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“When are we going to Nassau to get Erikson out of that jail?” asked Hazel.

Hazel is my girl friend, all redheaded six feet of her. And she knew everything about me. Everything.

“When are we WHAT?” I said it so vehemently I blew a shower of sparks from my cigarette. We both batted at them furiously to keep the bed from catching fire. “What the hell did you say?”

“You know you can’t leave him there,” Hazel said calmly. “If you can’t get anyone in Washington to act, that leaves you… .” Then she added softly, “And I won’t have you running out on me. We’re going together.”



ONE

THE BANK was on the ground floor of a four-story downtown Nassau office building. My watch said ten minutes past midnight when we started up the rust-encrusted fire escape at the rear of the department store next to the bank. I could feel the perspiration breaking out on the back of my neck in the humidity of the Bahamian night as we lugged our equipment up to the roof. With anyone less strong than Karl Erikson for a pack-horse partner it would have taken more than one trip.

The building was on Shirley Street, a block away from Barclay’s, Sassoon’s, Chase Manhattan, and the other large banks on Bay Street in the financial district. This bank advertised a complete trust and investment service. We were interested in neither.

I paused for a breather on the roof. At that height the cool shore breeze was both noticeable and welcome. The scars from my plastic surgery itch when I perspire, especially under my wig. During the next few hours I was due to itch a good deal, and I didn’t mind postponing it momentarily.

When Karl Erikson placed one of his rare phone calls to Washington just before sunset that evening and began talking about changes in a banana shipment, I guessed even before he came away from the telephone that something had gone off the rails. His guarded conversation translated into the fact that we had to move the operation up twenty-four hours because what we were after inside the bank might not be there the next day.

It put a definite squeeze on my carefully timed plan. For one thing, we wouldn’t be able to get clear of the island immediately after we completed the job. The getaway arrangements set up by Erikson involved a lot of governmental red tape, and the system was too rigid to react to sudden changes. So now we were committed to playing cat-and-mouse with the British-trained Bahamian police force for a day and a night until the prearranged transportation showed up. I didn’t like it, but there was nothing I could do about it.

The department store roof was high enough so I could see, against the blackness of the night, a portion of the crescent of pink sand beach near the tourist hotels. Muted phosphoresence sequined the small wavelets lapping the shore. There was almost no surf. The air around us was heavy with the fragrance of frangipani and mimosa growing in every open space and in the numerous window boxes in front of the stores in the Bay Street business district.

“What’s the hangup, Earl?” Erikson demanded impatiently. He kept his voice down. Sound travels widely in the tropical night.

“Nothing,” I said. “Let’s move to the other roof.”

We were wearing dark business suits and dress shoes. Erikson had suggested black coveralls and tennis shoes, but I pointed out that two men so attired would have difficulty blending into the local scenery if anything went wrong.

Erikson scooped up the heavier of our two canvas bags and walked to the roof edge I had marked on our diagram. He made it look easy as he leaped across the intervening space to the next building. I picked up the other bag and set my teeth as I confronted the eight-foot space with a litter-filled alley below. I’m not fond of heights, but I backed off, took a run at it, and jumped without giving myself time to think.

I jumped too far, of course, skidded, then righted myself. The bank building was closed after nine in the evening, and no watchman was on duty except on the ground floor premises the bank occupied. There were several alarms scattered throughout the building, a system sophisticated enough to insure that even a good technician would be almost sure to trigger an alarm at some point during his trespassing.

When I first studied the wiring diagrams webbing the building, I thought we might have to import an expert to knock out the alarm system. Then I studied the schematic further and realized it wouldn’t be necessary. The alarms were a handicap only if they kept us from getting into the vault and escaping afterward. The more I studied the circuits, the more sure I became that it was going to take more than flashing lights or ringing bells to stop us.

I’d obtained the wiring diagrams of the bank our first night in Nassau by burglarizing the blueprint room in the office of the bank’s architect. Erikson carried a portable copier, and we made duplicates of the bank plans. I was pleased to find that the architect was the meticulous type who made notes and amplified drawings on the original prints of all bank reconstruction, even of the cosmetic face-lifting kind.

A door led down from the roof into the interior of the building. I checked it automatically, but it was locked as I expected. My penlight disclosed the tiny, silvered wires of the alarm system. I turned to the small adjoining structure housing the mechanism for the building’s elevators. The prints indicated it was neither locked nor bugged, and it represented the one major weakness I had found in the bank’s security arrangements.

