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Chapter 1

 


An underpowered wall unit labored
to chill the air in Room 248, but the afternoon heat got through,
accompanied by the filtered sounds of five fat old men who called
themselves the Duwamish Jazz Band, and who played four horns and a
banjo no better than they had to in the desert community of
Richland, Washington. They stood at the edge of the swimming pool,
just below the room, honking and plunking at a Dixieland
arrangement of “Midnight in Moscow.”

A naked man lay on the bed, half
covered by a sheet. One of his hands burrowed under the pillow. The
other, encased in a white, cotton glove, rested on his thigh. The
man groaned and turned, and clenched the hand into a fist that left
the glove’s empty middle finger extended limply on the
sheet.

The telephone rang. The man rolled
off the bed, stepped to the table against the opposite wall. He
started to reach for the telephone with his right hand, noticed
that it had no glove, and reached with his left instead.

“Hello?”

“It’s seven o’clock, Mr.
Lopez.”

The man grunted and hung up. He
stretched and yawned, then slouched back to the bed. He reached
under the pillow, retrieved the other glove, and slipped it on.
Nobody would give a damn about someone named Raymond Lopez; but the
man was sure that a fine set of nine fingerprints under his own
name, Facundo Hesse, took up space in the files of more than one
federal agency.

Hesse stretched again and strode
into the bathroom, scratching the thatch of dark blond hair on his
chest. He was large, a couple of inches over six feet, with
powerful, hairy arms and meaty hands. The legs didn’t fit the rest
of him. They were pale, hairless, almost skinny.

His right hand, the one with all
its fingers, squeezed absently at the beginning of a fat roll
around his middle, then dropped and stroked the old scar that ran
up his thigh to a lopsided scrotum that held only one testicle,
mute testimony to Hesse’s youthful infatuation with fighting bulls.
He examined himself with pale, almost colorless eyes—a legacy from
his Austrian father—and gave the fat roll another squeeze. Then he
squared his shoulders and nodded at the reflection with a satisfied
grunt.

“Not bad, considering the miles.”
His voice was high and thin. A woman had laughed at him about his
voice, once. “It goes with your legs,” she had said. He had broken
her nose for that, and had been briefly under arrest. His father
had bailed him out that time, as he had many times.

Hesse set the shower as hot as he
could stand it. He pulled his gloves off and jumped in, soaped
himself rapidly and rinsed, then twisted the control to cold and
stood flinching under the water, “To close the pores.” It was a
thing someone, probably one of his father’s mistresses, had told
him when he was a young boy who still believed what women said to
him. It was the sort of thing a mother might say, but hadn’t;
Hesse’s mother was only a dim memory of soft Spanish, dark hair and
perfume. She had walked out of his life when he was
four.

Hesse jumped out of the shower and
toweled himself dry. He pulled a can of shaving foam out of his kit
and pressed the button. Nothing happened. He shook the can and
tried again. Still nothing. With a muttered curse Hesse crumpled
the can in his hand and threw it into the trash basket so hard that
the basket fell over on its side. He left it that way, and lathered
his face with hotel soap.

He had packed everything the night
before, except for the shaving kit, and the charcoal jacket,
trousers and gray sports shirt he planned to wear. He dressed
slowly, almost fussily, and examined himself in the mirror when he
was done. He rearranged the handkerchief in his breast pocket two
or three times before he was satisfied. Then he shoved the wet
gloves into the shaving kit and slipped the kit into his suitcase.
He picked up the suitcase, took a last look around the room, and
walked out, leaving the door open, and most of the lights in the
room on.

~

The sun had dropped behind the
low, barren mountains west of town, and the breeze coming off the
river next to the motel was already cooling down. In another hour,
Hesse knew, it would be chilly, giving him an excuse to put on the
cashmere vest a girlfriend had given him a couple of months before.
He couldn’t remember which girlfriend, but he loved the vest. He
loved all soft things.

The jazz band was packing its gear
away as Hesse walked past the pool toward the lobby. A few people
still sat outside in the October dusk, warmed by sunburns, and by
the drinks they nursed. A teenage girl walked past Hesse, wearing
shorts and a blue T-shirt with the word “Bombers” printed in white
across her breast, superimposed over a stylized mushroom cloud. The
girl looked at Hesse appraisingly, meeting his eye with a
challenging stare, then glancing deliberately at his crotch. Hesse
could tell the moment she noticed his missing finger; she made a
small face and looked away with a toss of her head. He felt his
ears burn, and had a momentary impulse to grab her, throw her down
onto one of the deck chairs which surrounded the pool, and show her
what a real man could do to a foolish bitch. He shook the impulse
off and walked on with a laugh. At home, in Buenos Aires, he might
have acted on an impulse like that, protected from the consequences
by money and family connections. Here, he thought, money didn’t
count as much; too many people had it.

A man, more a boy, stood behind
the registration desk, dressed a little too perfectly, and wearing
a discrete but noticeable touch of green eye shadow. He smiled and
gave Hesse a look not that different from the one the girl had
initially thrown him. Hesse felt his stomach recoil.

“Room 248,” he said. “The key’s on
the dresser.”

He swiveled around, walked across
the small lobby to a newspaper stand and read the headlines,
tapping the fingers of his good hand impatiently against his thigh.
He had trained himself long ago to keep the other hand quiet,
hidden away. People sometimes met him several times before they
realized he had a finger missing.

He glanced back at the
registration desk. The clerk was staring at him and smiling. Hesse
looked quickly away, embarrassed to be attractive to the man.
Damned faggots, he thought. He knew what he would like to do to all
of them. Faggots and Jews. There was no difference.

The clerk pushed the credit card
slip toward him. Hesse walked stiffly back to the desk, signed it,
ripped off the hotel copy and shoved the rest into his pocket,
carbons and all.

~

A gray van with U.S. Government
plates waited in the parking lot. Next to it stood a larger, black
Dodge van, its windows tinted a smoky gray that hid the interior.
Hesse slipped on a pair of black driving gloves and climbed into
the government van. A window in the other vehicle lowered, and a
head poked out, heavy-jawed, black hair cropped so close to the
skull that it appeared shaved.

“You ready, Mr. Lopez?”

“I need to eat.”

“Okay. Me, too. I’ll follow
you.”

Hesse nodded and started the van,
bemused by the fate that provided him with such assistants. He knew
this one only as Nick, no last name known or necessary—one of the
skinhead clones who sprouted in clusters at Hayden Lake, strutting
around the headquarters of the Aryan Nation, preening in their
pseudo-Nazi uniforms and glaring at passersby.

“The final hope of the great white
race.” Hesse shook his head and laughed. Nick was an animal,
violent and dull, a good beast of burden Hesse could use and toss
away, but difficult at times, because he also had the impulse
control of an animal.

Hesse pulled the van into the
drive-through of a brightly lit McDonald’s and ordered a fish
sandwich and coffee. When the food came in its plastic packaging
and greasy paper sack, Hesse put it on the seat beside him, turned
onto George Washington Way, and headed slowly north. Vehicles
filled the street—mostly pickup trucks and vans with custom paint
jobs and their rear ends jacked up high, like cats in heat, and a
few convertibles with their tops down despite the dropping
temperature—all moving about fifteen miles an hour, and all filled
with teenagers who eyed each other and shouted back and forth.
Hesse felt a flare of irritation, then reminded himself that there
was no hurry. It wasn’t dark yet, at any rate, and he would need
darkness. He relaxed, stretched, and amused himself watching the
ritual parade.

A horn honked loudly at Hesse’s
rear. He glanced in the mirror and saw headlights weaving back and
forth. They caught up, and then Nick’s black Dodge screamed past
him. Two pickups in front of Hesse closed ranks and slowed to a
crawl as their drivers became aware of Nick’s van. Nick flashed his
lights at them and honked again. One of the teenagers turned,
grinned through the rear window of his pickup, and shot Nick the
finger. Nick started to pass on the left, and the inside truck
veered over, blocking his way.

Hesse sighed, then gasped as Nick
shot over to the right and passed the trucks on the sidewalk, horn
blaring.

“Que
baboso,” Hesse muttered. What a fool. All
they needed was for the silly asshole to get himself arrested. He
shrugged. Another few hours and he would no longer have to worry
about Nick.

The traffic had thinned out by the
time Hesse reached the north edge of town. He saw no sign of Nick,
but hadn’t seen any police lights flashing either. No sense
worrying at this point, he thought. The road split ahead of him,
the branch to the right marked by a large, lighted sign signaling
the public entrance to the Hanford Nuclear Reservation. Hesse
turned left, onto State Road 243, and picked up speed. The lights
of town dwindled in his mirror, and soon he was surrounded by empty
land. His headlights caught the reflection of road markers, an
occasional sagebrush, and nothing else. Hesse had timed everything
to come when there would be no moon. He finished the fish sandwich,
chewing slowly, absently, and took a last swallow of coffee. Then
he slipped the cup and sandwich container back into their paper
sack, rolled down the window of the van, and threw the sack
out.

The van’s headlights caught a
green and white mileage sign. “Mile twenty-four,” Hesse muttered,
and slowed the van down. “And there he is. Silly piece of shit did
something right.” The black van sat obediently in the dirt off the
shoulder of the road, pointing north. As Hesse passed, there was a
loud honk, and the black van’s headlights suddenly came on and
flashed three times.

“Jesus Christ.” Hesse slapped his
forehead, then pounded the steering wheel. He pulled off the road,
turned off his own headlights, and waited. Soon he heard footsteps
in the gravel, and the passenger door of the van opened. Nick slid
inside and closed the door.

Hesse backhanded the younger man
in the mouth. “What the hell do you have inside your head instead
of brains?”

Nick yelped like a surprised puppy
and fingered his mouth. “What the fuck did you do that
for?”

Hesse started the van. “If I
didn’t absolutely need you, I would kill you with my bare hands,
right now. Why don’t you just drive up to the entrance and honk? Or
maybe you could play a bugle call.”

“All right! So I’m sorry. I didn’t
think you saw me, is all.”

“Don’t think. You’re not equipped
for it, and I’m not paying you for it.” Hesse speeded up. He knew
the entrance, the Yakima Barrier to the Hanford Reservation, should
be near. Then he saw it, a low gate house off to the right, its
gray cinder blocks floodlit. The only sign, a small one a few yards
in front of the building, offered the bare message that persons
approaching should be prepared to be searched.

Hesse pulled up to the guardhouse.
One man stood inside the brightly lit enclosure, dressed in the
gray and slate blue of a Hanford guard. He and Hesse looked at each
other. Hesse cocked an eyebrow. The guard nodded.

“Everything’s ready,” he
said.

“You’re sure you’ll be
alone?”

“You bet. I did a friend a favor
and took this shift for him so he could step out on his wife.” He
laughed. “Told him I needed the hours, so I could afford to step
out on mine. And after midnight is my shift anyway. We have the
place to ourselves until breakfast.”

“Very well. Direct me.”

The guard pointed into the night.
“Go down this road for three-quarters of a mile. You’ll see a dirt
road leading off to the left. Take it and drive until you reach
railroad tracks. Cross them, go another thousand yards, and
wait.”

Hesse nodded. “I’ll be
back.”

“You bet,” the guard said with a
smile. “I’ll be waiting.”

Hesse put the van in gear and
moved cautiously down the road, driving by his parking
lights.

“I thought this place was closed,”
Nick said.

“The old N Reactor, the one they
used to produce plutonium for the military, is closed. Everything
else is running, including the Purex Plant. That’s where they
purify old fuel, reprocess it into plutonium oxide. That’s what
we’re here for.”

“Not bombs?”

Hesse laughed. “Not bombs. Pretty
black powder in steel bottles. You could make a bomb from it, I
guess, with some work.”

“I don’t want nothing to do with
no bombs,” Nick muttered.

The dirt road was where the guard
had said it would be.

“You sure you can trust that guy?”
Nick asked, as Hesse turned. Hesse gazed briefly at Nick, and Nick
looked away.

