KNIGHT GAMBIT
by - Richard F. West
“... to the last I grapple with thee; from hell’s heart
I stab thee; for hate’s sake I spit my last breath at thee.”
- Herman Melville
They were looking at him. Not more than a dozen feet away. Dressed in bright colors, and stark white faces. They were smiling at him. Smiling in those broad red smiles that only clowns wore. But there was nothing funny in their faces.
The painted smiles were there, but under the bright lights the makeup couldn’t hide their eyes. And those eyes were windows to black and frantic terror. In their terror the eyes cried out in silent desperate pleas for help.
He frowned, puzzled at what should make them so afraid, and turned to look for the cause. But all he saw was more circus - more booths, more lights, more games of chance, more strangeness. There was no sound. As if he was watching a film with the sound off. And there were no people. It confused him.
He turned back to the clowns. It was then he saw the knife-thrower. A giant of a man, bare-chested, dressed in Arabian pantaloons of yellow silk. The knife-thrower had powerful arms, and large hands holding a fan of knives, each knife two-foot long. The knife-thrower wore a large mustache that made the man look sinister in a comical way.
He turned from the knife-thrower and looked back at the clowns. They were tied to posts, unable to move. He hadn’t noticed that before. And their clothing had changed. The bright colors were gone. Now they wore plain clothes in a gray that had all the life taken out of it. Their eyes moved frantically, looking first at the knife-thrower, then with desperate pleading at him.
He looked back to the knife-thrower. There was nothing comical about the man. What he saw was that the knife-thrower was deadly serious. He felt afraid for the clowns, responsible for them, and he couldn’t just sit there and let things happen. He had to do something, and do it quickly.
He turned toward the knife-thrower and made to get up, to intervene, but he, too, was tied down. He pulled at the ropes, and screamed at the knife-thrower to stop. The scream clawed like shattered glass through the black silence.
The knife-thrower moved as if he hadn’t heard the scream, as if there were only he and the two clowns. The knife-thrower raised his right hand over his head, one of the knives in that hand.
He looked from the knife-thrower to the clowns and saw the terror grow wide in their eyes. Tears spilled down their faces. They opened their mouths to cry out, but no sound came. He screamed for them, screamed again and again at the knife-thrower, and struggled in a panic to free himself, twisting and pulling at the ropes. Frantic, hysterical, he screamed and screamed for the knife-thrower to stop, the screams bursting from him like gunfire. He screamed anger, hate. He screamed their terror.
The knife-thrower moved with no sign that he had heard the screams. Calmly and with deliberation, the knife-thrower brought his right arm way back. The clowns cringed, and struggled weakly, futilely to pull away from their bonds, soft mewling cries escaped their souls.
The knife-thrower put all his weight on his right leg, raised his left arm to point at the clowns, brought his left leg up, his body poised to throw every ounce of power behind that knife. All the while he showed no reaction to the screams that were thrown at him. Nor did the knife-thrower even acknowledge the presence of the screamer.
Until that moment when the knife-thrower was poised for the throw. In that instant his eyes momentarily met those of the screamer. The knife-thrower smiled a humorless smile that was filled with contempt, and, with the power of his whole body, threw the knife...
Chapter II
The big old house stood on the top of a low hill of fifteen acres of broad open lawn and neat landscaping. The house was white, with black shutters on all the windows. A stately solid colonial that was planted firmly in the ground. The building had dormers and additions, and a slate roof filled with peaks and chimneys.
It squatted there smugly, glowing in the morning sun, as if it had a right to be there, as if it owned the land it stood on. As large as such buildings look from the outside they are larger still on the inside. This one had thirty-three rooms beside a large dining hall and a recreation room, and a kitchen equipped to feed all twenty-two who lived in the house, plus the nurses and the staff.
A couple of the rooms were converted into offices used by the medical personnel. And there was a fully equipped medical laboratory, pharmacy, and operating room. The operating room was rarely used. It was there for emergency medical care only. This facility did not concern itself with the demons that attacked the body, but with the demons that attacked the soul.
There was never much activity visible around the house. Occasionally there would be a few nurses walking with one or two of the people who lived in the twenty-two rooms, or a gardener tending some of the landscaping or mowing the lawn. Walking around outside was not encouraged. And now the few benches that were outside in the summer had been put away in the cavernous basement.
It was a quiet house on the outskirts of a quiet little town in the hills of northern Virginia. The people in the town knew of the house, knew of its purpose, and would have objected to it had it been closer to the town. It was far enough away for them to accept it where it was. And it was not visible to the people even though it was mounted on the top of a rise that overlooked the town.
It had been built there by a railroad magnate at the turn of the century so he could see his trains come winding through the low hills into the town below. Now a wrought iron fence of pointed pickets enclosed the fifteen acres. And a thirty-foot band of shrubs and trees followed the fence around the perimeter of the property, blocking the view of the house from the town and the nearby road.
The trains didn’t run often anymore, and they couldn’t be seen through the trees. But a freight rolled slowly by the town every night at 2:00am, and, as it slowed to pass the abandoned station, it pumped its whistle gently so as not to disturb anyone’s sleep.
Two brick columns supported a wrought iron gate that straddled the driveway up to the house. The brass plate mounted on one of the brick columns said the house was called the Virginia Recuperative Research Institute. The townspeople called it the ‘Home’.
The man who sat by the window that Sunday morning also called it the ‘Home’. He had lived there for a little close to five years, now. If asked, he could tell you to the exact number of days and hours. Confinement has a way of measuring time with accuracy. He sat at the window every morning.
