Germany they load three presses. I’m down in the hold with the counter and it starts to run off. Going like hell. I track it down and I pick up a crate . . . big one . . . them

  damn presses are big. One’s hot.”




  “Go on.”




  “I check it out . . . I mark the crate. It’s hot. It’s got uranium in it.”




  “A crateful?”




  “I didn’t look.”




  He didn’t want to look at me at all. He kept staring out the window wondering what I’d say, and he was feeling like a jerk and I couldn’t blame him. I said, “Let’s

  take a look at it.”




  And it was my good deed for the day. I could wind up my operation with a favor to a friend who had been took and maybe ease his misery when he found out the answer . . . then I could get married

  and cut out.




  It took a call and a promise to get where we wanted to go, but we got inside the warehouse and found the crate that Fletcher had marked off and it didn’t take too long to

  get inside it. About thirty more cases were around the big one, packed with accessories, but this was the one he had marked off.




  The German firm of Keipleitz was one of the foremost manufacturers of rotary presses in the world and to make one took almost a year, but because the press could turn out some fantastic runs,

  the firm had the biggest demand from every publishing house in the world. Luckily, we were their biggest buyers. This one was consigned to somewhere in Washington, D.C.




  After the fourth board we climbed inside and there it was.




  A rotary press.




  Complete, excepting accessories.




  Not one thing that shouldn’t be there, and when we got out and put the boards back I looked at Clement Fletcher and said, “No gimmick, Fletch.”




  “I’m telling you, that counter . . .”




  “Fletch . . . I know printing from old Kelly’s to the newest rotaries. I went over that job. There’s no gimmick.”




  “Tiger . . . the counter . . .”




  “Suppose we look at the counter.”




  “Why?”




  “Let’s look at it, okay?”




  “Sure, Tiger. It’s on the ship.”




  But it wasn’t. He searched all over his section of the hold and came up with only the empty box in his hands and a blank look on his face and I knew what had happened.




  I said, “Fletcher . . .”




  “Look, Tiger . . .”




  I stopped him. “Buddy, you got a salted gimmick. For eighteen hundred bucks they hand you a simple frame you couldn’t tell from a Geiger counter or a radarscope that clicks at

  certain times and you got stuck. Face it, you lost your loot and to make sure there were no kickbacks, the sellers hired somebody on board to dump it for a fin and you are out, Fletch,

  O—U—T. Did you see the timer on that press?”




  “No.”




  “It had a luminous dial. A big one. It could start any Geiger-type reactor working like hell. You zeroed in on that. You got stuck, friend.”




  He got it all at once. All he could say was, “Oh, hell,” then we walked outside, went back where we came from and found a diner where we had a cup of coffee together.




  It was a year-old reunion and for a while we were able to talk about the broads back in Panama and what had happened there, but his heart wasn’t in it at all. In front of his eyes he could

  see the eighteen hundred bucks doing him out of an expedition to Perdes, and even though he lost it I couldn’t tell him how lucky he was. The big con was worse than the little con.




  At noon I shook hands with him and walked up three long blocks before I found a cab and got a ride back to the hotel.




  For a guy’s wedding day it had really started off with a squash, but maybe I was just as lucky. At four I’d be married and that would be the end of it.




  I went upstairs and started getting my things rogether. One leather bag took everything I carried and the rest was in my pocket. I snapped the bag shut, picked up the phone to call for a bellboy

  so I could go down in style one last time and before I could speak the desk clerk said, “There’s a call for you, sir, will you take it?”




  I thought it would be Rondine. I said, “Please,” too fast.




  And Martin Grady said, “Tiger, you’re on assignment. Plato.”




  Plato was the big one. Kill or be killed. The entire structure of America was in trouble. The alternate answer was war.




  





  Chapter Two




  She opened the door when I knocked and stood there tall and beautiful, the green belted housecoat nipping in her waist and accentuating the flare of her hips, the neckline

  rolled open so that the velvet swell of her breasts was barely visible and dipped into the smooth contour of her stomach. Behind her the sunlight put streaks of gold through her auburn hair, and

  her lips parted in a smile of pure love.




  I said, “Hello, Rondine.”




  But she wasn’t Rondine. She was Edith Caine and Rondine was a long time dead, her elder sister who looked exactly like her twenty years ago. The war years, I thought, wild, incredible

  years that seem almost unreal now. The first Rondine had twisted her thinking until she walked out of the Caine household and into the Nazi camp as an espionage agent to fight her own kind. And I

  was the OSS agent who had tracked her down in occupied France to kill her . . . and wound up in love instead. That was . . . until she put two slugs in me to save her own hide and left me to die. I

  carried a big hate inside me after that. I carried a picture of that beautiful face and body I could never forget, then I saw it again long after she was really dead . . . but this time the

  component belonged to Edith, her younger sister. To me, though, Edith would always be Rondine whom I had loved and she didn’t mind because I loved her even more. I had almost killed

  her because I thought she was Rondine. Now? Now I’d kill for her or because of her as she would for me.




