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         DARTLEY MADE IT AS FAR AS the cover of the bushes before the woman came out of the house again. Well, at least he had reached

               his target. Dartley stopped to watch—not out of morbid interest but in the hope the woman might change her mind and let the seemingly sleeping man be. But that

               was not about to happen.


      She shook him by the shoulder again. This time he did not smile or say anything to her. Instead, his head lolled sideways

               at an unnatural angle and a spout of bright red blood splashed over the dirty dishes and the white tablecloth.


      Dartley heard the woman screaming as he ran through the undergrowth toward the lake.…
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      1


      

         The night was hot and humid, the air heavy and lifeless. They could feel sweat trickling down their chests, even though their

         shirts hung open and they were walking slowly.

      


      “Fucking tropics, man,” one said to the other.


      “I thought they were sending me to Greenland until two days before I came out here.”


      “They do that to mess up your mind.”


      “I still think they sent me here by mistake.”


      The two men were mechanics with the 3rd Tactical Fighter Wing of the 13th Air Force, and they worked on F-4s and F-5s at Clark

         Air Base. This was their first assignment overseas. Neither of them even knew where the Philippines were until they came here

         a month before; in fact, they were still not exactly sure. The town of Angeles was next to the base. Apart from a few old

         houses in its center and an old Spanish 

         church, Angeles was a modern boomtown. The rest of the Philippines was going under in economic depression and corruption,

         but not Angeles, where jobs depended on the base and how much the Pentagon was spending.

      


      The two twenty-year-old servicemen were nearly broke. They had enough money for a few beers and figured they would pass the

         time walking around Balibago, the entertainment section at the edge of town. They eased their way slowly through the crowds,

         beneath the ceaseless frenzy of neons, pestered by men and boys who wanted to buy their U.S. dollars for pesos or sell them

         drugs or their virgin sisters. They pushed their way past, moving in the throngs, looking into the Pussy Galore, the Asian

         Body Shop, and other discos, bars, and massage parlors.

      


      “I’m horny as hell,” one said to the other. “I wish I had some dough.”


      “If you’d been sent to a Greenland base, you wouldn’t have nothing to be horny about, and anyway, your balls would be half

         frozen all the time. Leastways, you can look here even when you can’t touch.”

      


      That was what was driving them crazy. All the little brown-skinned girls with blue-black hair, big brown eyes, red lips, twitching

         their shapely asses in come-on walks, lots of flesh left uncovered by miniskirts and see-through blouses. The heat made it

         worse.

      


      They went in a bar that was nearly empty except for a few Filipino girls sitting at tables and four Americans standing at

         the bar. The girls all smiled hopefully at the two men as they entered, then dropped the smiles instantly as 

         the two servicemen turned to the bar and ordered bottles of beer from the scantily clad barmaid.

      


      “He’s at the Whiteman Base, in Missouri,” one of the four Americans at the bar was saying to the others in a loud voice. “I

         say to him, ‘You’re telling me they made you the trigger-man for a Minuteman missile?’ ‘Damn right,’ he says to me…”

      


      The two mechanics immediately sized up the four men as pilots. They were definitely officers—and no other officers had that

         swagger or way of throwing back drinks that pilots had. When they weren’t boozing, they were drinking black coffee. This was

         just what pilots did all the time, whether the Air Force liked it or not. When a man had his wings, he perched where he liked.

      


      The one with the loud voice was saying, “He sits in this underground launch-control center with one other officer. This two-man

         team controls ten missiles in their silos, some nearby, others miles away. They’re connected to the underground capsule by

         hardened underground cable. The missile silos themselves are unmanned. These two guys control all ten of them. Five of these

         launch-control centers form a squadron, commanding fifty Minuteman missiles in all.”

      


      The two mechanics could not help noticing how closely the Filipino barmaid was listening to the pilot’s talk. All four of

         the fly-boys were half wrecked.

      


      “So what’s to stop your friend from loosing off one or two of these birds if he’s in a bad mood?” one of the pilots asked.


      

         “First of all, the Strategic Air Command has a two-officer policy, meaning it takes two to fire a missile. Second, every man

         assigned to this duty had to be reviewed by the Air Force Personnel Reliability Program, and they go all the way back to ask

         you how you behaved on your first day in kindergarten. You gotta be squeaky clean. With these missiles, if you drink you don’t

         drive.”

      


      “What if you go crazy and hit the other guy over the head?”


      “I asked him that. He said that you actually launch the missile by turning two keys simultaneously and that the two keyholes

         are too far apart for one man to do it himself.”

      


      One of the two mechanics said in an equally loud voice, “Maybe you shouldn’t be talking in public about these things.”