Karl Erikson crowded inside behind me when I tugged open the door gently and entered the small building. I reached inside my jacket, dug under the chamois holster containing a compact Smith & Wesson .38 special, and removed a screwdriver from the multipocketed vest I was wearing. Four salt-corroded screws on a section of the elevator shaft’s tin roof finally yielded, enabling me to lift away a section large enough to admit us. I flashed my light downward until I located the metal ladder leading down into the shaft exactly where it was on the blueprint.

Three elevators rode side by side in the shaft. All three were now parked at ground level. Examination of the wiring diagrams had shown me that if any of them were moved, an alarm would be set off. Similarly, if any of the elevator doors on each floor leading to the shaft were opened, the result would be the same. To avoid setting off an alarm, we had to confine our activities to the shaft itself.

This was no handicap. The architect’s plans had revealed that the back wall of the elevator shaft at street level was also the rear wall of the bank vault. It could never have happened in the US, but evidently the Bahamians were more casual about that sort of thing. It meant we wouldn’t have to leave the elevator shaft until we were ready to enter the bank vault.

I hadn’t explained any of this to Erikson. Sometimes a deviation from set plans is required in an emergency, and if a participant recognizes the deviation but not the emergency, nervousness results. Erikson didn’t know how I proposed to do the job he had coaxed me to do for him when he had flown out to Hazel Andrews’ ranch near Ely, Nevada.

Hazel is my girl friend, all redheaded six feet of her, and Karl Erikson was no stranger to us. He was a government agent linked to an unnamed Washington operation that had seemingly limitless latitude in its maneuverings. He had moved into my life obliquely at a time when I was engaged in masterminding the quiet removal of a large chunk of charming money cached in a museum in Castro’s Havana.

The man who set up the deal presented Karl Erikson to me as part of a four-man team of cons and ex-cons brought together specifically to abstract the cash. By the time I found out Erikson was intent upon recovering the same cash for the Treasury Department (to whom in a roundabout way it belonged), he and Hazel and I were in the drink somewhere between Havana and Key West, choking on briny sea water and ducking cannon fire from angry Cuban MIGs.

The resultant mutual rescue operation cemented the three-sided acquaintance, and Erikson didn’t hesitate to call upon me again to utilize skills I hadn’t developed in a monastery. I never knew how he explained his employment of me to his unnamed bosses. Perhaps he didn’t try, since he was a Viking-style pragmatist who relied on letting results speak for themselves. He was also the strongest man I had ever known.

The task of moving all our equipment down the shaft and depositing it on top of one of the elevator cabs was almost as much work as it had been to get it up to the roof. Erikson served as chief loadbearer again. I followed him down the narrow steel ladder after replacing the removed tin section of floor above my head. Standing on the ladder, I fastened it from below with a single sheet metal screw.

We were sealed inside the elevator shaft now until the job was done. Or until something went wrong, and they came looking for us.

Erikson stared at me expectantly when we were standing together on the top of the elevator that operated adjacent to the back wall of the vault. “What happens now?” he wanted to know. His voice echoed hollowly in the shaft.

“We go to work,” I informed him.

Elevators always have an emergency door in their roofs. I raised the door, wriggled through the opening, and dropped down inside. Erikson handed our bulky equipment down to me before thudding down onto the carpeted floor beside me. “Shall I close the door in the top of the elevator?” he asked in a half-whisper.

“No,” I said in a normal tone. “We’ll need the ventilation.” Erikson was going to have to get used to hearing a lot more noise before he heard less.

I located the light switch on the car’s control panel and turned on the overhead light. Then I unloaded our canvas sacks and spread their contents in a semicircle on the floor of the cab. I picked up a magnetized screwdriver and removed the screws from one of the three-by-seven-foot metal panels making up the back of the car. I lifted it out of the way, thereby exposing the reinforced concrete wall of the vault just a foot away.

Next I cut the heads from the screws I’d taken from the panel and glued them back in place on the face of the panel with contact cement. Erikson watched me with a puzzled look.

I reached up and removed the light bulb in the roof of the car. Erikson held my penlight so I could see what I was doing while I installed a two-socket fixture. I put the bulb in one socket and a female plug in the other. Now that I had both light and a source of power, I plugged in my masonry drill and attacked the wall of the vault.

The concrete was fourteen inches thick, but the drill chewed through it like a run in a fat girl’s pantyhose. I soon had the wall honeycombed with holes. Erikson watched intently. “It can’t be this easy,” he said.