“I don’t trust anybody,” Hesse
said. “I don’t trust you. But I don’t have to trust. I buy. I
bought you, and I bought him. His name is Leonard, and his wife is
a shrew. He wants out very badly. He wants to start a new life. And
he wants a lot of money, enough to start his new life in
style.”

The van reached the tracks,
crossed them, and Hesse drove on for what he hoped was another
thousand yards. A low wooden building came into view, and he pulled
up next to it, then extinguished the van’s parking lights. Nick
pulled out cigarettes and a lighter.

“Put them away,” Hesse
said.

“I want a smoke.”

“Smoke later. You’re going to be
busy. Anyway, I don’t like the stink.”

“Jeezus, Mr. Clean.”

As Nick put the cigarettes back in
his pocket, Hesse heard the sound of an engine. A vehicle
approached, its parking lights barely illuminating the dirt track
in front of it. Hesse made out a gray van similar to his, but with
the blue triangle of Hanford Security on its door.

A man in a guard’s uniform got out
of the other vehicle and approached Hesse, who rolled his window
down.

“How many of you?” the man asked.
Hesse held up two fingers.

“Good enough,” the man said. “Lets
get this shit into your van. Where the shit you get a government
van, anyway?”

“None of your
business.”

The security guard spread his
palms and smiled. “Right you are, just so long as you brought what
I need.”

Hesse pulled a small key from his
pocket. “It’s here. And I brought you a little extra something, as
well.”

The guard reached for the key.
Hesse jerked it away and dropped it back into his
pocket.

“When the job is finished,” he
said.

The man shrugged and returned to
his van. He slid the side door open disappeared into the dark
interior, then reappeared holding a slender, steel
bottle.

“Here it is, man.” He stepped down
from the van and approached Hesse, who felt himself tense.
“Plutonium oxide powder, the very finest the Purex Plant has to
offer. And there’s twelve more in the van. A baker’s dozen. How’s
that for a bargain? More than 50 pounds. And any kid with a good
chemistry set can refine it into enough weapons grade plutonium for
a very nice little bomb, with some left over to make mud
pies.”

A slight exaggeration, Hesse knew,
but not much of one.

The guard tossed the bottle. Hesse
ducked violently, then stood panting while the bottle rolled to a
stop in the dirt.

“Aw, hey, man, it’s safe. You
think I’d touch the shit if it wasn’t?” The guard stepped over to
the bottle, picked it up, and held it out to Hesse
again.

“Nick, take it,” Hesse said. He
stepped back again, willing the adrenaline in his body to subside.
He felt his ears burning for the second time in a day. He had shown
fear, and the guard had seen it. Nick, he knew, had seen it as
well, and was smiling at him.

Go ahead and grin while you can,
monkey, Hesse thought. He shoved his fist into the palm of his
other hand, and twisted it until the friction began to
hurt.

Nick and the guard loaded the
remaining bottles into Hesse’s van, working silently while Hesse
looked on. The last bottle transferred, the guard turned back to
Hesse.

“The key,” he said, and held out
his hand.

“How long before someone realizes
this much plutonium is missing?” Hesse asked.

“Shit, they may never notice. I
had the load to myself for an hour. You think this is a lot? You
should see the shipment I took it from.”

“How long?”

“At the earliest, when they unload
at the other end and check the shipping papers. Say three, four
days. But even then they’ll probably just shrug, file a report, and
the report will go to some paper pusher who’ll use it to wrap a
fish. You got to remember that twenty six hundred guys lost their
jobs when they killed off the N Reactor. That’s murder to little
towns like Richland. You think anybody around here gives a shit
about government property any more?”

Hesse pulled the key from his
pocket, handed it to the guard. “First Interstate Bank in
Kennewick,” he said. “You’ll find it’s all there.”

“Fifty grand?”

Hesse nodded. “In very spendable
denominations.”

“Shit, man, I don’t care if it’s
all pennies.” The guard turned to go.

“Wait.” Hesse pulled a slender
plastic box from his jacket. “I promised you a little extra
something.” He handed the box to the guard.

“What is it?”

“Open it.”

The guard popped the lid. “Jesus,
is this what it looks like?”

“Try a little and see.”

“Hey, don’t mind if I do.” The
guard reached into the box with thumb and forefinger and retrieved
a pinch of white powder. He dusted the back of his hand with it,
then held the hand to his nose and sniffed deeply.

“No shit,” he said, a pleased grin
on his face. “I can feel it already.”

“Be careful. It’s very pure, very
strong.”

“Right.” The guard spread another
pinch on his hand, snorted it up, then snapped the lid
closed.

“Hey, man,” Nick said. “Gimme a
little.”

Hesse pushed him away. “No! Don’t
be greedy. This man has worked hard for us. He deserves absolutely
everything he’s getting.” He marched back to the government van,
slid the side door shut, and climbed behind the wheel.

“Get in,” he snapped. Nick
slouched to the passenger side and slid in.

“A little snort of that stuff
wouldn’t have hurt,” he said as Hesse turned the van around and
headed back the way they had come.

“A little snort would have killed
you,” Hesse replied. “That wasn’t just cocaine. It’s mixed in with
a toxin. That’s why I wanted to be sure he tried some while I
watched.” He saw me afraid, and I wanted to see him start to die.
“In half an hour, he’ll start feeling sick. In another hour he’ll
be delirious, then comatose. By breakfast he’ll be
dead.”

“They’ll find the
stuff.”

“Exactly. And eventually they’ll
discover the safe deposit box, filled with Monopoly money.” Hesse
tossed his head back and laughed. Nick shifted in his seat and
looked out the window into the dark, not responding.

 



Chapter
2

 


Adam Pray stared out the window
and wondered what was wrong with him. Ordinarily the vision of the
Seattle skyline wrapped around Elliott Bay, with the etched
silhouette, on a rare, golden October afternoon, of the Olympic
Mountains to the west, would soothe him, make him glad again that
he had bought this three-storied aerie high on the side of Queen
Anne Hill.

Today, the view just irritated
him. He stared sourly at the Columbia Center, which reared, thick,
tall, and glassy black, above the city. A port city is a woman, he
thought, a harbor, a womb, a safe, soft place to come home to. The
tower of black glass was out of place—too big, too tall, like some
massive, arrogant, post-technological phallus.

“Darth Vader’s penis,” Pray
muttered. He laughed. “Christ, when I start talking profound, I
know I’m bored.”

He glared at what he could see of
himself in the window. A trick of light made his slate blue eyes
leap out from the otherwise hazy reflection, like the cover of some
Stephen King novel.

He pressed his hands against the
window and raked his long fingers across the glass, curling and
uncurling them like blunted claws. “Artistic fingers,” his mother
would call them, to which his father would reply that probably
meant Pray would never do an honest day’s work.

Pray turned from the window and
stared restlessly around the room. It was usually his favorite
place—a lair for seductions, a refuge when he needed to be alone;
with a fireplace that worked, a built in bar if he felt like
getting a little drunk, a good stereo system to listen to while he
did, and the octagonal table from Mexico, created with hammer marks
to make it look old, and now truly old and beat up after twenty
years of following its owner around.

This day, the room also failed
him. He went to the bar and poured himself an inch of brandy. He
could afford better now, but he stuck stubbornly to Christian
Brothers, right out of the jug, as if to demonstrate to himself
that sudden wealth had not spoiled him. Then he threw himself into
a leather beanbag chair almost as old as the table. He felt like a
caged . . . A caged what?

A caged playboy, that’s what I
am.” He rolled the snifter between his hands, then took a slow
swallow. He wondered if his aunt Nora, his old man’s even older
sister, had really done him a favor by leaving her entire estate to
him. “To my only brother’s only son, Adam,” the probate lawyer had
read to them in his dark, stuffy Virginia office, “All my worldly
goods. And to my beloved brother, my best wishes, but not a penny,
because he wouldn’t begin to know how to enjoy it.”

Pray’s father had looked at him,
then turned away and nodded, as if to say “I always knew it.”
Pray’s mother, for whom the real world dimmed next to the Old South
that glittered inside her head, had been ecstatic. She had clung to
his lanky, six-foot frame, beaming at him, stretching up to tousle
his black, curly hair, tracing the outline of the small scar that
curled from the corner of his eye onto his cheek. The scar was a
souvenir from a childhood fight with his older brother Julian. His
mother always claimed it made him look just that more dashing, like
a Heidelberg student. She hadn’t said a word as they left the
lawyer’s office, but Pray had known that somewhere behind those
never-quite-in-focus eyes lurked a conviction that he, her golden
son, would build her dream for her, the one her practical, dour,
career FBI husband hardly even knew about—complete with plantation,
happy black slaves, and a tall, cool mint julep on the verandah
every evening.

Something bright green and yellow
caught Pray’s eye. It lay on the carpet under the Mexican table.
Pray picked it up. It was an earring, made for pierced ears, a gold
post with a long, fuzzy feather dangling from it. One of Harriet’s,
he supposed. He made a mental note to take it to her when they met
for lunch in two days. He made another note as well, one to scratch
Harriet from his list of female companions. This was the third time
she had left something of hers behind. First it had been a scarf,
dropped at the base of the fireplace mantel; then a necklace of
glass beads, down stairs in his bedroom. Now the earring. She was
marking her turf, Pray knew, like a wolf; and that meant it was
time for her to go.

He leaned forward in the beanbag
and dropped the earring on the octagonal table, then stretched a
little farther and picked up a photograph that lay on the same
table.

It was a picture of a boat, made
of jade, white jade, nephrite, the kind the Chinese call mutton
fat. A dragon boat, carved with walls so thin that the light that
came from some source outside the photograph’s frame pierced it,
made it glow. Windows carved into the hull revealed a complement of
tiny passengers, caught for eternity on some celestial voyage,
carved from a slightly greener shade of nephrite. The dragon’s
head, at the prow of the craft, grinned sublimely. It had one eye
closed, as if it were winking. The other eye, which stared at Pray
from the photograph, was a glowing ruby.

The picture had come with a note
from Josef Ruhm. The wrinkled old dealer in jade had lured Pray to
his Fourth and Pike Building showroom in downtown Seattle more than
once, and the results of those trips filled the room Pray sat in
now, nestled into corners and crannies.

“I want you to have first refusal
on this very special piece,” the note said. “Second and third
refusal too. It is meant for you.”

Pray gazed raptly at the dragon
boat. He knew he was going to have it, had to have it, even if he
had to hock his soul to get it. He might have to, he mused. Aunt
Nora’s money had left him comfortably fixed, but there were limits,
and the dragon boat in the picture had to carry a price that would
make anyone wince.

But he would have it. The thought
helped his mood. He poured himself another inch of brandy and put
on a record, an orchestral piece by Eric Satie, an odd little
thing, filled with car horns and typewriter bells that fit his own,
fragmented mood. Then he slumped into the beanbag again and looked
around the room, wondering where to display the dragon boat when it
arrived. Maybe on the mantel, he thought, then shook his head. It
would disappear against the pale granite of the fireplace stones.
He got up and cleared a space on one of the shelves, stepped back,
and tried to picture the boat there.

“No, it will need more light,” he
muttered, sipping at the brandy.

The telephone rang, jarring him
momentarily from his reverie. He brushed at the sound with his
hand, as if it were a fly buzzing at him. Probably Harriet, he
thought, or the functional equivalent. He picked up the photo of
the dragon boat and held it before him. “Maybe a little table of
its own,” he said. “Right by the window, where it will catch the
light.” The thought of natural light, with shifting moods for the
boat to reflect, pleased him. His mood jumped another
notch.

The phone continued to ring.
Somebody who knows my habits, he thought. He got up reluctantly to
answer it, then detoured to the bar, where he poured a little more
brandy into the snifter. Finally, he walked to the telephone and
picked it up.

“You win,” he said.”

“Adam, old man. This is Larry.
Larry Biven.” The voice managed to sound enthusiastic and detached
at the same time. “I thought you probably were there. Hoped you
would be, anyway. How’s retirement?”

“It’s wonderful. I’m eating only
at the best restaurants, drinking only the best whiskey, and
screwing only the most interesting women. You should swing by
Seattle some day; I’ll give you a taste of the idle life. In the
meantime, what do you really want?”