      This caused a sudden silence, and the four pilots turned to look at him. The pilot doing all the talking looked for a moment

         as if he wanted a fight, then quickly changed his mind. “I’ve seen the two of you, haven’t I, working on an F-4 in a hangar?

         We’re with the 347th.”

      


      The 347th Tactical Airlift Wing consisted of five squadrons based at Clark. He didn’t have to say that he was a pilot, and

         the man who had crossed him was a mechanic. Yet both of them knew that if the mechanic lodged a complaint about a pilot talking

         about sensitive material off base, even if the pilot was found not to have broken any rules, the accusation would linger as

         a black mark against him. He bought a shot of Wild Turkey and a beer chaser for everyone, including the two mechanics.

      


      

         “This is all stuff,” the pilot explained, “that the Air Force wants everyone to know about so they won’t go thinking that

         some guy whose wife won’t lay him can get back at the world by putting his finger on the red button. There is no red button.

         When they get an order to launch—they call it an emergency-action message—it comes in code, and the two launch-control officers

         have to decode it separately and validate it. The documents for doing this are kept in a double-locked safe, for which each

         officer knows only one of the two combinations. This emergency-action message contains a six-digit number which they punch

         into a positive enable switch. When they do this, it automatically alerts the four other launch-control centers in the squadron,

         each with a two-man crew, and any one of these can use an inhibit switch to stop the other capsule’s unauthorized launching.

      


      “And that isn’t all. Even if both the officers in one capsule were nuts and managed to get hold of the correct six-digit positive

         enable switch number out of sixteen million possible combinations, and supposing they managed to persuade all eight men in

         the four of the other capsules not to use the inhibit switch—it takes only one man to work that switch—and turned their two

         keys simultaneously, still nothing would happen. Because a two-man crew in one of the four other capsules must also turn their

         keys. So, at an absolute minimum, so long as no capsules are destroyed in an attack, it takes four individuals to launch a

         single Minuteman.”

      


      They celebrated this with another round of Wild Turkey and bottled beer. The pilots bought 

         a third round before they left. Unused to whiskey, the two mechanics were feeling no pain when they finished their drinks

         and wandered out beneath the neon signs, looking hungrily at the girls but knowing that moneyless men got no credit here.

      


      “Hey, quit bumping into me. Can’t you walk straight?”


      “I’m smashed, man.”


      They brushed aside a man who tried to talk with them. He persisted.


      “We got no bread. Leave us alone.”


      “I want to buy you a drink,” the Filipino said.


      The two American servicemen stopped and stared at him. They had only been in the Philippines a month, but that was long enough

         for them to learn that, to the inhabitants, Americans were here to be plucked, not pampered. Yet they had just been bought

         drinks by officers—and that was strange enough! Why not a Filipino now? He was a little guy, twice as old as them. Whatever

         he tried, they could handle him and a few others like him. They went into the nearest bar. The Filipino wasn’t trying to lure

         them down a dark alley or anything. He ordered and paid for three bottles of beer.

      


      “You say you have no money?” the Filipino inquired politely.


      “You heard right.”


      “You want women and you have no money?” The man shook his head in sympathy at their plight. “You want women? Yes?”


      “Sure. What do we have to do?”


      “Satisfy them,” the Filipino said with a 

         wink. “I’ll be honest with you. These are not young, pretty girls. They are mature women and they want… well, handsome foreign

         soldiers—”

      


      “We’re Air Force, man, not soldiers.”


      The Filipino smiled and shrugged. “The ladies won’t be able to tell the difference.”


      “You want us to fuck fat, ugly women?”


      “No. These ladies are the wives of businessmen who are looking for adventure. Something different from their boring husbands.

         Some of them are more beautiful than anything you will see on the streets here in Balibago. You won’t get paid. You just have

         a good time, maybe once or a couple of times a week. When you are off duty.”

      


      “What’s in it for you?”


      The Filipino smiled. “I get paid. You don’t. You get to have all the fun. They don’t want me. They want foreign soldiers.

         If you don’t want to do it, I’ll find someone else.”

      


      “I want to do it.”


      “Me too.”


      He had a green Chevy and took them to a well-to-do suburb of Angeles. There were no hookers, bars, or servicemen out here,

         only high walls around private homes. The car pulled up at a quiet crossroad of cobbled streets in the shade of big trees.

         The Filipino pointed down one road lined by high walls, broken only by heavy wooden double doors and iron gates.

      


      “That second one. The red door. Pull the bell chain.” He handed one American a piece of paper with a phone number. “You call

         me tomorrow, eh? Tell me how you get on today. Ask 

         for Joselito. Everybody knows me. You be nice to those ladies,” he shouted after them as they got out, and then he drove away.

      


      “How do we get back to the base?”