“It’s not,” I told him. “There’s quarter-inch steel plate behind that concrete.”

From the floor of the cab I selected three lengths of steel pipe, which I screwed together to make a handle. To this I attached a solid twelve-pound weight that completed the birth of a heavy striking implement. I handed the sledge to Erikson. “Go ahead, muscles,” I invited him. “Bust up that concrete.”

“What about noise?”

“The watchman will hear it, but if it’s done quickly enough, he won’t be able to get a fix on it. Then he’ll rationalize that it came from outside.”

Erikson went at it with long-armed, gorillalike swings of the sledge and soon had the air laden with powdery dust. Even before I removed the panel, there was a one-foot space between the vault wall and the back of the elevator cab. Most of the concrete chunks and chips from Erikson’s sledging operation fell into this gap and ended up at the bottom of the shaft, but some debris was sprayed around the floor of the cab.

Erikson worked so rapidly and to such good effect that he soon exposed the latticework of reinforcing rods, which was all that separated us from the steel vault liner. I stopped him while I disconnected the masonry drill we wouldn’t need again. I plugged in a miniature hand-held vacuum cleaner and began to clean up some of the mess we’d made in the cab.

Anything too large to be sucked into the cleaner we kicked over the edge into the bottom of the shaft. I turned the cleaner onto our clothing to remove the clinging dust, paying special attention to the welt of our shoes. I had made sure that our trousers were cuffless.

I laid the vacuum aside and picked up my acetylene outfit. Like all my tools except the masonry drill, it was both lightweight and compact. The hose was only six feet long, the gauges were miniature, the acetylene was carried in a small propane tank, and the oxygen was contained in a pair of skin-diving tanks. The outfit was big enough to do the required job but without much to spare.

I took up a knitted ski mask and slipped it over my head. I checked pressure gauges and cutting torch size before lighting the torch. It had a hot, violet flame that in seconds turned the reinforcement rods to water. When I heated them up and squeezed the oxygen handle, the metal grew red, then yellow, then ruptured, and ran before the invisible jet of oxygen.

The barrier of rods separating us from the vault liner was soon just short lengths of twisted scrap metal at the bottom of the elevator shaft. I inspected the final obstacle, the steel liner. From outside it looked like any other piece of steel plate, but I knew from my study of the architect’s drawings there was no way I could cut through it without setting off an alarm.

“When I burn this and climb down inside there,” I told Erikson, “clean up everything in the cab again after you pass the equipment inside to me. The cab has to look as though it hasn’t been used for anything. Get set to go. When we move now, we move fast.”

Erikson stacked the equipment to one side of the removed cab panel. I connected the second oxygen tank, readjusted the torch, took a deep breath, and sliced through the steel vault liner plate in one long cut, following the edges of the sledged-away concrete.

When the outline was completed, I kicked hard at the center portion of the vault liner. The torched section fell inside the vault with a sound like a Chinese gong. “Quick now!” I said to Erikson. Bells were ringing all over town. I didn’t know how many minutes we had before watchmen, security guards, and police would be crawling all over the building.

Erikson had the vacuum going again feverishly while I grabbed up a can of air freshener. I closed the emergency exit in the cab’s roof and sprayed the inside of the car with the aerosol bomb before dropping the can into the pit and jumping down through the hole we’d made into the vault’s interior. The aerosol spray would remove the last traces of torch heat and cement dust from the elevator.

Erikson began handing the equipment in to me over the hot edge of the gaping hole in the vault liner. When I had it all, he scrambled down into the vault. I reached back up and fitted the previously unscrewed back wall panel from the cab into place again, working from inside the vault and outside the elevator. I fastened the panel into place firmly using half a dozen powerful Alnico magnets. From inside the cab there was nothing to show the panel had ever been removed, since I’d glued the cut-off screw heads back in place, and the panel was almost as securely attached from the rear by the magnets as it would have been by the original screws.

“Now what?” Erikson asked tensely. We could hear the sound of running feet outside the vault entrance. I could picture the watchman, perplexed at the sudden explosion of sound, checking to make sure it was unopened. And being relieved to find the status quo.

“We wait,” I told Erikson.

“Like rabbits in a snare?” he demanded. He sounded as though he didn’t care much for the idea.