  “Tiger.” She held out her hand and I took it. Her mouth was a soft passionate flower on mine, hot, wet . . . her fingers biting into my arms as I pulled her to me so that we seemed

  to melt into one huge explosive emotion.




  Still, there was something wrong and she felt it. She took her mouth from mine, pushed back in the cradle of my arms and looked at me with quizzical eyes. “Darling . . . what is it?”

  Her voice had a low husky note.




  “Let’s sit down.”




  She hooked her arm under mine and we went inside. It wasn’t going to be easy, this. I let her bring me coffee first, drank half of it while she waited patiently, then I said, “We

  have to hold the wedding, doll.”




  The hurt that flashed into her eyes was a quick thing. It came and went, leaving a gentle, sad look that had too much understanding in it. “Can you tell me?”




  I shook my head. “No. I’m sorry.”




  “But today . . .”




  “I was going to wire in a resignation. This came up before I could. It’s too big to drop and there isn’t anyone else who can handle it.”




  “No one?”




  “Kitten . . . it involves the total security of this country and possibly yours, too. Britain and the U.S. are tied in so tight that what affects one affects the other. I can’t back

  out of it. I gave you a half-ass explanation of my work and that’s as far as I can go. We have a code and a set of rules we can’t abrogate and won’t, not for anything. I’m

  sorry as hell, baby, but even before you comes this and I hope you can understand.”




  “It . . . isn’t easy.” She looked away suddenly, her mouth set in a forced smile. “I really don’t know what to say.”




  “There isn’t anything to say. Let me do it and get it over with. Then I’ll be back.”




  Her eyes found mine again and they were curiously round. “Will you?”




  “I’ve always made it before.”




  “Will this be . . . like the last time? With me?” She put her coffee cup down and folded her hands in her lap. “How many men did you kill then, Tiger? How many times did they

  try to kill you? The odds may be in your favor but the law of averages isn’t anymore.”




  “Rondine . . .”




  “No, Tiger, let me tell you. Before there was a coldness about you. It worked to your advantage. You aren’t the same anymore and now you can lose. You may not come back this time and

  all the while I’ll be waiting. It isn’t easy to live with.”




  I got up and fiddled with my hat. “When it’s over I’ll be back.”




  “I may not be here.”




  “I’ll find you.”




  “I don’t mean that. I’ve lived with too many things too long. I thought I had found the love and security I had always dreamed about and when that’s put in jeopardy

  I’ll be all empty inside and there could be somebody else. There almost was . . . once.”




  There wasn’t much I could say. I couldn’t explain and I couldn’t argue and I wasn’t about to do either. There never was a broad in the world that couldn’t wait if

  she wanted to and if she didn’t, well . . .




  I said, “The wheel’s already turning, kid. Pick your number or not. But I’ll be back. Some things just don’t change. I’m one.” I walked to the door, looked

  back at her once and winked. Her face never changed its sad smile and I knew how she felt inside. It had happened to me once before too.




  One hell of a way to begin a wedding day was all I could think. One hell of a way.




  I got my luggage out of the Chester, down into a cab and checked into the King Leopold under the cover name of H. Talbot according to Grady’s instructions. I waited a

  half hour and called the Newark Control, asked for Virgil Adams and got him, gave the prearranged signal and said, “Tiger Mann, here. It’s Plato and the number is

  four-four-nine-one. Are we identified?”




  “Cross-check. Templeton two.”




  “Dartmouth,” I said.




  “Roger, Tiger. I knew your voice anyway. The BX tapped your freq but we had to be sure.”




  “Two-twenty-one from Stitch. I need all the information. They got me in cold on this one.”




  “That’s what Grady said. You know about the defector Gabin Martrel?”




  “I read about it.”




  “Okay, they got him here. He’s in the Church Street office of IATS and has a blanket around him.”




  “Why?”




  “This guy was head of OONA-3 and is possibly one of the most important links in the interspy bit. He was a single exchange and his record is wild. He was part of their ballistics missile

  security, ran the Beltov Project and is loaded with names and places that could put us on top.”




  “Why?”




  “What else could make a guy switch teams?”




  “Decency, integrity,” I said. “That’s two reasons.”




  “Give me another.”




  “A dame.”




  “You hit it, brother rat. Now process it.”




  “My pleasure,” I told him and slammed the phone back. It was the story of my life all over again. One goddamn dame and you’re dead. Or alive. But either way it’s

  trouble.




  Wally Gibbons picked me up at seven in the purple Ribbon Restaurant on Forty-fourth Street with Dave Severn, the political legman for his paper, in tow. By then I had read and clipped all the

  items from the major dailies and had them laid out on the table. Every one of them was an official news release and none of the reporters seemed to have an inside track, so I was hoping Severn

  could come up with something.




  So far, all that was said was that Gabin Martrel, a top man in Soviet operations, had asked for political asylum the first day he had arrived in this country with the Soviet delegation that was

  here to begin disarmament talks.




  We had a drink after Wally made the introductions and ordered supper. Apparently Wally had briefed Dave on my background because he kept watching me with an interest a little strange for an

  old-time newshound who had been through the mill. Generally nothing fazed those guys and they could talk to presidents and murderers alike without showing a flicker of enthusiasm, but now Dave

  Severn sat there with the worldly disgust washed out of his eyes and a tight grin of anticipation pulling at the corners of his mouth.