      His friend grinned. “Who cares?”


      They walked along the narrow road between the high walls, past a large wrought-iron pair of gates through which they could

         see trees, lawns, and part of a large, modern-style house. The big red doors belonged to the next holding and were about a

         hundred yards farther away. Obviously these ladies they were visiting had to be very rich if they lived in this neighborhood.

         The two men moved to the side of the road as a car approached. It was coming at them fast, way too fast for a narrow road

         in a posh residential suburb.

      


      “Run!”


      Both servicemen realized it at the same moment. This was a trap. They had been set up. There were no sidewalks. They were

         caught between the high walls with nowhere to go to escape the speeding car, now bearing down on them so fast that they had

         only a few seconds to flatten themselves against the wall to avoid being sideswiped. The one who had shouted for them to run

         had a second’s start over the other, enough to separate them by a few yards. The car shot by, no more than a few feet from

         the wall. It missed the first man and pressed against the wall. A shotgun blast from an open side window smeared him against

         the stonework of the wall.

      


      The shooter pumped the sawed-off gun, but not fast enough to catch the second man. 

         The car was already past him when the second shot tore the mortar from between the stones, missing him entirely. The car braked

         and skidded to a halt on the cobblestones some distance down the road. The driver had to reverse and move forward three times

         before he got the vehicle turned around in the narrow roadway. While he was doing this the second serviceman reached the high

         wrought-iron gates. When he could not open them, he quickly climbed up the bars and curlicues. He was picking his way over

         the spikes at the top when the car drew alongside again.

      


      The shotgun blast lifted him a few inches up into the air, until the weight of his body caused him to drop heavily onto the

         row of sharp iron spikes. The shot had not killed him, but two of the spikes penetrated his innards, and he bled to death

         on the rich man’s entrance gate.

      


      Richard Dartley left his motel room at four in the morning. He was close to O’Hare, but everything was quiet at this hour.

         Last evening all the planes coming and going overhead made him wonder if all the air traffic controllers had gone home and

         left the airport open. It was not yet light, but he knew he was not going to see any subtle predawn grays in these industrial

         Chicago suburbs with harshly floodlit factory lots behind security fences. He stopped at an all-night market and bought a

         container of regular coffee and a package with some doughnuts under cellophane, which turned out to be stale. 

         He sat awhile in the car, outside the store, sipping the coffee.

      


      There was a fresh country smell in the air, which was kind of strange with all the concrete, asphalt, and steel fences everywhere,

         The car’s rear window was covered with condensation droplets. So was the store window, with small neon beer signs making blue

         and red fog on it. Occasionally cars passed on the street, their headlights on. He threw the empty coffee container and the

         doughnuts in a garbage can, then set out slowly for Chalk Hill Road. After a level crossing he came to streets of small clapboard

         houses, all similar but none identical. He turned into Chalk Hill Road and drove slowly. He did not turn his head as he passed

         number 34. The yellow Vega was in the driveway.

      


      Dartley drove around aimlessly for a while after this. The sky was dull gray now, and it was hard to tell whether the sun

         was already up and the sky heavily overcast, or whether the sky would be clear after the sun rose into it. He pulled into

         the huge parking lot of a shopping mall. A tiny Renault, empty, stood in the middle of it. He moved in a slow loop around

         the lot and crept past a camper in one corner. It had New Mexico plates, and its generator was chugging away. See America

         by road.

      


      He stopped the car in an empty corner and turned off the engine. A bird glided in front of the car and landed at the base

         of a light pole. He loaded a film cartridge in his Nikon and attached a telescopic lens. He adjusted the focusing for a while

         out a side window. Having slipped a light meter in his pocket, he checked 

         out the camera again. Timing and fine focusing could be done on the scene, but Dartley made it a rule to ready his equipment—whether

         it was a camera, a rifle, or a grenade—before he arrived at the place of action. The less he had to do there, the more he

         could remain unnoticed. He glanced at his wristwatch. Three minutes past five A.M.


      Harold Penney worked the day shift at Continental Laser, eight to four, and Dartley was betting he would make the drop on

         the way to work. Continental had brought Dartley in when a Soviet defector told the FBI that Russia was still getting information

         from someone inside Continental’s Chicago plant, even after another spy at the plant—Russell, an engineer—had been caught

         and sentenced to thirty-five years. The company had taken a beating on the stock market because of that case, which nearly

         resulted in a hostile takeover. Management knew they would never survive a second spy scandal, especially if the FBI came

         in, started grilling everyone, and did not succeed in catching the second spy. The Bureau admitted that it could not rely

         one hundred percent on the defector’s information, although some of the other things he had told them proved true. This could

         be Soviet disinformation to try to insert a wedge between Continental Laser and the Department of Defense, with the other

         tidbits of true information used as bait. The Bureau offered Continental the opportunity to do some “self-policing,” and Continental

         had brought in Dartley.