“Like pigs in clover,” I tried to soothe him. “Until they search the building and satisfy themselves there’s nothing wrong. There never was an alarm system in the world that didn’t kick itself off accidentally at some time or other, and eventually the security guards and the police will conclude that’s what happened now.”

Erikson shook his head dubiously. More voices could be heard outside the vault. They seemed to be shouting at each other. Some were close to the vault door, and some sounded as though they were reaching us through the hole in the wall of the elevator shaft. This was confirmed when the elevator started upward suddenly with a grinding noise.

When it was a floor above us, I leaned out through the hole in the vault’s steel liner and aimed my light downward into the shaft. The debris at the bottom didn’t appear at all unusual. There’s often a lot of construction rubble at the base of such shafts, and this one had obviously had quite a bit before we added our contribution to it. Bricks, boards, mortar, and miscellaneous waste surrounded the large shock absorber in the pit.

Excited voices aboard the elevator harangued each other in rich British accents. “Search all floors immediately!” an authoritative, clipped voice commanded brusquely. The elevator rose still higher, and we could hear voices rising and falling as the order was carried out.

I peeled off the surgeon’s rubber gloves I was wearing. My hands had been perspiring inside the thin latex, and the flesh of my fingertips felt like uncooked prunes, they were so puckered from the moisture.

Erikson was still listening intently as the voices from the shaft called back and forth to each other. “How long is this damned commotion going to last?” he asked irritably. He held an unlighted cigarette in his rubber-gloved right hand.

“Not much longer,” I said confidently. “They’ll get tired of playing Boy Scout. We’ll have plenty of time before the bank opens for business.” I beamed my light around the corners of the vault until I located a steel-strapped money chest. I sat down on it and rested my back gratefully against a wall patterned with safe deposit box drawers. “Go ahead and light up.”

“Won’t someone smell it?” he asked doubtfully. “A draft could draw the smoke through the hole you burned in the vault liner and carry it up the elevator shaft.”

“Half of them will be smoking anyhow, Karl.”

He hesitated another moment, then lit up. He spoke again after the first expelled lungful of smoke wreathed his square-chinned, bulldog features and rough-looking blond hair. “I’ve got to hand it to you, Earl. The one place they’ll never think to look for us is inside the vault itself.” He took another deep drag on his cigarette before extinguishing it and dropping the butt into his shirt pocket. “How long will it take you to get into the safe deposit boxes?”

“No time at all. Nothing like what it would take to get inside this money chest I’m sitting on.”

“We’re not here for that!” he said sharply.

“You never did tell me why we’re here,” I pointed out.

He didn’t answer me.

It hadn’t taken Karl Erikson long to get to the point when he showed up at Hazel’s ranch in the copper-mining district of eastern Nevada a month ago. Out of Hazel’s hearing he informed me that his as-always-unspecified bosses in Washington had handed him the assignment of procuring an unnamed something from a couple of safe deposit boxes in a bank vault in Nassau.

“I told them I couldn’t even consider making the attempt unless I could pick the man to go with me,” Karl said earnestly when we were alone in front of the barn where I was gassing up the rented car in which he’d driven from Reno. There’s a United flight daily from San Francisco into the Ely airport which goes on to Salt Lake City and vice versa, but if you miss them, you wait twenty-four hours. Karl Erikson didn’t have that kind of patience. “But after what happened to the Turk on our last job, the head man didn’t want to okay it when I named you,” he continued. “He finally gave in when I insisted no one else could swing the job.”

“Did you ever consider I might like the option of saying ‘No’ sometimes before you volunteer me for one of your projects?” I had asked a bit warmly.

“Ahhhhh, come on, Earl. There just isn’t anyone on our books who can match your talent for this job.”

“Flattery will get you nowhere,” I told him firmly.

But of course it had.

Plus the fact I owed Karl Erikson a couple of favors difficult to repay in ordinary coin.

He knew what I’d been. Not in detail, but he knew. He was a complete opportunist when it came to carrying out his orders, though, and he had no qualms about using me. Not that our prior relationship had been a one-way street. Karl Erikson drew a lot of water in the underground levels of government where he operated — a situation which in the light of my past afforded a substantial umbrella when he was on my side.

He was a hard man to say no to and make it stick. He was that truly hard-to-find individual, a dedicated man in the service of his country, and so closemouthed that it should really have been no surprise to me that I sat beside him inside a Nassau bank vault and still had no idea why we were there.