  He said, “You really tore things up the last time, Tiger.”




  “I had to.”




  “Nothing much reached the papers. That means pull high up on the inside.”




  I nodded, saying nothing.




  “Wally cut me in on some of the details. Too bad it couldn’t get printed.”




  “It’s better that way,” I told him.




  He took a sip of his Martini and grinned at me. “I know why you got that crazy name.”




  “Wrong, pal. My old man gave it to me. It’s for real.”




  “Still crazy. Now what’s going for you?”




  “Gabin Martrel,” I said.




  Wally and Dave gave each other a quick look, serious now.




  “You’re on touchy ground,” Dave informed me. “They have that guy under wraps and he’ll stay that way. Nobody gets near him except our intelligence men until

  he’s had everything to say he has to say.”




  “That’s the point, Dave.”




  “What?”




  “Suppose something keeps him from talking. He can still have political asylum without divulging anything important.”




  “Look, Tiger . . . we’re not being given anything yet, but there are ways of putting things together. From what I hear . . . all unofficial sources, of course, he’s

  quite willing to speak up.”




  “Now he is.”




  Once more the two of them looked at each other and Dave leaned forward on the table. “What are you getting at?”




  “Gabin Martrel’s name came up once before some years back. Did you check it through?”




  “No. Our files had him listed in his official capacities and what items there were concerned his political affairs. There wasn’t much because he was always pretty much in the

  background. The last five years he moved up fast when the Soviets dumped some of their front runners on K’s orders. In the last ‘silent purge’ Martrel emerged as head of the

  OONA-3 group and was considered responsible for most of the African and Panamanian trouble. I didn’t see anything else on him.”




  “Then you’d better research it a little more, buddy.”




  “You got an angle, Tiger. What is it?”




  “I don’t know,” I admitted, “but I remember his name coming up.”




  Severn leaned back, stared at me and nodded. “If it did, I’ll find it.”




  “Good. I’ll check in with you tomorrow.”




  The meal came then and we ate without too much talk. Wally Gibbons seemed nervous, his eyes finding mine for a second occasionally before dropping back to his plate. He was a Broadway reporter

  who handled the showbiz column and the action that came his way was generally limited to movie-star hair pulling in plush pubs or minor scandals along the Stem.




  A little after eight we split and when they took a cab across town, I walked over to Broadway, turned south until I reached the street where Ernie Bentley had his new office and took the

  elevator up to his floor. I didn’t worry about catching him in. He was a man dedicated to a job and when he got lost in his work, time meant nothing to him at all.




  During the war Ernie had been engaged on the Manhattan Project, pulled out in ’46 and went into research chemistry with a major oil company and stayed there until Martin Grady found him

  and made use of his special inventive talents. A fat salary and a free hand brought more out of him than governmental red tape ever thought possible, and whenever special effects were needed he

  could be counted on to come up with a beauty.




  This time there was no need for deviousness. Among Martin Grady’s tremendous assets was listed a going publishing business that featured two major magazines, and what I wanted was a simple

  press card and some photo equipment.




  It took Ernie five minutes to authorize one, check a Leica and a Rollei out of stock with the necessary accessories and have me sign for it. H. Talbot now was a member of the Fourth Estate.




  When he handed them over Ernie said, “Central told me to clear you on anything. Got something big going?”




  I shrugged. “I don’t know.”




  “Thought you were going to get married today.”




  “So did I.”




  “Then it had to be big to cancel the ‘I do’ routine. Got clearance to wise me up so I can start thinking ahead of time?”




  “It’s a Plato job, Ernie. You’re automatically in.”




  He let out a low whistle. “Three years since the last one. Who is it?”




  “Gabin Martrel, the Soviet defector.”




  “I thought something would show on that. What’s the pitch?”




  “Nothing yet. He’s too hot to handle. I’m playing it by ear until I cut the angle. Somehow he represents a security threat and whatever it is has to be dug out.”




  “But they got him under wraps at Church Street. Herbie Bender said all he could get was a prepared news release.”




  “I know.”




  “Hell,” he said, “they gave Martrel more coverage when he and that Lenin Institute skier were in love all over the place during the ’56 Olympic games.”




  I stopped fiddling with the Rollei and stared at him. “That’s where I remembered his name from,” I said. “Damn, you got a good memory.”




  “So I’m a sports fan. I was there. Good-looking babe.”




  “Who was she?”




  “Beats me, Tiger. I was interested in the skiing, not the love. I’m too old to go the romance route anymore.”




  “Lucky for me everybody isn’t like that.”




  “What?”




  “Nothing.” I was thinking of the personal angle they let come out on Martrel. The one photo had showed a tall, angular guy with thinning hair and a face that reflected years of

  education and devotion to his peculiar sort of work. He was fifty-two years old, unmarried and a Party member since 1929. Since the war he had come to occupy a powerful, but relatively unknown

  position in the government until he stood high in the Soviet command with a potential that could lead him to the catbird seat if he pursued his present course of action.
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