      


      Harold Penney was high on a short list of suspects. He was the third man Dartley put 

         under surveillance. Dartley felt immediately that he was a likely prospect. It was like looking at horses in the parade ring

         before a race, except this time he was trying to pick the last horse instead of the winner. Penney struck Dartley as a loser.

         Dartley had seen a few traitors, and in his opinion they came in two types. The first type is the person who has something

         to hide, usually involving sex or money. Penney did not seem to fit in this mold. The second type of traitor is the loser

         who is convinced that he’s smarter than everyone else and never gets the breaks because others scheme against him or because

         society is unjust. Penney was unpopular with his fellow workers and liked to argue with his supervisors. He had complained

         in writing about being “held back” because he was “a threat” to men less competent than himself. Penney’s personnel folder

         mentioned lack of flexibility and abrasiveness as his negative qualities.

      


      In his early thirties, Penney was unmarried and lived with his mother. Dartley broke in while she was out. He picked the lock

         of a desk and found a typewritten numbered list of six drop-off locations. The first four had been methodically ticked off

         in ballpoint pen. It was the only incriminating document Dartley could find, and by itself it proved nothing. He photographed

         the paper, relocked the drawer, and left the house undisturbed. Next day Penney was fed fourteen phony blueprints with top-secret

         classification. He did not take them home after work that day, but then he did not have to because he had easy access to a

         photocopier. 

         The fifth drop-off location was a hollow in the trunk of a diseased tree in a remnant of an oak forest out past the factory

         belt. Dartley had been watching the place from dawn to eight A.M. and from four P.M.till dark for two days now. If Penney left the drop-off until the week-end, Dartley would have to keep watch from dawn to

         dusk both days. Sitting in the branches of a tree that long would just about cripple him.

      


      It was full daylight by the time Dartley got out by the underdeveloped area where the small oak forest grew. He hid his car

         among the trees a distance from the road. He walked back to the edge of the road, pulled on tight leather gloves, and climbed

         one of the larger trees. Having made himself as comfortable as possible in a fork, he made the final adjustments on the camera.

         Then he waited patiently. This time he was rewarded. At seven-twenty the yellow Vega arrived, and Penney climbed out, leaving

         the engine running and the door open. He hurried across the ground between the road and trees, carrying a white package. Dartley

         photographed him as he came. The Nikon shutter and automatic film advance was almost totally silent. Penney placed the white

         package in the hollow of the trunk, about six feet above the ground. He pushed it carefully in, stood back, and looked to

         make sure it could not be seen. Satisfied, he turned and hurried back toward the car. Dartley snapped one last shot, pocketed

         the Nikon, and dropped out of the tree in front of Penney. The man yelped with fright as Dartley came at him.

      


      Unarmed, Dartley moved in fast before Penney would have a chance to draw a weapon. 

         He spun him around, pushed him face-first against a tree trunk, and slapped him down. He was unarmed. Dartley dragged him

         by a jacket sleeve back to the hollow in the tree trunk. He reached up and pulled the package out. It consisted of paper inside

         doubled white plastic supermarket bags, knotted by their handles. Grabbing Penney by the sleeve again, Dartley pulled him

         out of the trees toward the Vega.

      


      “Who are you?” Penney asked in a tremulous voice as he was being hauled along.


      Dartley said nothing, only threatened to drive his fist in the man’s face.


      Penney cowered. “Don’t hit me, please. I can’t stand violence!”


      Dartley grinned malevolently at him and pointed toward the Vega’s open door. He himself walked quickly around the car and

         opened the passenger door. Penney hesitated a moment, then climbed in beneath the wheel. Dartley pointed where he wanted him

         to go, and Penney drove the Vega slowly along until it was out of sight of the road, at the back of the woods, near Dartley’s

         car. Dartley reached over and pushed the gear into park and turned off the ignition.

      


      “Put you hands behind your back,” were the first and last words Dartley spoke to the frightened man.


      Penney complied, half twisting in the seat while Dartley bound his forearms over his jacket sleeves with a short length of

         fine rope. While Penney looked on, he untied the handles of the plastic supermarket bags, which took time because of the gloves

         he was wearing. He drew out the papers inside and counted them. 

         Fourteen sheets. All the planted, phony, top-secret blueprints. Dartley folded them and put them in an inside jacket pocket.

      


      He looked at Penney and smiled at him. Penney’s eyes were bugging with fear, and his upper lip was quivering uncontrollably,

         but he did his best to smile back. His cowardly expression brought out the worst in Dartley. He didn’t want to look at this

         fawning traitor’s face one moment longer, so he pushed the doubled plastic bags over his head and tightened them around his

         throat.