I had my own ideas, of course. If I’d still been in business for myself, Nassau was just the type of banking situation I might have taken a hard look at. Along with Switzerland, Spain, and Hong Kong it had become both a tax haven and a repository for undeclared income. There should be some juicy stacks of bills in the safe deposit boxes against which my back was resting.

The sound of voices was diminishing outside the vault. Erikson paced, not nervously but impatiently. His head was cocked to one side as he listened. “I’m curious,” he said finally, coming to a halt in front of me. “What alternative plan did you have if anything had gone wrong and we couldn’t get out of the vault before the building opened in the morning and the elevators were in use, pinning us here?”

“Simple,” I said. “I’d have jammed the vault’s timing mechanism from inside here. I’d have jammed it so badly it would have taken technicians a couple of days to open the twenty-ton door. If the bank personnel couldn’t open the door, they couldn’t know we were here, and we’d have gone out over the roof again after the building closed tonight. You said the plane would be showing up once every twenty-four hours for three days, so we’d just have been set back a day. That’s the only thing that could have gone wrong.”

“Speaking of things going wrong,” Erikson said. “If only one of us makes it in the plane to Andrews Field in Washington, we’re to meet a man named Baker and turn the material over to him. He’ll be there each of the next three days from 8:00 to 8:10 A.M.”

I waved it aside. “The only thing that bothers me is that we’ve got to hide out for a day now before the plane shows up and this is a damned small island.”

“Eighty square miles,” Erikson said soberly.

“Oh well, we’ve made up before for shortcomings of the Washington brain bank,” I philosophized. “We’ll manage this time, too.”

“Nothing like working with a professional,” Erikson said drily. There were no sounds now from outside the vault. “Are we ready?”

“Relax. Let’s give the police time to get back in the sack after giving the security people hell for rousting them out.”

We both fell silent. For half an hour the only sound inside the vault was our breathing. Finally I stood up, drawing on my rubber gloves again. “Okay,” I said. “What are we after?”

Erikson took my thin-beamed light and shined it on the rows of safe deposit boxes. The beam traveled in a short arc, returned, then repeated its passage. “These three,” Erikson said. “Numbers C-114, C-115, and C-116.”

I moved in more closely and examined the twin locks on the boxes. They were quite ordinary. Who puts expensive locks on safe deposit boxes inside a vault? Not the banks in Nassau, anyway.

“No problem,” I assured Erikson. I went to our equipment and selected a U-shaped steel punch. I picked up a ball-peen hammer also and then approached the boxes again.

Speed was important now because the next noise we made was going to convince an already nervous watchman that things weren’t kosher. I hoped he was stationed close to the vault door where the thicknesses of steel and solid concrete would help to muffle noise. If the police had left a second man in the lobby near the elevator doors, there was no way he could miss hearing us. There was nothing we could do about it except move fast.

I positioned the punch over the twin lock of box C-114, took a short grip on the hammer, and swung it hard. The contact sounded like a bomb going off in the confined space of the vault. The box drawer sagged open drunkenly, its lock mechanism pulverized.

Erikson shook his head. “I thought Jock McLaren was good with locks, but he could go to your school.” He lifted the cover from the box and began to scoop its contents into a small canvas sack. The contents seemed to be mostly loose papers and not too many of them.

Jock McLaren was one of Erikson’s men who had been with us at the finale when a fat Turk took an unhealthy interest in an AEC shipment from Hanford, Washington, that was being trucked across the country. “Seen Jock lately?” I asked as I placed the punch over the lock of C-115. BOOOOONNNNNGGGG! The box sprang open.

“I had dinner with him and his wife a few weeks ago at their home in Arlington, Virginia,” Erikson said as he rifled the second box.

C-116 required two blows from the hammer instead of one. Otherwise the results were the same. It was like poking three winners in a row from a huge punchboard. “That’s it?” I asked Erikson as he flattened papers inside the canvas sack to make it more manageable.

“That’s it.” He knotted a cord around the neck of the sack, which bulged hardly at all.

There had been no sound from outside the vault. The whole affair hardly seemed worth the trouble. I looked with regret at the rows and rows of additional boxes and the money chests scattered around the floor of the vault. “You sure we’re not mad at this bank? It could be a hell of a nice touch.”

“We’re ready to leave,” Erikson said emphatically.

“You’re the doctor,” I surrendered. “Don’t bother about the tools. We won’t be taking most of them. Don’t forget to write off the expense on your next income tax return.”