“I’ll be five sixths of the way to
Seattle next week,” Biven said, ignoring the gibe. “You remember
Harry Lerner?”

“More or less.” Pray managed to
attach a piece of a face to the name. Lerner had been a trainer at
the Farm when Pray had passed through—a by-the-numbers accountant
type who had always seemed to Pray a little out of place teaching
mayhem to CIA recruits.

“He’s going into retirement,
too—not as luxurious as yours, of course, but then he’s too old for
the fast lane. Anyway, he’s hanging it up, and settling down in
Idaho. Bought himself a shack on the lake at Coeur d’Alene. We
thought it would be great fun to give him a sort of combined
retirement and housewarming party. Last weekend in October. Bring a
change of clothes.”

“I haven’t said I’ll
come.”

“Sure you will. Just let me know
your arrival time, and I’ll meet you at the airport. I’m going over
a day early to help set things up.”

“Why don’t I believe that all you
want is to invite me to a party for somebody I barely
know?”

“Honest to God, Adam. I just got
worried you might be getting bored, sitting out there in the rain
at the edge of the world.” Biven didn’t sound a bit sincere, Pray
thought, but then he never did, even when he was.

“That’s it?”

“Absolutely. Would I lie to you,
Adam?”

“You bet.”

Biven’s laughter still rang in
Pray’s ear as he hung up.

“He’s got a job, sure as hell,”
Pray said to the air. He knew Biven, knew he never made casual
calls, never indulged in pleasure without mixing in at least a
tinge of business. Pray drained the brandy and practically skipped
back to the bar, where he put the snifter down with a grin. A job
meant an end to boredom.

“Might even help pay for you,
too,” he said, picking up the photograph of the dragon boat. He
carried it with him to the tall corner window and stood, sipping
brandy and looking at the sunset. What a beautiful city Seattle is,
he thought.

 



Chapter
3

 


The guard named Leonard stood
waiting outside the Yakima Barrier gate house. Hesse pulled up, and
Leonard leaned through the window on the passenger side. Nick drew
away and stared at the ceiling of the van with a frown.

“Everything cool?” Leonard
asked.

“Everything’s marvelous,” Hesse
replied.

“What’d I tell you? A piece of
cake.” Leonard slid the side door of the van open, and climbed in.
He settled himself among the bottles.

Nick turned and stared at Leonard.
“What the fuck you think you’re doing?” he asked.

“He’s coming with us,” Hesse
said.

“Why?”

“He will help you transfer the
plutonium to your van. Then he goes with you to Priest
Lake.”

“Who needs him?”

“I do. And at any rate, his
payment will be waiting for him there, just as yours will
be.”

Nick made a face. “You really
don’t trust me, do you?”

“I’ve already told you that. Now
shut up.”

At the Dodge van, Hesse waited in
his own vehicle while the other two men transferred the steel
bottles, then called Nick over.

“Get in for a moment,” he said.
“Leonard, you can wait in the Dodge. I have some last minute
instructions for Nick.” He watched Leonard climb into the other
van, then turned to Nick.

“Let’s make sure you’re clear. You
will drive to the campground at the north end of Priest Lake, wait
for the airplane, and help load it. The pilot’s name is Rafael. He
will have your payment. And he is my man. When he speaks to you,
it’s as if I spoke to you. Do you understand?”

“Nick nodded impatiently. “Right.
Right. I’m not stupid.”

“Make sure there’s no repeat of
tonight’s asinine performance. You have all the time in the world
to get there; the plane won’t arrive until dawn. Stick to the back
roads. No speeding. No vehicular combat with people who irritate
you. Is that clear?”

“Come on, man. Anyway, you got
your spy riding with me.”

“Ah, yes. Leonard.” Hesse reached
into his pocket and pulled out a Browning .380 pistol, an old one,
the bluing worn from its blunt muzzle. He held it out. “When you
get to Priest Lake and load the plutonium onto the plane, you will
get your payment, and Leonard will receive his. After that, I don’t
really care what happens. Do you understand what I
mean?”

Nick’s eyes widened, and the
beginning of a smile was visible in the glow of the dash lights.
“Is that a suggestion?”

“He’s a Jew.”

Nick put the pistol in his pocket
and opened the door of the van.

“A pleasure doing business with
you.”

“You have no idea,” Hesse replied.
“And you never will, cretin,” he murmured as Nick walked to the
other van.

~

Two hours later, Hesse pulled into
a parking lot in the town of Yakima. A midnight blue BMW 735i stood
alone at the darkened outer edge of the lot, away from the light. A
man and woman emerged from it as Hesse approached in the van. He
pulled to a stop beside the other car and stepped out into the
parking lot.

“Here is your vehicle, Mr. Dorn,”
he said as the other man approached. “I will have my keys back,
now.”

“They’re in your car.” The man
turned and looked admiringly at the BMW. “I almost hoped you
wouldn’t bring the van back.”

“But I did, as you see. You’re
sure there will be no questions? No concerns about excess
mileage?”

“No problem. They never check. And
anyway, I have Rebecca with me. They expect a little extra when you
take your wife. Privilege of rank, you know.”

“I thought the Green Party was
strictly egalitarian.”

“When I’m wearing my Green hat,
I’m an egalitarian. When I’m being a federal bureaucrat, I take
what I can get.”

“I’m sure you do, Hesse thought.
“Speaking of what you can get,” he said, and reached into his
jacket, “Here is my donation to the party. I trust they will use it
wisely.” He held a packet out to Dorn.

“Do I ever get to know just why
you needed a government van so badly?”

Hesse shook his head as Dorn took
the packet. “It isn’t your concern, just as it isn’t mine what your
party does with that money. I assumed, by the way, that you might
have some personal expenses to cover, so I thought currency would
be simpler for you than a check.” He watched the touch of greed
that came into Dorn’s eyes. It relaxed him. He disliked idealists.
Greed, avarice, corruption, those were known quantities. He had
learned them at his father’s knee, like stations of the
Cross.

“Very thoughtful, Mr. Lopez.” Dorn
turned to his wife. “Don’t you agree, Rebecca?”

“Whatever you say, Phil.” She
pulled at his sleeve. “Let’s go, please.”

Hesse waited until they drove
away, then walked across the street to a pay phone. He pulled out
his credit card and started punching in numbers. In an apartment in
Seattle, a telephone rang briefly before a computer modem went into
action and relayed the call to a house on the shore of Lake Coeur
d’Alene, where the signal bounced again, this time to an office on
the 39th floor of the Trade Towers in New York City.

Hesse heard a phone being picked
up, and a voice said, “Speak.”

“The article you requested is on
its way.”

“I will inform the interested
parties,” the voice replied.

Hesse hung up. He climbed into the
BMW. It stank of cigarettes. Hesse made a face, felt anger well up
inside him at the imbecile Dorns and their lack of courtesy. Then
he shrugged. A small price, he thought, and Rafael could clean the
car thoroughly later on. He started the car, and smiled with
satisfaction as the powerful engine began to purr. He liked
powerful things, as long as he controlled them.

~

In the village of St. Gilgens,
perched by the Wolfgang-See in the mountains of Austria, a gray
dawn was breaking over a large house with a red tile roof. Inside
the house a man, silver-haired, wrapped in a maroon bathrobe, sat
in an ornate chair next to a telephone, and stared through a window
into his garden. He had been sitting there all night, and had
chosen that particular chair precisely because it was
uncomfortable, and would keep him from dropping off. He was not
good at waking up once he fell asleep.

The telephone rang once. The man
picked it up before it could ring again.

“Meissner.”

“The gift you ordered from America
is on its way.”

“How long before it reaches my
friend?”

“We estimate two weeks. It’s
impossible to be more precise.”

The man in the chair nodded.
“Good,” he said. “Please keep me aware of its progress. My friend
is most eager to receive it.” He hung up and rose slowly from the
chair, making a face as his knees crackled. Then he rubbed his
hands together and smiled.

“Peter!” he shouted. “Coffee. And
draw me a hot bath. Very hot.”

~

Three kilometers away, a man
dressed in a brown sweater and wrinkled khaki trousers removed a
set of earphones from his head. He sat for a minute, rubbing his
head and listening to the birds. Then he walked to a black Fiat
sedan, where a small satellite dish perched precariously on the
roof. He grabbed the dish, folded it, and tossed it into the back
seat of the Fiat. He settled into the driver’s seat, punched a
number into a cellular telephone that nestled between the front
seats, and tapped his fingers impatiently while the phone at the
other end rang six, seven, eight times before someone finally
answered.

“Give me Delon,” he man said in
French. “This is Orsine. Let me speak to Delon.” He paused,
listening to the voice at the other end. “Wake him up then. He is
expecting this call. And hurry. I have better things to do than
wait.”

The man called
Orsine wagged the telephone back and forth, whistling tunelessly,
for several minutes, then sat straighter and put the unit back to
his ear again. “Allo, Monsieur
Delon? It is Orsine. There was a call, from
America. Something is to be delivered, but not to Meissner, I
think.” Orsine paused and listened. “The caller didn’t specify what
it is, but Meissner was waiting for the call, answered it on the
first ring. He wouldn’t do that unless it was important, non?” He
listened again. “The little satellite dish worked about as well as
one would expect—perfectly some times, not at all others. And the
neighbors started getting curious. One little boy hung around so
long that his father came looking, and then of course the father
had questions.” Orsine laughed harshly. “I told him I was doing a
television test.” He listened and shook his head. “It’s a nice toy,
but I think such a gadget could be more trouble in the end than an
old fashioned telephone tap.” He nodded, listened, nodded once
more. “Ca va. I
will return to Paris this morning.”

Orsine put the telephone back into
its cradle and started the engine. It would be good to go home. He
did not like Austrians.

 



Chapter
4

 


Josef Ruhm’s showroom lay at the
end of a long, ninth-floor hallway, behind an ornate oak door
which, Pray knew, concealed a slab of heavy steel. A small brass
plate, inscribed “Josef Ruhm, Jade,” offered the only clue to what
lay behind that barrier.

A mother-of-pearl bell push
perched on the wall next to the door. Pray pressed it, and the door
swung silently.

“You are late, Adam,” Ruhm said
with a smile, stepping back to let Pray enter. He stood close to a
foot shorter than the younger man. “You are always late,” he added.
“I hope she was pretty.”

Pray laughed and closed the door.
“Nothing more romantic than the usual fight for downtown
parking.”

Ruhm shook his head and clucked.
“Not good, Adam. Young men like you should be delayed only by
beauty, and leave ancients such as myself to worry about
parking.”

“I’m not all that young, and
you’re not all that old.”

“I am very old. I was never
allowed to be young.” A shadow passed behind Ruhm’s eyes, as it
always did when he made any reference to Germany and the
concentration camps. He shuffled to a long, wooden deal table under
the tall, narrow windows that lined the room’s wall. “But even the
old can respond to beauty,” he said. “Come and look.”

On the table a plain, ebony box
rested. Ruhm unlatched and lifted the top, and the sides fell flat
of their own accord. The inside of the box was of red lacquer, and
floating on that scarlet sea was the dragon boat. Pray walked to
the table like a man in a trance.

“Go ahead,” Ruhm said. “Pick it
up.”

Pray stared at the boat, letting
himself fall in love with it, with the beauty of its lines, and the
way the pearly light from the window and the reflected red of the
box mingled in the depths of the boat’s translucent hull. Then,
reluctantly, knowing he would not want to put it back down, he
picked the craft up and let the cool, smooth stone caress his
hands.

“For you are such a smart little
craft,” he whispered half to himself. “Such a bright little, tight
little, slight little craft.”

Ruhm chuckled. “Ah, Adam,” he
said. “Who but you would quote Gilbert and Sullivan at such a
time?”

“And who but you would know the
quote, old man?” Pray placed the boat lovingly back onto its case.
“Where did you find it?”