      


      Penney shouted at him from inside the bags. Although the sound was distorted, Dartley knew he was begging for mercy. He was

         asking the wrong man.

      


      Penney didn’t start panicking until he had used up the air inside the plastic bags. Dartley leaned down on his shoulders while

         keeping the bags airtight around his neck, yet not strangling him. He had to kneel on him in the end to keep him in the seat,

         as Penney thrashed wildly and sucked against the plastic skin of the bags. This physically weak and cowardly man was suddenly

         strong and savage in his desperate gulping for air. Dartley’s eyes were cold, and his face was unmoving as he held his victim

         down and let him suffocate slowly.

      


      After the traitor had quit struggling, Dartley pulled the plastic bags off his head and pocketed them. He checked the dead

         man’s neck for marks he might have made but found none. He unbound the man’s forearms and placed his hands naturally on the

         steering wheel. He pocketed the rope. There would be no rope marks on the 

         corpse’s arms. Dartley did not want to make this easy for the coroner. The chickenshits at Continental Laser hadn’t directly

         asked him to make a hit, but it went without saying that this was the only way of keeping things quiet. If the coroner came

         up with death by natural causes, it would make them all very happy. He looked over everything inside the car before closing

         the door after him. The key was in the ignition, Penney was slumped over the wheel, he had left no prints, nothing was stolen,

         and it might be a week or more before they would find him…. Dartley was content. He now had to deal with Penney’s contact.

      


      Before returning to the hole in the tree, Dartley went to his car, put a new film cartridge in his camera, and fetched a flat

         cardboard box with a picture of a muskrat on it from the trunk. He stopped by the hole and then climbed his lookout tree.

         He was there for more than an hour, with nothing happening except a few cars and trucks passing by. He had to consider that

         the contact might have come while he was taking care of Penney, found the hole empty, and left. That would be too bad. It

         would mean that he had done only half the job. Dartley knew he could not kill the contact, who would most likely be on an

         embassy or consulate staff and have diplomatic immunity. To kill him, besides raising a media fuss, would probably result

         in a payback death for an American agent abroad. Most important, Dartley had to ID him through photos, then let him go. His

         orders were strict on that score.

      


      The black Mercedes pulled into the ground 

         between the road and the wood. The driver was alone, and he took his time, looking around, before he got out. Like Penney

         had, he left the engine running and the car door open. Dartley worked with his camera, getting close-ups of the man’s face

         and the car’s license plate numbers. The man walked quickly to the dead tree. He wore an expensive-looking dark blue overcoat

         and a white silk scarf over a charcoal suit. His face was broad and he had high cheekbones. Dartley even noticed that his

         shoes were highly polished. The man reached up and put his hand in the hole in the tree trunk. He fumbled inside for a moment,

         then howled and twisted his face in an undignified grimace. He pulled his hand from the hole. The steel jaws of a gin trap

         were snapped shut across it.

      


      He pulled at the metal trap in blind, unthinking attempts to rid himslf of this instrument of pain, but when he pulled at

         it with his left hand, its teeth ripped the flesh of his right hand. He staggered about, roaring and waving the trap and its

         dangling length of chain before it occurred to him how to free himself. He placed the trap on the ground and pressed down

         on the spring with his left heel, moaning as he pulled out the steel jaws buried in his flesh. Once his hand was free, he

         stepped off the trap and its jaws snapped together again. He stared down at it for a second, then ran out of the trees to

         the Mercedes. He made it as far as the driver’s seat before he passed out.

      


      Balanced in the fork of the oak tree, Dartley shook his head and cursed. He watched the man slumped over the steering wheel,

         hoping 

         he would recover before some busybody interfered. Several passing drivers slowed and looked. None stopped. Finally the man

         sat up and gazed around him. He closed the car door in a little while, slipped the Mercedes in gear, and slowly and unsteadily

         moved off down the road.

      


      Dartley jumped out of the tree and picked up the trap before checking on Penney and driving away himself.
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         At least Dartley had not been bored. At times he thought that the only reason he did things was to escape. He was not sure

         what he was escaping from. Himself, he supposed. Accepting a mission was a surefire way for him to occupy his mind, but there

         were not all that many missions, even now that he had made a reputation for himself. There were always the long, empty stretches

         between, and the continual temptation to grab at anything just for the sake of something to do. That could be very dangerous.