Erikson snorted as I selected a screwdriver and an eighteen-inch crowbar from the tools on the floor and returned to the entrance hole we’d made in the back of the vault. The magnets I’d used to hold the elevator’s loosened back wall panel in place were too strong for me to pull away with my hands, but I pried them free with the crowbar. I shoved the panel out of the way.

I stepped up into the cab and Erikson followed right behind me. “Quietly now,” I cautioned. “Anyone listening can hear us a lot more plainly in this thing than through the vault thicknesses.”

I reached above my head to push open the emergency door in the elevator roof, then froze. Just above my up-stretched hands the elevator light still glowed, and it illuminated brilliantly the two-way fixture I’d installed to provide both light and a power source.

Erikson saw the direction of my glance, and his brow corrugated when he spotted the fixture. “Goddamnit,” he said softly, “I forgot to take it out. Of all the stupid — ”

“I should have reminded you,” I cut in.

“I shouldn’t have needed to be reminded!” he growled. “You told me the cab had to look as though no one had been aboard it. I could have blown the whole bit by forgetting to remove that fixture.”

A sharp-eyed cop could certainly have earned himself a promotion. I wondered uneasily if a sharp-eyed cop was going to earn himself a promotion. If the tell-tale fixture had been noticed and the roof of the bank building and the street outside were staked out by silent, waiting Bahamian police …

I reached under my jacket and loosened my .38 in its shoulder holster. “There’s going to be one hell of a scramble if the police are waiting for us on the roof, Karl. I think we’d better — ”

A smashing blow on the muscle of my right arm numbed the arm and slammed me up against the side of the elevator cab. Karl Erikson’s big hand snaked inside my jacket and emerged with my .38. “No shooting!” he said harshly.

“No shooting?” I echoed incredulously as the numbness vanished and pain flooded my entire right side. “Goddamn you, Karl, I’m not going to rot in a stinking — ”

“I said no shooting,” he repeated but in a quieter tone. “This is a friendly government. Maybe they didn’t notice anything. Get up the ladder.”

We certainly had to do that anyway. I shoved open the emergency door in the cab’s roof and pulled myself up through the opening with Erikson assisting me from below. I needed assistance; the big bastard had just about decommissioned me with one punch. I helped him up when I was standing on the elevator roof. The pain in my right arm seemed to be increasing steadily. Erikson had a fist with the impact of a jackhammer.

I transferred the screwdriver to a jacket pocket and the crowbar to a hanging loop on my vest before I started up the steel ladder. I used my left hand to pull myself upward. At the top of the shaft I unscrewed the single screw I’d left to hold the loosened piece of tin flooring, then pushed the square of metal aside.

I reached still further upward with only the upper part of my body through the opening and feet still on the ladder rungs. I could hear the sounds of Erikson’s scuffling ascent below me as I leaned forward and put a hand on the door and gently cracked open the entrance to the small structure housing the elevator mechanism.

It was still dark outside but not the total blackness of several hours before. A tinge of gray in the eastern sky hinted at the approaching dawn. Everything seemed quiet on the rooftop. I took a relieved breath and raised a foot to the next ladder rung.

And then through the crack I saw at the farthest perimeter of the roof a dark face appear suddenly in the quick glow of a lighted cigarette held in a cupped hand.





TWO

I DROPPED down inside the shaft, then bent nearly double on the ladder to get closer to Erikson. “They’re on the roof!” I whispered. “Give me the gun!” His response was to remove my .38 from a pocket and drop it down the elevator shaft. I heard the dull thud of its landing on the roof of the elevator. “Goddamnit, Karl — !”

“Shut up!” His response was more rasp than whisper. “We’ve got to get clear with this sack. Here. You take it.” He thrust it at me. “I’ll meet you at the airstrip rendezvous this time tomorrow morning if we become separated. If only one of us makes it, remember the name Baker at Andrews at eight A.M. Now change places with me. I’m going out first.”

“What the hell difference does it make who goes out first? Climb back down and get my gun, and I’ll — ”

“Shut up and do as I say!”

We changed places on the ladder in a grisly ballet of sweaty, grasping hands and bumping bodies. Perspiration was crawling down my back by the time Erikson scrambled past me on the narrow ladder. I made a loop in the cord around the neck of the sack and hung it around my neck after ripping off my tool-carrying vest and dropping it into the elevator pit. I held onto the ladder with one hand while I buttoned my jacket over the sack with the other. Its bulk didn’t seem too conspicuous, and it left both my hands free.
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