“There was an old man—really old,
even more ancient than I—in Vancouver, in British Columbia. His
name was Lee Hseng Fua. I think he started his career as a tong
hatchet man, but by the time I knew him, he had acquired great
wealth, great respectability, and a great amount of jade.” Ruhm
reached out and stroked the boat lovingly. “I sold him several
pieces over the years, but not this. I don’t know where he got
this. It’s Chinese, of course—I estimate late Seventeenth or early
Eighteenth Century. He died, and his son asked me to appraise and
auction his jade collection.”

Ruhm paused and looked up at Pray,
his eyes, still a clear blue despite his years, shining. “I held
this apart, for you.”

“I don’t know if I can afford it,”
Pray said, knowing he was quibbling, that he didn’t give a damn
whether he could afford it or not.

Ruhm obviously knew that, too. He
clucked and shook his head from side to side. “Right now, I won’t
even quote you a price. I want you to take it home and live with it
for a week or so. Then, if you come back and tell me no, I will
accept your decision.”

“You’re not playing fair,
Josef.”

Ruhm grinned slyly. “Probably not,
but there it is. Also, doing it this way will allow me to tell a
certain other person, truthfully, that I don’t have the
piece.”

“Someone else wants
it?”

“Badly. I could get from him twice
what I will ask you for it. But I want to sell it to you; and I do
not want to sell it to him. I don’t even know how he found out I
have it. He is not someone I like doing business with.”

“Business is business,
Josef.”

The old man shook his head and
gazed at Pray with grave eyes.

“No, Adam. The paving stones of
Hell are engraved with statements like that. That is how the
Krupps, and all the others like them, justified their corruption by
the Nazis.”

Ruhm latched up the ebony case,
handed it to Pray, and walked to the door.

“Take it home, Adam. Let it tell
you where it belongs.”

Ruhm opened the door, still facing
Pray, so that he failed to see two young men who stood in the
hall—overgrown street urchins, one tan, with the heavy muscles of a
body builder, one thin and haggard, with pasty skin, and both with
the shaved skulls that marked them as skinheads.

The muscular one, wearing a
leather vest with a swastika patch, pushed his way into the room
with a grin. He held a short length of chain in his fist, which he
swung back and forth as he walked. The other man wore a heavy blue
pea coat with the air of someone who is always cold. As he entered
the room, he reached inside the coat and retrieved a wicked looking
knife, the straight blade only about eight inches long, but as wide
as a machete blade, with a hand guard that gave it the look of a
cutlass.

“We came to make a pickup,” the
muscular man said, and grinned again.

Ruhm shrank against the wall.
“Take what you wish and leave, please,” he said, resignation, but
no fear, in his voice.

The muscular hood slapped the
chain against his thigh and gazed around the room. The skinny one
stepped up next to him and looked around as well.

“I don’t see no boat,” he
said.

The larger man pulled out a
creased photograph and held it toward Ruhm. It was a picture, in
black and white, of the dragon boat. “Where is it?” he
asked.

Pray sidled toward the table and
placed the ebony case on it. Not my boat, you don’t, he thought, as
he sized the two men up. He worried more about the chain than the
knife. Chains were tricky, like snakes; you couldn’t predict the
angle of their strike, couldn’t always even see them coming at you.
A big, clumsy knife was easy—a target, not a weapon. And the little
guy held it awkwardly, not like someone skilled with such a weapon.
He was inviting a broken elbow, as far as Pray was concerned, and
the knife would be Pray’s as a bonus.

“Where’s the boat?” the bigger man
asked again. He grabbed Ruhm by the lapel.

The old man didn’t resist. “I
don’t have a boat,” he said. “It is already with someone
else.”

“Bullshit!” The muscular thug
shook Ruhm like a rat. “I know you got it. You ain’t had time to
get rid of it. You think we’re stupid, or something?”

“Yeah, we got information,” the
skinny one said.

Pray’s fingers curled into fists.
The big one first, he decided. Take his knee out quickly. That
would slow him down, and even if the leg didn’t break, the pain
would distract him long enough to allow Pray to destroy the
knife-wielder. Then he could go back to the other and give his full
attention to that deadly chain without having to look over his
shoulder.

The big thug screwed up Pray’s
plan before he could begin to put it in action.

What’s that?” he asked, and
pointed to the ebony case. He shoved Ruhm toward his companion.
“Take care of the old fart while I look.” He flicked the chain
toward Pray. “You just back off and give me some space, all
right?”

Pray backed away from the table,
unwilling to offer a challenge as long as Ruhm stood in the skinny
man’s arms, the knife blade creasing his throat.

The muscular man fumbled with the
latch and the case fell open.

“Look what we got here,” he said.
He turned to face Ruhm. “You fucking Jews always lie, don’t you? I
ought to have my buddy carve you up good.”

“He told the truth,” Pray said. “I
had the boat.”

“You shut up,” the man said, and
returned his attention to Ruhm. “Come here, Yid,” he
said.

The skinny guy let go of Ruhm and
prodded him in the small of the back with the knife
blade.

“I said come here,” the man said
again.

Ruhm stepped reluctantly toward
him. Pray gave him three steps, to get out of range of the knife.
Then he launched himself at the skinny man, feinting a blow with
his left fist. The man swung the knife, and Pray stepped inside and
smashed the palm of his right hand into the man’s nose. Then he
grabbed the man’s knife arm, ducked under it, and pulled it down,
hard, into the crook of his own arm. The skinny guy was screaming
and holding his elbow, the knife forgotten on the floor, as Pray
turned to face the other man, who made a lunge for Ruhm, then
yelped in rage as the old man kicked him in the shins.

“Good work!” Pray yelled, then
winced in sympathetic pain as the thug struck Ruhm in the stomach,
doubling him over, straightened him out again with an uppercut, and
raked him across the eyes with the chain.

Then the man grabbed the dragon
boat and headed for the door. Pray sprinted to intercept him, and
planted a hard side kick into his solar plexus. The man whuffed,
and the dragon boat flew through the air.

Pray made a desperate, reflexive
lunge for the boat, even as he told himself that jade is tough as
steel, that landing on a wooden floor wouldn’t hurt it, that he was
making a terrible mistake.

He managed to brush the boat with
his fingers, and then his head was somehow between the hard floor
and someone’s fist, or maybe it was a foot. Then the lights went
out.

~

Pray returned to consciousness and
a throbbing head. He lay curled up on his side, the floor still
pressing against his cheek. He raised himself carefully, trying to
ignore the waves of pain that washed through his skull, and looked
around.

The thugs were gone. Josef Ruhm
sat in a corner, holding his face in his hands. Pray half walked,
half crawled over to the old man.

“Josef, are you all right?” he
asked. “Let me see your face.”

Ruhm shook his head slightly.
“Where is the boat?” he asked, his voice muffled by his
hands.

“Never mind the boat,” Pray said,
but he looked around the room. The boat was nowhere in
sight.
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Priest Lake glimmered in the false
dawn, a faint pearl-gray against the low Idaho hills and dark pines
that cradled it. The breeze, chopped into odd pieces by its passage
through the trees, raised unpredictable patterns of riffles on the
smooth water. There were no sounds; it was the in-between time, no
longer dark enough for the animals of the night, and not yet light
enough for those of the day.

Nick and Leonard huddled inside
the black van, pulled up to the water’s edge, its blunt nose
protruding from a stand of trees. Next to them lay a small clearing
with a cluster of picnic tables and fire rings. A narrow wooden
pier, worn and precarious looking, extended a little less than
twenty feet into the lake.

Leonard reached over and turned on
the van’s engine. A roaring heater sprang to life.

“Good thing we filled the tank in
Sandpoint,” he said. “Like to froze my ass off as it
is.”

Nick switched the engine
off.

“Hey, I’m cold,” Leonard
said.

“Shut up. I think I hear
something.” Nick rolled the van window down, stuck his head out,
then nodded. “The plane’s coming.” He opened the door and climbed
out. Leonard wrapped his arms around his chest and crouched deeper
into the seat. “It’s cold enough in here,” he said.

“Weakling,” Nick muttered, and
walked toward the water. The sound of the airplane grew louder, an
alto snarl that bounced off the lake. A dark speck appeared over
the trees, and became a single-engine seaplane that passed low
overhead, turned, and settled toward the water. The pilot throttled
the engine back so that it made only a low, soft, chopping sound as
the craft skimmed over the waves, then touched down, its pontoons
throwing brief rooster tails. It lost speed rapidly, then turned
and pointed its nose toward the pier, the engine growling as the
pilot increased the throttle slightly.

Nick looked back at the van. “Come
on,” he shouted.

Leonard climbed down stiffly and
stood next to the van, stamping his feet. He looked at the
seaplane, which was pulling up against the rickety pier, the bow
wave from its pontoons making the wooden structure rise and fall.
“We have to walk out on that thing?”

“Come on,” Nick said again, and
trotted toward the plane. As his feet hit the pier, the engine died
and the pilot’s door opened. A short, brown-skinned man with coal
black hair and a hawk nose stepped onto the wing strut and tossed
out a line. Nick pulled the line tight and wrapped it around a
projection on the pier. The pilot swung down lightly, carrying more
line, attached to a wooden chock. He slipped the chock into the
craft’s aileron, pulled the line taut behind the plane, and secured
it to the pier.

Nick turned back. Leonard still
waited on the shore.

“Cunt-heart,” Nick muttered.
“Start bringing the stuff,” he said in a louder voice.

Leonard returned to the van,
opened the side door, and retrieved two of the metal bottles. He
carried them to the water.

“Here. I’ll bring them from the
truck and you take them to the plane. I don’t trust my balance on
that thing.”

Nick sighed and took the bottles.
He walked back down the pier and handed them to the
pilot.

“You’re Rafael?” he
asked.

“I am Rafael. How many of these
have you brought?”

“Thirteen.”

Rafael nodded and stored the two
bottles behind the pilot’s seat. He surveyed the space. “There is
room,” he said.

“There’d fucking well better be.
We didn’t bring this shit for you to decide not to take
it.”

Rafael said nothing. He stood,
leaning against the wing strut, and stared at Nick. His eyes were
as dark as his hair. In the pale morning light, they looked like
two black holes in his face.

The men relayed the bottles, a
pair at a time, to the waiting plane. Standing with the final
bottle, Leonard nodded toward Rafael.

“Creepy looking dude, ain’t he?
Some kind of spic, I guess.”

“I don’t give a shit what he is,
long as he has the money.”

“Yeah, I guess so. But the sooner
he’s gone, the safer I’ll feel.”

Nick looked away and smiled. His
hand brushed the pistol Hesse had given him. He took the last
bottle and carried it to the waiting pilot.

“Now, I think you got something
for us,” he said.

“Yes.” Rafael reached into the
airplane and pulled out two packets wrapped in white butcher paper.
He walked down the pier to the shore, and handed one packet to each
of the men.

“Count it,” he said. “I do not
wish complaints later.”

The two men opened their packets
and began fingering and counting wilted hundred-dollar
bills.

“Not very crisp stuff,” Leonard
said.

“Old money is less
conspicuous.”

Leonard shrugged and continued
counting.

“Ten thousand,” Nick
said.

Leonard finished counting, nodded.
“Same here.”

“Good.” Rafael walked toward the
pier, paused. “Stay here until I am out of sight.”

“What difference does it make?”
Leonard asked.

“Just do as I say. You were not
hired to ask questions.”

Leonard snorted and riffled the
stack of currency. “Whatever, man.” He marched back to the van.
Nick remained on the shore, watching as Rafael returned to the
airplane. The pilot released the lines, grabbed the wing strut, and
pulled himself into the pilot’s seat. The door swung shut, and the
engine coughed to life, sputtered briefly, then smoothed into a low
snarl as the craft turned its nose toward the center of the lake.
Once there, it paused. Nick waved, but there was no response. The
engine surged with a deep growl and the airplane moved forward,
picking up speed. It was far down the lake when it lifted from the
water and headed west.

Nick returned to the van and
climbed in.

“That’s the end of that,” Leonard
said.

“Almost,” Nick said, and slipped a
hand into his jacket pocket, fingering the pistol.

“So start the engine and lets get
the hell out of here,” Leonard said.

Nick nodded and reached for the
ignition key. Then he cocked his head.

“Sounds like he’s coming back this
way,” he said.