         The only way a professional assassin could hope to survive was to accept only those missions in which he could stack the odds

         in his favor. The amount of money offered was never the deciding factor. There were constant big-money offers to do somebody’s

         dirty work—Richard Dartley had always stayed away from 

         that. He would not do things that violated his own moral code. True, his moral code was highly personal, maybe even eccentric,

         but it was his own and he stuck with it. He didn’t need the cash, since he had already made a bundle, now safely stowed in

         offshore numbered bank accounts. He would never have to work again in order to pay the rent. The thing that often tempted

         him to accept missions was the tedium of having nothing to do.

      


      Not knowing where he would be on the same day next week was the way Dartley liked to live. When he was idle, he tried to fill

         up his time with women and weapons and keeping himself fit. His schedule would have daunted most men—at night, a beautiful

         woman; in the morning, running and weight lifting; in the afternoon, target shooting and military studies; come night, another

         beautiful woman…. This, to Dartley, was only marking time, treading water, until something big came along that he could really

         sink his teeth into.

      


      Like every free-lance professional, when time passed and he heard nothing from the “outside world,” he began to wonder if

         he had been forgotten, if there wasn’t someone else out there, younger and better, taking all the work he used to get. He

         was caught in a bind since he could not let his name become known, and yet he had to be reachable by the knowledgeable few

         whose problems his skills could solve.

      


      He had flown from Chicago to Denver and spent a few days driving in the mountains, doing nothing much, solely to avoid traveling

         straight to home base after completing a job. He 

         went to endless trouble to avoid establishing patterns of behavior through which he could be traced, knowing that the inhumanly

         methodical search methods of computers went to endless lengths to detect such patterns. After a few days in the Rockies he

         flew from Denver to Washington, D.C., picked up his car in the airport’s long-term parking lot, and set out for Frederick,

         Maryland, northwest of the city.

      


      His Uncle Charley had a fifty-acre farm near Frederick. Dartley had a studio apartment over the barn, the only place he had

         ever kept returning to as if it were his own. In a way it was. His uncle had taken him in after his father was murdered and

         had stuck by him through some bad times.

      


      While people regarded Richard Dartley as a mystery man, so did they often regard his uncle in the same way. Charles Stuart

         Woodgate walked with a limp, said to have resulted from a war wound in the fight for Monte Cassino, when the Allies were driving

         the Germans north along the Italian peninsula. Restricted by his handicap from more active pursuits, Woodgate became a master

         gunsmith, known for his work on rare and antique weapons. He had a large collection of unusual guns and was a registered dealer.

         The mystery that struck some of his Maryland neighbors was how this man—nothing more than a glorified antiques restorer in

         their view—could show up so often in the corridors of power. Over the years people had seen him coming and going from government

         offices and foreign embassies, and they had wondered what he could have been doing. According to gossip, 

         he was with one of the federal agencies in an undercover role, and the agency varied according to who was doing the gossiping,

         all the way from the Secret Service to the IRS.

      


      It never occurred to any of them that Charley Woodgate was merely following his calling as gunsmith. But instead of working

         on old muzzleloaders, he was crafting state-of-the-art custom-made weapons for select clients. These varied from personal

         adjustments to target-shooting pistols to complete modification of bolt-action sniper rifles. Silencers, weapons that broke

         down for easy concealment, and fragmentation bullets were his specialties.

      


      The fact that Woodgate was an armchair version of his nephew in profession was more than a coincidence. Woodgate had taught

         Dartley a lot of what he knew, and the younger man had learned his lessons well. In fact, it was the big difference between

         them that worried Woodgate most. Charley had none of the cold, ruthless killer’s instinct that was so evident in his nephew.

         Woodgate like to think that whatever emotional damage had made Richard Dartley the cold-blooded assassin he had become, it

         had already taken place by the time his nephew came under his influence.

      


      When Richard arrived, he dropped by the farmhouse. “How’s everything?”


      “The people at Continental Laser are worried. Harold Penney is missing. They think you may have killed him.”


      “They knew when they hired me that I’m not the Legal Aid Society.” Dartley said.


      “They were all for getting you when they 

         felt threatened. Now it’s just a case of cold feet, out of fear that they could be tied in to something. The FBI has taken

         your word that Penney is permanently out of circulation, and they have declared the case closed. To show their goodwill they

         sent me this.” He handed Dartley a large film negative. “Mean anything to you?”

      


      Dartley grinned as he looked at the X ray of a right hand with fractures showing in some of the bones.


      Woodgate went on. “Your photos identified Penney’s contact as an assistant military attaché in the Soviet Embassy in Washington.

         He came for treatment to a local hospital in D.C. The FBI traced him to a commercial flight from Chicago. He had an assumed

         name, but a stewardess took one look at the photos and remembered fetching him aspirin during the flight for what he said

         was arthritis in his right hand. What happened to him? I guess he was caught with his hand in the cookie jar? Poor bastard

         was in a lot of pain.”

      


      “Couldn’t happen to a nicer person,” Dartley said.


      Charley was used to his nephew being closemouthed about the details of missions, trusting that he would communicate anything

         important to know. It was not mere curiosity on Charley’s part. He acted as go-between for Dartley and the outside world.

         Only one other person knew that Dartley was now one of the top hit men in the world, and that was Herbert Malleson. This Englishman

         functioned as Dartley’s data bank and research expert on just about anything, while his Uncle Charley took care of the 

         business end of things. Charley’s own secret business of turning out sophisticated weapons brought him in contact with potential

         customers for Richard Dartley.

      


      “Well, the FBI is pleased with how the Continental Laser thing worked out,” Charley said. “It won’t do us any harm to have

         a good relationship with them. The Bureau was a bit pissed off when Langley and those senators stopped them from looking into

         the activities of Paul Savage.”

      


      Paul Savage was the name Richard Dartley often worked under, although Richard Dartley was also an assumed name. Dartley knew

         by now that no matter how careful he was, no matter how tight his security, he could not realistically expect to go undetected

         by federal spooks. He could only hope to buy peace by cooperating where and when he could. Thus, when the FBI had gotten on

         his case, the CIA had said hands off. No man is an island. Least of all a professional assassin.

      


      “Anything new?” Dartley asked.


      Woodgate shrugged. “There’ve have been some feelers from some Filipino businessmen, but I don’t think you should get involved

         with politics there. It’s too much of a damn mess.”

      


      “People usually don’t need me when everything’s shipshape and organized,” Dartley pointed out.


      “The Philippine thing is a real tangle, with old family rivalries and years of violence and corruption. It’s never the main

         movers you have to watch but the ones behind them who control everything they do and say. I’m not having one 

         family use you in their blood feud with another family. I’ll look into it further when I meet with them tomorrow. But right

         now I don’t see much future in it. If you’re going to be at loose ends for the next few days—”

      


      “You know damn well I am,” Dartley said with a laugh.


      “I have something I need tested.”


      He led Dartley into a workroom off the farmhouse kitchen where two long benches were equipped with lathes, saws, vises, and

         other equipment. Woodgate took a rifle from a wall rack and handed it to Dartley. Dartley saw immediately that it was not

         a Dragunov, although it had the type of stock characteristic of that Soviet sniper rifle, in which the wood pistol grip was

         the foremost part of the stock with a hole for insertion of the hand, and a second hole farther back to give lightness. The

         rest of the gun was a takeoff on the Soviet Kalashnikov with a Japanese Hakko Electro-Point Mark VIII scope.

      


      “Israeli?” Dartley asked.


      “Finnish.”


      “A Valmet?” Dartley knew that both the Finns and the Israelis manufactured AK imitations that were better than the Soviet

         originals.

      


      “It’s the Valmet M78/835, a kind of combination of Dragunov stock with the heavy-barrel Valmet M78 to give both heft and stock

         geometry, that gives almost no recoil from a 7.62 mm shell, and none at all from a 5.56. This one is chambered for 5.56, and

         I’ve changed it from semi to full auto and put in a set trigger.”

      


      Dartley knew that his uncle was making a 

         big deal out of this weapon in order to give him something to do. He often tested weapons for Charley, cheerfully undertaking

         the often grueling sessions in which more than two thousand rounds might have to be fired from a single gun in the soundproofed

         range in the farmhouse basement. This rifle would need minimum testing, since most of the conversion was factory-done. A few

         hundred rounds would break in the mechanisms, test the scope, and bring the hair trigger to a maximum sensitivity.

      


      “Why does the customer need a hair trigger if this rifle has no kick?” he asked Charley.


      “I suppose he wants to be doubly sure.” Woodgate answered. “For him I think it’s just a toy. The only person he’ll ever shoot

         will be himself, and that will be accidentally. I’ve done some nice work for him before—and so far as I know, he’s a collector

         and not a dealer.”

      


      Like all Kalashnikov rip-offs, this rifle was gas-operated and used a simple, two-lug rotating bolt to accomplish the locking

         function. The basic design was simple, and stripping involved only lifting the top cover and taking out the gas piston, bolt

         carrier, and bolt assembly. There were no springs or small parts to fall out and be lost.

      


      Dartley raised the gun to his shoulder and sighted through the eyepiece. The scope used the illuminated-dot sighting method,

         consisting of an illuminated dot reticle and a single horizontal line. The illuminated dot was tops in poor light or even

         in full darkness where only an outline could assist in target acquisition. The 

         unit had a magnification power of 4 and a 40 mm objective lens.

      


      Dartley noted that the magazine release could be worked by either hand and that the trigger guard was large enough to easily

         admit a gloved finger. Those were the kind of fine points he admired in a gun design.