“Maybe he forgot to give us our
bonus.”

The sound of the engine grew
louder, and the seaplane appeared over the trees again. It flew
directly toward the van, approaching in a shallow dive, passing
very close overhead.

Leonard peered out the window at
the retreating plane. “What the fuck do you suppose he’s up
to?”

Nick shook his head. “Who knows?”
The two men watched as the aircraft turned and banked and flew back
in their direction again.

“Now what?” Nick said, as the
plane passed low over head once more. He started to stick his head
out the window to get a better look.

With a soft, whoofing sound, a
yellow-orange blossom of flame enveloped the van. The vehicle rose
on its wheels, then sagged back into the spreading flames. The
passenger door opened and a burning body fell half-way out and then
hung there, blackened arms stretching toward the ground.

The seaplane circled once more
over the ruined van, then pointed its nose west and raced away, the
rising sun glinting on its wings.
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Alain Delon laid the binoculars in
his lap and rubbed his eyes.

The air always stinks here,” his
companion said. “Gives me a headache.”

Delon grinned. “Too close to
Germany, non?”

The other man, whose name was
Jules Epinard, sniffed loudly. He pulled a soiled handkerchief from
his trousers and blew his nose.

“Who can tell, any more?” he said.
“We make enough of our own stink these days.” He waved vaguely at
the land around and below them, the rolling Moselle Valley. The two
men sat on the remains of a low, stone fence, perched on the side
of what passed for a hill in this part of the Lorraine. Their car,
a nondescript Peugot sedan whose gray paint needed washing badly,
sat a few meters below them. The vehicle belonged to Epinard, and
was as dirty on the inside as the outside. Delon rubbed at a grease
spot on his tan sweater, and wished again that he had either driven
his own car, or dressed for Epinard’s.

“You complain, always,” he
said.

“But it’s true.” Epinard’s voice
rose several notes in self defense. “If it isn’t the pollution from
Metz, rolling down the river, it’s the stink from the steel plants.
Who could smell a German in all that?”

“Delon raised the binoculars to
his eyes again. A brown haze shimmered between him and the low,
concrete dome of the newest nuclear power plant at
Cattenom.

The building to the left of the
containment structure. That’s where the main power generator is?”
He handed the glasses to Epinard and pointed.

Epinard peered at the complex.
“No. That’s the emergency generator. The main supply comes out of
Plant Number One.” He pointed down the river. “You can see where
the transmission lines come in, and the transformer
towers.”

“Is everything ready?”

Epinard nodded. He handed the
glasses back to Delon. “Those things give me a headache,” he
said.

“Everything gives you a
headache.”

Epinard shrugged. “I suppose so.
At any rate, we have three men in there. Dulotte got a job in
security. Ballestre is clerking in the main administrative complex,
right where the telephone switchboard for the whole place is. And
Beauville is on the night shift at the emergency generator.” He
looked over at Delon and grinned. “Pretty neat, eh?”

“Not too bad, I
suppose.”

Epinard barked a laugh. “Don’t
kill me with praise.” He clapped Delon on the shoulder. “One thing.
They are fueling the place a lot sooner than they announced. I
think they want to get it up and running, catch the Germans off
guard, you know? They are pretty upset, pulling away from nuclear
power as they are, and then we put a big new reactor right on their
border.”

“No matter.”

“Maybe we should inform the
American.”

Delon shook his head.
“No.”

“He may want us to change the
schedule, do our little thing before the place is running. That was
the idea, wasn’t it?”

“We don’t change the
schedule.”

“But the
Americans are paying, non?”

“Americans!” Delon spit. “Fuck
them. We will use them while they are here to use, and kill them
when we can. It is as Jean Thiriart says—two or three hundred
American deaths should do the trick.”

“Thiriart is a crazy Belgian,”
Epinard muttered. “Americans aren’t so bad.”

Delon stared at Epinard until the
other man looked down. “We don’t change the schedule. We don’t
change anything. Understand?”

“If that thing is filled with
uranium, or whatever they fill it with, we could be making a big
mess, Alain.”

Delon grabbed Epinard’s arm. “You
let me worry about that. You just stick to your end of the business
and do as you’re told.” He jammed the binoculars against his eyes
again and gazed down the valley, not looking at the nuclear
complex, but toward the German border which lay only a few
kilometers away.

“No great loss, anyway,” he
muttered.

“Comment?”

“Nothing.”

“Oh well,” Epinard said, sighing
and shifting his bottom on the stone wall. “No one I know lives
around here. How about you?”

“Me? I’m from Thionville. Right
down the road.”

“Doesn’t it bother you that we
could be poisoning your own home.”

Delon shook his head slowly, the
glasses still glued to his eyes.

“It’s not my home. Not for a long
time. I haven’t any family here. My parents died during the war,
right after I was born.”

“Who raised you, then?”

“My sister. Or, better, she put up
with me until I was sixteen, then tossed me out on my ear and ran
off to Normandy. I haven’t heard from her since.”

“So you don’t know anybody there,
either, eh? Just like me.”

“Right.” Or close enough, he
thought. Maybe he knew one person. She had lived in Trier, just
across the border in Germany. Lise. A face flashed into his memory,
the way he had seen her the last time, laughing at him. He had been
poor, and stupid, caught up in the rapprochement between France and
Germany, willing to believe that the Boche were wonderful people
after all, willing to fall in love with a German girl. She had
strung him along, had fun with him, enjoyed the way he mooned
around after her, and then humiliated him in front of her German
friends, called him a stupid peasant. He hoped she still lived in
Trier. She would have a surprise coming. So would Epinard. Best to
be sure Epinard was inside the plant, for that matter. He knew too
damned much. Worse, he was soft. If !he understood that he was
going to be helping turn a big corner of France and Germany—and
Luxembourg with any luck—into a radioactive wasteland, he might
feel a need to confess for the sake of his guilty
conscience.

Delon stood up. “Let’s go,” he
said. “Drop me at the train station in Metz.”

“You’ll be in touch?”

“Yes. But not for a while. I have
a trip to take. To Austria.”

“Ahh, Linzertorte.”

Delon laughed. “Bad for the
figure. I have business there.”
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Pray had always hated hospitals,
and Swedish Hospital was no exception. As he walked through the
main entrance he felt himself tense, felt his face go hard, and his
eyes hood over, the way they might in some high stakes poker game.
If anything, the cavernous, columned lobby and reception area made
things worse. It was as if someone had tried to create the illusion
of a grand hotel, and to Pray, it felt like walking onto the set of
some dark, black comedy.

“Cured yesterday of my disease, I
died last night of my physician,” he muttered, louder than he
realized, as he walked past the information kiosk; the middle-aged
woman sitting there in her gray and white volunteer uniform gave
him a questioning look.

“Prior,” he said to her. “Matthew
Prior,” and fled toward the elevator before she could ask what
floor he was on.

It didn’t help his mood that his
head still hurt from being banged on so thoroughly the day before;
nor that his pride had suffered even more severe damage. He didn’t
do a lot of bragging about having earned, several years before, a
black belt in Kenpo. But he was privately proud of the
accomplishment, and worked out regularly to keep his chops
up.

And I gave it away, he thought,
wincing at the painful memory of his encounter with the
chain-bearing thug.

But at least he was on his feet.
Josef Ruhm was not. Pray’s last sight of the old jade dealer had
been as ambulance attendants carried him, strapped to a stretcher
and complaining weakly that he could walk, out of the Fourth and
Pike Building.

Now, Ruhm lay, awake but looking
ragged, in one bed of a double room on the third floor of the
hospital. Someone had wrapped him up in generic pajamas a couple of
sizes too large, and heavy bandages covered one eye.

In the other bed, separated by a
partially drawn curtain, a fat man with a greasy bald head lay
watching a television game show and eating little hard candies with
crunching bites.

Pray took the older man’s hand.
“How are you, Josef?” he asked.

“Could be worse. A few bruises,
that’s all. Bruises never killed anybody. But they took the boat,
Adam.”

“Ask him what’s wrong with his
eye,” the man in the other bed said.

“What’s wrong with your
eye?”

“Not that much.”

“Come on, Josef.”

“Just a small problem. I had
cataract surgery last year. They stuck in one of those little
plastic lenses, and it seems to have gotten knocked out of
place.”

“They’re going to have to
operate,” the fat man said, chewing as he spoke. “They got to re-do
the lens, and probably a cornea transplant, too.”

“Wonderful hearing, that gentleman
has,” Ruhm muttered. “He worries. Doesn’t even know me, and he
worries. I swear to God he keeps count of the number of times I
shit.”

“Is he right?”

“About how often I
shit?”

“Josef!”

“I guess so. But it’s a minor
operation.”

Pray pounded his fist softly
against his palm. “Who did it, Josef?”

“Who knows?”

“You know, you old
faker.”

“Just street criminals. It could
have happened to anyone.”

“Come on Josef. Lie to the cops
all you want, but not to me. Those guys were sent. They knew what
they were after.”

“Forget it.”

“No!”

“Don’t yell. It hurts my
ears.”

“Was it the man you mentioned
before? The one who wanted to buy the boat?”

Ruhm stared silently at the
ceiling.

“Come on, Josef. What’s his
name?”

Ruhm turned and looked at Pray,
grasped his arm with a wrinkled hand.

“Let it go, Adam. Sometimes
nothing can be done. Sometimes trying only makes it worse. You’re
too young to have learned that lesson yet, but it’s true. Believe
me.”

“You sound like an old
man.”

“I am an old man, maybe older than
I ought to be. But some things I know, and this is one of those
things. I’m only sorry about the boat.”

“I don’t give a damn about the
boat.” Pray stopped, grinned, and shook his head. “No, that’s a
lie. I want that boat so bad I can taste it. But I also want
someone to pay for what he did to you. If you don’t want the police
involved, leave them out. I’ll go after him. I’ll get him and the
boat.”

“No, Adam.” Ruhm shook his head
slowly, squeezed Pray’s arm. “No. You’re too used to getting what
you want.” He smiled under the bandage. “You know your problem,
Adam? You want to be a hero. There’s no room in the world for
heroes anymore.”

Pray sighed. “You’re a stubborn
old goat, Josef. But if you change your mind, let me know.” He
stood up reluctantly. “When have they scheduled the surgery on your
eye?”

“Tomorrow,” the fat man said.
“He’s giving them a hard time about that, too. Says he wants to go
home. Talk some sense to him, why don’t you.”

“Shut up, why don’t you?” Ruhm
yelled. He turned back to Pray. “If it’s favors you want to do me,
get me away from Mr. Nosy over there.”

Pray laughed, but as he walked
down the hallway toward the elevators, and later still, as he made
his way across the cavernous lobby of the hospital, Ruhm’s words
echoed in his mind.

Maybe I am too used to getting my
way, he thought.

The woman in the information kiosk
smiled cautiously at his as he walked toward her.

“May I help you?” she
asked.

Pray stopped, stared at her, then
leaned his hands on the counter of the kiosk.

“What’s wrong with getting what
you want?”

“I beg your pardon?” The smile
quivered the slightest bit.

“Nothing. Sorry.” Pray wheeled and
marched toward the exit doors.
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In the eastern reaches of the San
Juans, off the coast of Washington State, the hunk of rock called
Skipjack hardly deserves dignifying with the title island, which
was one reason the ketch Roxene, her black sails reefed, lay at
anchor there under the crescent of an early moon.

The Roxene’s master, whose name
was Leo Draper, and who referred to himself when he was in his cups
or stoned, or just in that kind of mood, as the dream-gone-sour of
a prep school headmaster and a lady surgeon, lounged against the
craft’s dog house and puffed thoughtfully on a skinny, Italian
cigar. A stray breeze ruffled his blonde hair, and he ran his
fingers over his scalp. He was getting thin on top.

“I’m getting too old for this
shit,” he said.

His dog, a brindle Boxer named
Hades, who was the Roxene’s only other occupant, and who was also
getting old, looked up at the voice, then rose with slow dignity
and crossed the deck to Draper, where he settled down again with a
soft moan of pleasure, his dark massive head stretched across
Draper’s thighs.

“Maybe it’s time we settled down
with a good woman,” Draper said, scratching the dog’s ears. It was
a thought he had voiced before. But what woman would agree to live
on a houseboat on Seattle’s Hood Canal? Especially when the
houseboat leaked, so that the bilge pump came on at all the wrong
times, drowning out the stereo, wrecking the television picture
with static lines, and destroying tender moments of
romance.

For that matter, how many women
would entrust their lives to a man of uncertain means, who made his
living, as Draper did, by the occasional chartering of his ketch to
lovesick tourists who wanted a moonlit trip through the San Juan
Islands, and by the more frequent passage through those same
islands with contraband cargo?

Draper laughed. It was a sad
thing, he thought, that by society’s standards his most respectable
source of income was the occasional fee he got for information he
picked up and passed on to the Central Intelligence
Agency.

He glanced uneasily over his
shoulder at the hatch in the center of the deck, where tonight’s
cargo lay. He had broken one of his rules—never to carry something
if he didn’t know what it was. On the other hand, the big man with
funny eyes, who looked like a Kraut, but talked like a Mexican, had
paid him in advance—cash, lots of it, in small, used bills—to have
his boat waiting in Lake Union when the seaplane, piloted by a man
who both talked and looked like a Mexican, arrived. There also
would be a kilo of top grade heroin waiting for him when he made
the delivery. He didn’t usually work for promises, but the large
cash advance had eased his doubts.

When the plane arrived, Draper had
asked again what he was handling, and had been told again it was
not his business to know—had been made, in fact, to wait on the
dock while the pilot shifted the cargo, carried in large canvas
bags the size of the body bags Draper had gotten his fill of in
Vietnam, from seaplane to ketch. He had managed a glance, though.
That accounted for his uneasiness now. One of the bags had opened,
and a steel bottle had slid from it, a steel bottle with the symbol
for radioactive substances prominently displayed on its
side.

As soon as the seaplane had left,
Draper had tried to call his CIA control, partly, he supposed, from
some patriotic impulse, and partly in the hopes of another bit of
cash. It had sounded like the sort of thing they would want to know
about. The CIA man, whose cover was a position in the Seattle FBI
office, hadn’t been there. Draper had left a message, one he hoped
would be cryptic enough to confuse the bona fide FBI agent who took
it, but not too confusing for his control. He had broken another
rule there—had identified himself to the FBI agent.

Then he had left, facing a
midnight deadline for his arrival at Skipjack, and not wanting to
be late. He had a feeling that the people he was dealing with might
be a little rigid about things like that.

He took another drag from the
cigar and tossed it into the water. Then he pulled a small pipe
from his pocket and loaded it with hash—good Lebanese stuff, dark,
with little golden specks in it. Some people claimed the new breed
of marijuana was just as good as hash, but Draper was a
purist.

He had managed two hits when Hades
raised his head and whimpered softly. Draper tucked the pipe away
and got to his feet. He saw and heard nothing, but he trusted the
dog’s ears.

Hades stepped to the low railing
of the ketch and whimpered again, wagging his stub of a
tail.

Out of the darkness a shape
emerged, faintly at first, then coalescing into the outline of a
large motor launch, also running without lights, except for a faint
blue glow from the wheel house.

“Some class. That fucker must be a
hundred feet long,” Draper said, scratching Hades heavy neck.
Reflexively, he patted the gun in his jacket pocket. He had never
had to use it, but it gave him a sense of security.

The motor launch drew closer, its
brass fittings glinting faintly in the moonlight.

“Who are you?” The voice, deep and
guttural, bounced across the water from the launch.

“The Roxene.”

“Do you have bumpers?”

“Yes.

The launch engines fell silent,
and a line whistled out of the dark and slapped across the Roxene’s
deck. “Make yourself fast to us,” the voice said.

Draper pulled the line in. As the
ketch drifted closer to the larger craft, another line dropped
across her stern.

A man, tall and heavy, jumped from
the motor launch to the deck of the Roxene. He picked up the second
line and started hauling. As the boats bumped softly together, two
more men leaped to the deck of the ketch.

“Where is the cargo?” the tall man
asked.

Draper pointed to the center
hatch. “There,” he said.

The men from the launch lifted the
hatch and quickly transferred the bags to the larger boat’s
deck.

“Now, where’s my return cargo?”
Draper asked.

The tall man looked at him. “Come
aboard. We have it for you there.”

Draper shrugged and clambered to
the deck of the motor launch. The tall man from the launch watched
him go. Draper turned back to him.

“You coming?”

The tall man leaned against the
mast of the ketch and stared across the water at Skipjack Island,
as if he hadn’t heard.

Aboard the motor launch, Draper
followed a dimly lit passageway below decks. A stocky, dark-skinned
crewman pointed silently to the entrance of a small cabin. Draper
entered, and the door shut behind him with a click. He turned. The
crewman who had pointed him into the cabin now stood inside, a gun
in his hand.

“A little privacy is frequently
desirable, isn’t that so?”

The speaker, a slender,
middle-aged Eurasian, lounged on a bunk in the cabin. He wore a
lavender knit shirt, sharply creased white trousers, lavender
socks, and white deck shoes that looked as if they had never
touched a deck.

“Please sit down,” he said, and
waved toward a small table and two swivel chairs bolted to the
deck.

“I’ll just take the stuff and go,
thanks.”

“There is no hurry.” The man on
the bunk turned to the crewman. “I believe he is armed,” he said.
“See to it, please.”

The crewman stepped toward Draper.
“You will face the bulkhead and place your hands high on it,
please.” Draper did as he was told. The crewman frisked him and
retrieved the pistol.

“Thank you,” the crewman said,
shoving the pistol into his own belt and stepping back toward the
door.

“Now sit down, Mr. Draper,” the
man on the bunk said. “We must discuss your payment.”

“One kilo of good grade heroin,”
Draper replied. “That was the agreement. I’m not particular about
how it’s wrapped.”

“I am aware that was the
agreement.”

“So where’s the stuff?” Draper
tried to sound unimpressed, but he was more frightened than he had
been since Vietnam, and he could feel that his skin had grown
clammy.

The man on the bunk shook his head
and smiled.

“I am afraid you were lied to,” he
said.

A low grumbling filled the cabin
as the motor launch engines kicked into life.

“What the shit?” Draper started to
rise. The crewman at the door motioned sharply with his gun, and
Draper sat down again.

“You must be worried about your
little ketch,” the man on the bunk said. “Don’t be. We have it
safely in tow.”

“What are you doing?” Draper
looked around frantically. He felt suddenly sick to his
stomach.

“What are you doing?” he
repeated.

The man on the bunk smiled and
said nothing.
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The Klemper brothers were not
twins, but one could be forgiven for assuming that they were. They
shared the same unruly, dark hair that sprouted from the tops of
their heads, as well as from ears and nostrils. They had identical,
snubbed noses, flat cheekbones, and heavy brows. And their wiry,
knobby bodies moved with the same rolling gait—almost a sailor’s
gait, although neither had ever come closer to the ocean than a
cruise on a Danube River excursion boat.

Hannes was, in
fact, four years older than Peter. They differed greatly in
temperament, as well. Friends referred to Hannes as
der Eber, and to Peter
as der Hase—the
boar and the hare—for the different ways they displayed a shared
impulsivity; Hannes always quick to attack, and Peter equally prone
to run for a bolt hole.

Any hole would have looked better
to Peter than the door of the Heuriger, the neighborhood wine shop,
that they approached in Neuwaldegg, on the edge of the Vienna
Woods, Hannes with restless eagerness in his walk, Peter scuffing
his feet. It was a gray, raw day—an October Vienna special—and all
but one of the tavern’s few customers sat inside, clustered
together in scattered knots around the main room as if for extra
warmth. The sole exception sat at a metal table in the rear garden,
a pork pie hat on his head, and the collar of his heavy, gray
overcoat pulled up to his ears.

Hannes led the way through the
tavern and out the rear door. The man in the gray coat watched
their approach without expression. Despite the chill, he had a
glass of white wine from which he took careful sips.

“This is
Herr Delon,” Hannes
said, pulling out a chair and seating himself.

“Delon? What kind of name is that
supposed to be?” Peter lowered himself reluctantly into the chair
next to his brother.

“It’s a French name; and I am a
French person,” Delon replied in accented German.

“I knew he didn’t look like an
Austrian,” Peter said to his brother.

Delon smiled. “What does an
Austrian look like, then?”

Peter returned his gaze to the
Frenchman. “Not like you. And anyway, Austrians are sensible. They
stay inside on a day like this.”

“I wished privacy, do you know?”
Delon cocked his head to one side and extended a hand in Peter’s
direction, then waved it toward the trees. “And besides, I find
this countryside very pleasant, even when the weather
turns.”

“This is nothing. The Vorarlberg,
that’s a place worth being, not like this boring tabletop with
bumps.”

“Ah, yes, you and Hannes are from
the Vorarlberg, aren’t you. I suppose that makes a difference. Me,
I grew up near Metz, and I like it better where the land isn’t
tilted on edge.” Delon turned gray eyes that matched the day to
Hannes. “Have you mentioned our little business to your
brother?”

Hannes shook his head. “It’s all
right. He’ll go along.”

“Go along with what?” Peter
asked.

“Herr
Delon has made a business
proposition.”

“What kind of business
proposition?”

“I am in the market for
information,” Delon said.

“We don’t have any information,”
Peter said.

“On the contrary, I think you are
in a position to supply me with information that would interest me
very much.”

Peter looked at the Frenchman out
of the corner of his eye. “Such as what?”

“I represent certain interests who
have considered doing business with your employer, but they have
concerns about him.”

“About
Herr Meissner?” Peter
pushed his chair back and started to rise.

Hannes restrained him with a hand
on his arm.

“Don’t be hasty,” he
murmured.

Peter settled back into the chair,
but his jaw jutted defiantly.

“If you want
information about Herr Meissner, you must ask Herr
Meissner,” he said.

Delon glanced
at Hannes. “I wish you had explained things to him,” he said. He
sighed noisily, turned back to Peter. “There is a small problem of
trust, Herr Klemper.”

“Herr
Delon is a member of the NFE, the European
National Fascists,” Hannes said. “He has come here all the way from
Paris to see us. And it’s the entire leadership of the New European
Order he speaks for.”

“So?” Peter
leaned back and crossed his arms. “Herr Meissner is a good Nazi, too.
Better than some Frenchman, is what I think.”

“Unfortunately,” Delon said, “Not
everyone feels that way about your employer. The people I represent
aren’t willing to do business with him unless they can keep an eye
on him, so to speak. They’ve tried electronic surveillance, but the
results were spotty.” He laughed. “I told them that high tech stuff
would be a waste of time. When you want knowledge, I told them, you
have to turn to a good man, not to some imbecile
machine.”

“And that’s us,” Hannes said.
“Good men.”

Peter shook his
head. “It isn’t right to spy on Herr Meissner. He trusts
us.”

“He doesn’t trust anybody.” Hannes
slapped the table. “Remember when that little jade pendant
disappeared? Did he trust you then? When he was making you take one
of those lie detector tests? When he had your room searched? Mine,
too, for that matter.” He sat back.

Peter wrapped his arms around
himself and rocked from side to side. “Still, it doesn’t seem
right.”

Delon leaned forward and tipped
the brim of his hat back. His gray eyes bored into Peter. “You’re
not doing him any harm, you know. It’s a matter of creating
confidence. We merely need to be sure we can trust him, keep an eye
on him, stay on top of his deals, so we know he isn’t doing us the
dirt.”

“Herr
Meissner doesn’t do anybody dirt,” Peter
said.

“I’m sure you’re right, but the
people I represent aren’t. What are they to think, when he plays
footsies with the American Central Intelligence Agency.”

“I don’t believe that,” Peter
said.

“It’s true,” Delon insisted. “He
maintains contact with the CIA case officer in Vienna through that
Hungarian woman of his.”

“She is not his woman!” Peter
found himself practically shouting. “She is only a friend. A family
friend.”

Delon leered. “Women like that are
never just friends.”