      


      “What was wrong with the original Valmet trigger?” he asked Charley.


      “Nothing. It broke at five to six pounds, with very little creep or grit. It had the standard military take-up.”


      A trigger’s military take-up meant that it would move maybe a quarter of an inch before. its mechanism began to operate,

         and after that it operated quickly. This provided a safety margin so that things brushing lightly against the trigger would

         not set it off while the soldier was on maneuvers or otherwise occupied.

      


      Woodgate had installed a double-set trigger, which consisted of two triggers, the first to cock the mechanism and the second

         to fire the shot. He pulled the enabling trigger and barely touched the front trigger, but this was enough to set it off.

         He tried again, and this time the front trigger went off by itself. Both men laughed. It was because of the dangers of such

         sensitivity that commercial arms were never sold with hair triggers. When the mechanism was cocked, a large, heavy spring

         was caught and held back by a very small lever resting on a notch cut in the metal about two-thousandths of an inch wide.

         A breath of air could release it.

      


      “When you’ve finished with that,” Charley said, “I have a reboring job done on a Springfield 

         Ml-A that needs to be sighted for a variance of less than half an inch in a five-shot group at two hundred yards. That will

         give you some outdoor work.”

      


      Charley was doing his best, Dartley could see that. Yet he could not help feeling mildly irritated at his uncle for these

         makework efforts. Had he become such a monster that even Charley grew nervous having him lurking around with nothing to do?

      


      Shirley Carter had heard all about the beaches in her husband’s letters months before she and the children had arrived. Coming

         from Tennessee, which had some lakes and three big rivers but nothing anyone could call a mighty stretch of water, she had

         never expected that one day she would be seeing the sun set over the South China Sea—or any other sea, for that matter. Her

         husband was from Murfreesboro, and she had first met him there while he was home visiting his parents. He had the rank of

         ensign then and had come out to see her parents in the nearby town of Barfield. Three months later he came back to marry her,

         and everyone joked her for marrying a Navy man without ever having seen the sea.

      


      They had been happy in Charleston, South Carolina, where both the children were born and where he reached the rank of lieutenant.

         She had some things to say about the lack of privacy involved in being married to a career serviceman—everyone knew how much

         money he made according to his rank, and everyone had a comment on how they spent it. Apart 

         from that, she had no complaints until word came that he was being transferred to the 7th Fleet, in the Philippines, with

         a promotion to lieutenant commander promised in the near future. He went. She and the kids followed four months later.

      


      Now she was looking out over the ocean at the sun going down in layers of orange, ocher, mauve, even apple-green and other

         colors she had no name for, as her husband swam and the kids played at the water’s edge. She tried to relax and believe that

         everything would work out just fine.

      


      She had been in the Philippines for two weeks now, and her husband had not changed toward her—as she feared he might while

         they were apart—and they had a nice house, the kids had a playground, and there were plenty of other American children. There

         were stores, and she had met some other Navy families she liked. It was only that this was her first time outside America

         and it frightened her. Her husband loved it here. The kids loved it. Only she had any misgivings, and she tried to hide them

         from the others. Even now she could not just lay back, relax, and enjoy the gorgeous sunset over the calm sea. She sat on

         the sand, smoking the third-to-last Salem from the pack she had bought that morning, tense and watchful.

      


      On a four-day leave her husband had taken them on a trip away from the beaches of Subic Bay, thronged with Americans, up the

         coast of Zambales province. Here the beaches were empty, the resorts were small and quiet, the coast beautiful and unspoiled.

         It was paradise—even 

         more beautiful than photographs she had seen of such places. She was learning to swim and had been doing quite well until

         she had heard stories about sharks. Now she found that she had developed a terrible fear, every time she was in the sea, that

         she would be bitten from beneath—that one of her breasts or part of a thigh would be sheared off by the rows of razor-sharp

         teeth in the mouth of one of those swimming beasts.

      


      She couldn’t tell her husband about this new fear that had come over her, he was already explaining to her how irrational

         all her other fears were. When she had mentioned the possibility of a shark attack to him, he had his usual set of statistics

         ready and told her that she was a certain number of times—she could not remember how many—more likely to be hit by a car while

         crossing the street than she was to be bitten by a shark while swimming here. She had made a joke of it by saying that judging

         from the way Filipinos drove, those odds were not so high.

      


      He would never understand why she no longer stayed in the water for more than a few minutes; her fear became too powerful

         for her to control. Now she watched him swimming fearlessly in the orange stain the setting sun made across the calm water.

         Her two children played ankle-deep in the wavelets breaking on shore. She had only two cigarettes left to last her until they

         got back to where they were staying.
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