Hannes stood up and stamped his
feet. “I’m cold,” he said. “Let’s go inside and have a drink where
we can be warm.”

Peter rose abruptly and walked
toward the rear entrance of the tavern. Hannes and Delon lagged
behind.

“I thought you said he wouldn’t
give any trouble,” Delon hissed through clenched teeth.

Hannes gripped the Frenchman hard
enough on the shoulder to make him wince. “Don’t worry. He’ll go
along. I always make the decisions, and he always does what I say,
in the end.”

~

The brothers made the drive back
from Vienna to the Meissner estate in St. Gilgens without
exchanging more than three words. Hannes concentrated on navigating
the high road as fast as he could, muttering vague imprecations at
drivers who slowed him down. Peter stared out the side window, his
lips moving, forming silent sentences now and then. Not until they
pulled into the gravel drive in front of the brick garage that also
housed, upstairs, the apartment the Klempers shared, did the older
brother bring the subject up again.

“Are you going
to fight me on this, Bruderl?” he asked, as he turned off
the headlights and ignition of the beat up Audi sedan. The two
brothers had bought it as a reward for themselves shortly after
they got work with Meissner.

“I just don’t
think it’s right, that’s all. Herr
Meissner has been good to us.

Hannes grinned at his brother.
“We’re not going to cause any harm. Believe me when I say that. If
anything, we’ll be helping him. We’ll be able to show those guys he
can be trusted. That’ll be good for his business, and what’s good
for his business is good for us, true?”

Peter rolled his head slowly from
side to side and hissed through his clenched teeth, like a
slow-witted lizard when you prod it from a sunny rock.

“What’s more,” Hannes went on, as
if he sensed imminent victory, “There’s good money in it. Delon
will pay us a thousand schillings a week for as long as he
continues to need us. Think of that. Every week, a thousand
schillings closer to going home for good.”

Peter’s head had stopped rocking,
and lay cocked to one side. The two brothers had shared a single
dream since childhood—to own the Berg am Rosen, a small but solidly
built inn that dominated the main street of their home village,
high in the Vorarlberg. He sighed.

“But nothing to hurt,
right?”

Hannes nodded vigorously and
squeezed his brother’s shoulder. “Just business, that’s all.
Strictly a business deal.”

Peter nodded heavily and got out
of the car.

“I’ll be up in
a bit,” he said. “I’d better take Herr Meissner his toddy. It’s time,
and he’ll be expecting it if he heard us drive up.” He marched
across the drive, gravel crunching under his shoes, and entered the
main house.

Meissner was
waiting, as Peter had predicted, for his toddy. He sat on the edge
of a large, bed—old and ornate, with four tall carved bed posts
from which the visages of Peter, Paul, Luke and John looked down
benignly—wearing a purple silk brocade bathrobe and smelling of
freshly applied lavender Kolnwasser. He took the drink with a
smile, and patted the side of the bed next to him. Peter slouched
onto the bed and sat, hands on his knees, staring at the oriental
rug under his feet.

“How was your little trip to the
city?” Meissner asked.

Peter shrugged heavily. “Oh, it
was okay.” He continued to look at the rug.

“You seem a little
distracted.”

“Maybe just tired, I guess. You
know how Hannes is—never a moment’s relaxation.”

“How good, then, that you can
relax now.” Meissner brushed the side of Peter’s face lightly with
his hand, then let the hand rest on the younger man’s shoulder.
Peter stretched his head over and rubbed his cheek against the
hand.

With his other hand, Meissner
clasped Peter’s wrist gently and pulled it toward his groin. He
groaned a little as Peter’s hand slid under the robe and closed
around his penis, which jerked and moved in the younger man’s
grasp.

“Take your clothes off,” Meissner
said.

Peter rose and undressed, his eyes
never moving from the floor. Finally, naked, he turned and looked
at Meissner. The older man had removed his robe and lay on the bed,
rubbing his testicles. He smiled and held out his arms as Peter
approached the bed.
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“How does she do that?”

Larry Biven pointed through the
restaurant window. Pray followed Biven’s finger to the small bridge
that arched over the exit to the marina at the Coeur d’Alene
Resort. A young woman with long, blond hair tossed her head back
and posed, spraddle-legged, against the bridge railing. A few feet
away a man positioned himself with a camera. The man wore slacks
and a pile jacket with the collar pulled up against the icy wind
that stirred the lake into a mass of small whitecaps. The woman
wore a bikini and a smile.

“She probably counts her bonus
money,” Pray said, wondering if goose bumps showed in photos. He
looked around for a waitress to replenish his brandy and soda. Down
the row of tables which stretched along the windows of the long,
narrow room, he saw a man looking back at him—a tall, heavily built
man who, unlike almost everyone else in the place, wore a suit. The
cut of the jacket looked European. Pray looked down at his hands
briefly, then glanced up again. The man still stared at
him.

Pray touched Biven’s
arm.

“Do you know who that is?” He
nodded toward the man, who pivoted and walked quickly away as Biven
turned to look.

“Who do you mean?”

“Never mind. He’s gone. But he
seemed very interested in us.”

Biven shrugged and settled back
into his chair. “It’s just your marvelous blue eyes,
Adam.”

“I don’t think he was the type,
somehow.”

“What did he look
like?”

“Big. Probably taller than I am,
and heavy set. But he didn’t look fat.”

“Who knows?” Biven waved the
puzzle away. He picked up his empty glass and gazed over Pray’s
shoulder with a smile. A waiter materialized instantly, took his
and Pray’s glasses, and disappeared.

“It’s wonderful how you do that,
Larry. I practically have to grab someone by the tits to get any
attention. You cock an eyebrow, look a little thirsty, and presto,
a fresh drink.”

Pray had marveled for years at
Biven’s ability to seem at ease in every situation. Biven conveyed
that sense of absolute entitlement one usually finds only among
people who have been raised rich, by parents and grandparents who
were raised rich. Yet Pray knew that Biven had been dirt poor as a
child—the grandson of a Welsh miner who had fled to America to
avoid a shotgun wedding—and had struggled through college on brains
and hard work.

He had once asked Biven his
secret.

“Simple,” Biven had replied. “I
went to every movie Cary Grant ever made. Saw some of them two or
three times. Then I graduated to Fred Astaire, and did the same
thing.”

The new drinks arrived. Pray took
a sip of his and settled more comfortably into his chair. “Nice
party. Nice place, too. Thanks for the invitation.”

“It would have been a shame to get
so close and miss a chance to see you. How is it, being an idle
rich playboy, anyway?”

“It has it’s points.”

“I bet you get a lot of
visitors.”

“Not really. I don’t exactly hang
the welcome mat out. I did invite my folks, but they wouldn’t come.
My father always wanted me to be something respectable, like a
banker.”

“You got to wear suits and ties in
the Company, anyway.” Biven looked over Pray’s attire—camel hair
sports coat, faded jeans, noisy yellow and blue plaid shirt, and
well-worn New Balance running shoes with argyle socks as bright as
the shirt.

“Now I get to wear what I want,”
Pray said. “That’s one difference the money has made, but it hasn’t
changed my life as much as you might think. I still drink cheap
brandy.”

“I’ve wondered if you wouldn’t get
a little bored.”

Pray leaned forward with a grin,
tapped the glass against the table. “Where I got bored was in the
Company.”

Biven glanced at his hands. “I
know the outfit has its faults, but I never thought of us as
boring.”

“Come on, Larry. Look at it my
way. There I was, with five languages, a black belt in karate,
Vietnam combat experience—Special Forces, no less—not to mention my
good looks, my charm, and the fact that I’m a whiz at the tango.
And what does the Company do? It sticks me in a goddamn office,
translating cable traffic.” Pray leaned back, spread his palms and
smiled. “At the very least, you could have assigned me to seduce
Raisa Gorbachev. I have very good Russian, you know.”

Biven didn’t respond. He stared at
Pray, the smallest smile playing at his lips. Then he stood
up.

“Let’s take a walk,” he
said.

~

On the little bridge, the
photographer was packing his gear. The model, wrapped in a long red
coat, hurried along the marina walkway toward the hotel. Biven and
Pray reached the top of the bridge’s high arch and leaned against
the railing side by side. The wind had died, but the air carried an
edge of ice, and they had the space to themselves.

“Somehow I had always pictured
this lake surrounded by giant, snowcapped mountains,” Biven said.
“You know, like Lake Louise, or the lakes in the Salzkammergut. Do
you know the Salzkammergut, Adam?”

Here it comes, Pray thought. He
waited silently for Biven to continue.

“Austria is awfully spectacular
this time of year, come to think of it. Especially the
Salzkammergut. Places like the Wolfgang-See. Ever been
there?”

“Get to the point,
Larry.”

“I think you’d like the
Wolfgang-See a whole lot.” Biven swiveled his upper body to look at
Pray. “How would you like to go to Austria?”

“Why?”

Biven turned back to face the lake
again. “There’s a man who lives there.”

“Would I like him a whole lot,
too?”

Biven smiled. “I suppose you
might, in fact. But I would hope not. Not too much, anyway.” Biven
paused for a long moment. “Everything from this point, you
understand, is strictly confidential, whether you bite or
not.”

“Of course. Go on.”

“Does that mean you might be
interested?”

“It means I love a good story, and
you always tell the best.”

Biven laughed. “Good enough. The
man’s name is Meissner. Reinhardt Meissner. He’s a native Austrian,
born in Vienna, minor nobility on his mother’s side of the family,
major bucks on his father’s side, so he had the best of both
worlds. Went to school as a boy at the Theresianum in Vienna—his
father wanted him to be in civil service. But he bailed out of that
and went to Argentina in time to miss World War Two. After the war,
he went home to Austria and made out like a bandit. He got in tight
with both the Russians and the Allies during the occupation, and
was able to do important favors for old friends who hadn’t been
lucky, or smart, enough to avoid the war. He’s in his late sixties,
and supposedly retired, living in a village called St. Gilgens,
just outside of Salzburg on the Wolfgang-See.”

“What does CIA want with
him?”

“The problem is, he’s not retired.
He still has all his connections, and he deals anything that comes
along—arms, drugs, hot bonds.” Biven hugged himself and shivered.
“Let’s walk. I’m not used to this mountain air.”

The two men left the bridge and
ambled toward a small park near the hotel.

“The world is full of arms
dealers,” Pray said. “Shit, CIA is full of arms dealers, for that
matter. Why not just buy him?”

Biven stopped and looked at Pray
with a laugh. “Buy him? We can’t buy a cup of coffee in most parts
of the world, these days. People like Meissner don’t want to have
to worry about seeing their names in the newspaper.” He turned and
spit carefully downwind, then started walking again. “Anyway, he’s
finally gone too far to be ignored. Last week, somebody stole close
to sixty pounds of plutonium oxide powder from the Hanford Atomic
Reservation.”

“That’s close to here.”

“Not far.” Biven stopped in front
of a dusty wooden park bench, put a foot up on it. “Once again,
this is all off the record.”

Pray leaned against the bench and
gazed at the lake. “From what I hear, they lose enough plutonium at
Hanford every day to make a bomb,” he said. “A friend of mine
claims closing the N-Reactor down is the best thing that ever
happened to the national security.”

“So maybe they don’t have to
follow rules. Me, I have to follow rules. Your mouth is sealed,
right?”

“I’ll take it to my
grave.”

“Good.” Biven started walking
again. “Actually, we think we almost had a chance to stop the
shipment before it got out of the country. We have an asset in your
home town. His name is Leo Draper. He lives in a houseboat on Hood
Canal, and has a ketch. He makes a living chartering the ketch, and
doing a little smuggling on the side, up and down Puget Sound. We
grease some palms there for him, and in return for the protection
and a little cash, he keeps in touch if he runs into anything
unusual. Last week he tried to leave a message that he was carrying
a load that may have been the plutonium.” Biven kicked at the bench
and shook his head.

“You didn’t get the
message.”

“Worse. It wound up with the FBI,
and some asshole in the Seattle bureau decided to make points. Not
only did they not relay the message to us, they tried to pull a
raid on Draper’s houseboat.” Biven laughed. “Trouble is, they
raided the wrong houseboat, and wound up rousting a wedding party
that included a couple of judges and the president of the symphony
association. The Nuclear Regulatory Agency wasn’t much better. They
spent four days denying there had been a theft.” Biven spit
downwind again. “So we all wasted a week chasing our tails, and in
the meantime, Draper has vanished, along with his boat and the
plutonium, if that’s what he had.”

“Where do I come into this?” Pray
asked.

“We’re positive Meissner
coordinated the theft, and we’re almost positive the shipment is
headed for Libya.”

“Wonderful.”

“Exactly. Not even the Russians
will sell Qhadaffi anything he could use to make a bomb. But
Meissner will.”

“You can’t make a bomb out of
plutonium oxide, can you?”

“No. But you can refine weapons
grade plutonium from it. It isn’t that hard to do. Qhadaffi almost
certainly has the facilities for that kind of job. And the stuff
itself is dangerous as hell. If it got spilled somewhere, it could
poison things for centuries. And if it got spilled all in one pile,
it could blow up—not exactly a hydrogen bomb, but bad enough. I
assume you know it was plutonium wastes that blew half the Caucasus
all to hell in the Soviet Union. That was in the Fifties, and it
still isn’t safe to go in there. And the same thing almost happened
at Hanford a few years ago, because the radioactive waste they were
dumping was leaking and forming a giant pool.”

“And so you want me to have a talk
with this Meissner fellow and charm him into giving the stuff back?
How about sending me to work on Raisa Gorbachev after
all?”

“Give me what I want this time,
maybe I’ll think about it,” Biven said. “It’s a little late to do
much about the plutonium. We’ll be trying to trace it, see if we
can stop it. But Meissner has to be stopped no matter what else
happens. The idea is to set up a sting. That’s where you come in.
We need to get him caught red-handed in something so blatantly
illegal and dangerous that his political connections can’t save
him.”

Biven paused and gave Pray a look.
“If we can’t do that, Meissner is going to be a candidate for
executive action.”

Pray nodded thoughtfully. Murder
was murder, no matter how neutral the euphemism you used to
describe it. When the proposed victim was a wealthy European with
powerful friends, it could be messy.

“Why me?” he asked. The two men
had turned and were walking slowly back to the hotel. It was
getting dark, and the park was deserted.

“You’re clean. You weren’t that
well known when you were with the agency. You left very few tracks.
And you have a couple of things in common with Meissner: you both
have money, and you both collect jade.”

“How did you know I collect
jade?”

“Give me a break, Adam. I’m a
spy.”

“Why else do you want
me?”

“Because you aren’t that well
known in the Company, either.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Meissner has friends in a lot of
places, I’m afraid.”

“You sound depressed.”

“I am. He’s been my project for
three years, Adam. Every time I get close, something goes wrong.
The wrong kinds of things go wrong, you know what I mean? Crucial
people seem to develop precognitive abilities. I reach out and
grab, but when I open my hands, nobody’s there.”

Biven stopped walking, grabbed
Pray by the arm. “You can’t let anybody know you’re taking this on,
Adam.”

“If I take it on.”

Biven dropped his hand and nodded.
“Right.”

The two men started walking
again.

“But why,” Pray asked, “Would
anyone in the Company help Meissner stay in operation?”

“There’s a whole little coterie of
officers, some of them high up, who have looked at the world and
decided they don’t like the direction it’s taking. They see Europe
becoming a stronger competitor with the United States. They see the
Common Market and the EEC getting stronger. And they see signs that
the unity is increasing. In a few years, anybody in Europe will be
able to move between the countries freely, live where he wants,
work where he wants. European corporations are merging like crazy;
there’s hardly a firm that isn’t multinational. Germany and France
are talking about joint military units. And it goes into Eastern
Europe, too. Who would have thought to see Helmut Kohl and Erich
Honecker standing side by side in Bonn while the band played the
East German national anthem?”

They had reached the covered drive
at the hotel entrance. They turned and walked back toward the
marina.

“Some of our hyper-patriots are
upset,” Biven said. They liked it when Europe was fragmented, and
they’re willing to wage what amounts to covert war on our allies to
keep it that way. Meissner is one of their weapons.”

“I don’t suppose you’ve ever
thought of blowing the whistle?”

“Sure, I’ve thought of it.
There’ve been a few occasions in my life when I’ve thought about
more direct forms of suicide, too.”

“That bad?”

Biven nodded. “Some of the people
I’m talking about are right up there in the inner circle. You
remember Terry Parker?”

“Mr. Supergrade. Never takes his
souvenir White House cufflinks off, not even to shower. If he’s the
big danger, I’m not that worried.”

“Don’t kid yourself. He may wear
his three-piece suit to bed, but he’s no wimp. He goes way back,
and he’s been in some bad spots. In Korea, he sneaked into Inchon
in a rubber dinghy and ran an underground unit that had at least as
much to do with the success of the invasion there as MacArthur
did.” Biven grinned sheepishly. “And anyway, I’m committed. I’m a
company man, you know?” He shook his head. “Sounds stupid, doesn’t
it?”

Pray wasn’t sure what to say. He
had learned in Vietnam that everyone has limits. When he finally
spoke, it was to change the subject.

“Chet Tarbell is in Vienna, isn’t
he? It would be fun to see him. We were in Vietnam together, you
know? He was the CIA spook assigned to our Special Forces
Unit.”

Biven didn’t respond at first. “It
probably would be better if Tarbell doesn’t know you’re in Austria
at all,” he finally said.

“Why the hell not?”

“Parker has a lock on him. He’s on
the other side of this matter.”

“Bullshit, Larry. Chet is as
straight as they come.”

Biven stared at Pray, his eyes
betraying nothing. “I mean it, Adam,” he said. “If you go, you stay
away from Tarbell.”

Pray jammed his hands into his
pockets and bounced on the balls of his feet. “So if I take this
job, I can’t trust anyone.”

“Right.”

Pray grinned. “Maybe not even
you?”

Biven returned the grin, slapped
Pray lightly on the shoulder.

“Welcome home,” he said, and led
the way back into the hotel.

 



Chapter
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Wind-driven rain drops slapped
rhythmically against two, narrow dormer windows that allowed the
dim light of a Vienna afternoon into the bedroom. Chet Tarbell lay
on his back, hands under his head, on the window side of the brass
bed that took up most of the room, and stared at the windows. He
wondered, sometimes, if he would have fallen in love with Ilona had
she lived in a high rise on the edge of town, instead of at the top
of a century-old building, snug on a narrow gasse in the oldest
part of the city.

“You have that look that says time
to go.” Ilona Horthy raised herself on one elbow and gazed down at
him, tugging at his chin, turning his face away from the window and
toward her.

“Not quite yet,” he
said.

She laughed, and pressed her
short, curly hair into the curve of his neck, under his jaw. Her
voice was Central European contralto, with an overtone of
woodwinds—perhaps an oboe, he thought. It had touched a chord in
him the first time he had heard it. It still held that power. It
fit her, just as the room did—went with the dark curls that framed
her face and formed a large triangle below her belly, the luminous
brown eyes that seemed deep enough to vanish into, the heavy soft
breasts with their small, tan nipples, and the impossibly smooth
ivory skin.

Tarbell glanced down at his own
body, at the wear of five decades, the soft spread around the
middle that no amount of exercise seemed to defeat any more, and
wondered again what she could see in it. He ruffled her hair, aware
of the contrast between those dark curls and the thinning brown
stuff that topped his own head.

Ilona ran her fingers lightly up
and down his chest, then traced a spiraling course across his
abdomen and around his genitals. She laughed again as his penis
began to respond to her touch.

“Good,” she said, tapping it
lightly with a dark-painted nail. “I am not sending you back to
your wife unable to function.” She raised her head again. “How do
you explain these times?”

Tarbell snorted. “All in a day’s
work. Susan gave up expecting me to keep regular hours a long time
ago.” He followed the line of Ilona’s jaw with his knuckles.
“You’re just another asset.”

That was how it had begun. She was
supposed to be his channel to Reinhardt Meissner—a mule to carry
messages and, on occasion, well-laundered cash—someone who allowed
the Agency to deal at a distance with an unsavory Austrian merchant
of violence. For a long time Tarbell had labored to maintain, to
himself, the fiction that Ilona meant nothing more than that to
him. Even after the first time he had confronted her across this
bed, he had continued to tell himself it was just a little bit of
poon, a minor fringe benefit, and certainly not the first time he
had taken advantage of that kind of perk.

“Does Meissner know about us?” he
asked.

“Of course not. He wouldn’t like
it, not at all.” She sighed heavily and snuggled against him. “I
wish, sometimes, there were no Reinhardt.”

“You could get a different
job.”

“Doing what? I could do this, I
suppose.” She giggled. “But even there, I’m getting too old to
compete with the kids in the Prater Park.” She bit his chin
lightly. “No, Chet. I have no skills. I am lucky Meissner can use
me as his—how do you say it—Friday Girl.”

“Girl Friday.”

“Ah.” She nodded. “Girl Friday.
Thank you. And, anyway, I owe him this much, do you
know?”

“No, I don’t know. Why do you owe
him?”

“It’s a long story. I’ll tell you
some time.” She rolled out of the bed and stood at one of the
windows, her body luminous in the gray light. “It’s about to get
dark.”

Tarbell sat up and put his feet on
the floor. The wood was chilly. He rose and moved to Ilona’s
side.

They stood together, staring down
at the street that lay below the wet slate roof from which the
dormer projected. Muted traffic sounds rose to them.

“I expect I’d better be going,” he
said. She nodded. He pulled her against him, and she turned to face
him, raised her lips for a kiss.

“When will I see you again?” she
asked. “Next week?”

“I’m going to Salzburg day after
tomorrow. Come with me?”

“You don’t take your
wife?”

“She and my daughter will be going
away for a couple of weeks.”

“Ah.” She stepped back and looked
at him with a grin that approached a leer. “The bad boy that you
are,” she said, shaking her head.

“So come with me.”

“I can’t, I’m afraid. Reinhardt
has work for me.”

“Tell him it can wait.”

“I wish I could.”

“Meissner is more important to you
than I am, right?”

“Actually, I am afraid at times
that he is more important to you than I am. I’m not sure you don’t
just use me to get to him.” She pulled out of his grasp and walked
across the room to her closet. “I think, maybe, I have gotten too
accustomed to being used,” she said, reaching for a heavy,
terry-cloth robe and pulling it on.

Haven’t we all, Tarbell thought,
as he began putting his own clothes on.

~

He didn’t try hard to find parking
in front of his own apartment building on the Lainzer Strasse. A
walk in the rain would neutralize Ilona’s perfume. Even better that
the damp air carried the smells of the zoo from the grounds of the
Schonbrunn Palace across the way. Better to smell like elephant
than unfaithful husband, he thought with a rueful grin as he
entered the lobby of the building and headed for the
stairs.

He let himself into the apartment.
Elaine sat next to the window in the overstuffed recliner chair
that he had purchased years before, Stateside, and carried from
station to station. She used it more than he did, he thought,
closing the door softly and watching her. She sat with her eyes
closed—not that it would have mattered—and earphones on, listening
to music. Some sixth sense seemed to inform her as he crossed the
carpet, and she extended a pale, slender hand. He gave it a kiss,
and her eyes opened and aimed at him, just as if she could really
see him.

“Hi, Daddy,” she said. She removed
the headset. “How did your day go? It feels late.”

“Fraid so,” he said.

“There’s still some supper
left.”

“I ate,” he said. Don’t ask me
what, he thought. “New music?”

“Listen.” She held the earphones
out, and he put them on. The sweet, dissonant sound of strings
filled his head. He removed the phones.

“What’s that?”

“Ralph Vaughn
Williams.”

Tarbell laughed. “Don’t understand
why you can’t just listen to heavy metal like normal
kids.”

“I guess I’m just not normal,
Daddy.”

I guess not, he thought, with a
pang. He surprised himself constantly by forgetting the blindness,
so that it slipped up on him, caught him off guard, forced him to
discover it all over again.
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