Sunday was not special. From that position he had watched the summers, autumns, winters and springs pass day by day. Watched the transition from life to death to life in a progression of time slow enough to savor the details. Today he watched one more tiny step in the progression toward death. The last step in September. The weather was warm and pleasant, but the grass had lost its luster of life, and the trees’ vitality had waned. Soon the green would be gone from the leaves, and the life from the grass. But the trees died in such glory. A glory worthy of their death.
He knew the need for such glory. The need to have death be given a higher meaning than the simple passing of life. He had wanted to die. Prayed for it. But the death he had desperately craved held no glory. It was a death to bring relief from suffering. The death yearned by patients made aware of their dying. A selfish death. That was a long time ago. He no longer craved such death. It no longer mattered. Life no longer mattered either. Until that morning.
The man who sat in the chair looking out of the window appeared to be older than he was. His hair was thin and almost all white, and there was age in his eyes, and in his soul. The age not of the passage of time, but of horrible experience. The age that was beaten in, that comes from being tortured beyond physical and mental endurance. The age that comes from seeing, feeling, tasting the grotesque horror that men do to men. His eyes held the haunted look that is seen in the eyes of the survivors of war, the eyes of men and children alike.
His body was not so old. The staff saw that he received enough physical therapy and exercise to keep his body fit. “A sound body can make a sound mind,” Doctor Kussler kept saying. In his case the doctor was wrong. But he had not objected to the doctor’s therapy.
He had simply done what was necessary to keep the peace. He had surrendered to the power of those around him. It was easier. And it helped his right leg. His knee didn’t hurt so much when the leg was kept fit. Even his right hand worked better with exercise.
But he knew there was nothing wrong with his mind. There had never been anything wrong with his mind. Though they had tried to convince him otherwise. He knew. And he knew what they were trying to do to him. He would never let them succeed.
He had told them little. He kept the ghosts to himself. Never mentioned the raging fire that sat in his soul, its flames licking his sanity, consuming his reason. He never mentioned it because he was afraid they would extinguish it. The fire was all that kept him alive.
Patrick Carter had risen late that morning. Sunday was a lazy day in his house. He and his wife lounged in bed until the day was well underway before they grudgingly threw off the covers and faced it.
He’d put on his brown robe, raked fingers through his dark hair, stepped outside, and brought in the newspaper while his wife cooked the breakfast - usually an omelet, sausages, home fries, toast, juice and coffee. Breakfast was his meal. It was its attraction that got him out of bed at all on Sunday.
He set the table and sat with the newspaper and a cup of coffee while he waited for breakfast. Even coffee tasted so much better in the morning. Well, not the morning, really. One look at the clock told him the morning was five minutes from being gone. It would be more accurate to say the first time of the day.
He sipped it, relishing the flavor, as he separated the sections of the newspaper. Then he settled with the international news first. But before he started he had to openly admire the day. The day outside was the kind that made him feel great to be alive.
The sky was a blue that went on forever. The sun was so bright the world of trees and suburban homes stood out sharply. And it all looked nice to him - clean, neat, peaceful. He was sorry now that he had turned down the golfing invitation his neighbor had extended to him yesterday. But Carter knew that somehow he would still make the best of such a day.
Carolyn brought the breakfast to the table in bits. First the toast showed up along with the jam. Then the omelet made an appearance. Sausages, this morning, came with the home fries. He would have preferred everything to come together, but he accepted this as the price he paid for having her do the cooking while he sat with coffee and the newspaper.
It was the only cooking that Carolyn did - breakfast on Sundays. Her one domestic duty. During the week he had breakfast in the dining room at the Company. There it came all at once, all hot, all cooked and ready to eat. And dinner was prepared by the cook that Carolyn had come in five days a week. All other times they dined out.
He folded the section of the paper in four and set it next to his plate where he could read it while he spread jam on the toast and prepared the food on his plate.
Carolyn sat opposite and rummaged through the newspaper looking for the real estate section. She had been talking about moving for a few months now. They had lived in this house in Alexandria for six years. It was time to move up, to move to a house befitting his stature as Assistant Deputy Director of the European Division of the CIA, she had said. She pronounced his title as one introducing royalty.
It was true that his recognition on the job had changed appreciably over the past six years. Six years ago he had been down on the Berlin Desk, running agents in that city. Now, he answered to the Deputy Director of Plans, which put him three from the top.
But he felt she wanted to move simply because she was bored with the house and the neighbors. She quickly tired of people. Or, he thought, they quickly tired of her. He knew how they felt.
He had quickly tired of her after three years of marriage. And for the next fifteen years had asked himself everyday why he had married her in the first place. He knew the answer, but there were times when it didn’t seem enough.
During the fifteen years he had a few ‘little dalliances’ on the side. Nothing serious. More diversion. He was a trapped man in this marriage. If he divorced her, his future with the Company would be grim at best. Such solutions were still frowned upon by those who controlled his life. One of those men was her father. So, he made the best of it.
At least they had no children. He didn’t think he would have been able to handle children as well as a bad marriage. Carolyn was not an unattractive woman, even at forty-three. She was sophisticated and gracious, and her father was Ashton Albright, the senior senator from Michigan. At those endless political cocktail parties she made Carter look good when she walked in on his arm, and she was comfortable with all the snobs that appeared at those functions. In the social circles of the Company that was just as important as his job performance.
They ate quietly at a leisurely pace. They never had much to say to one another because they lived separate lives, moved in different circles. This arrangement was accepted by unspoken agreement. All there was in common was the house and their bed.
They buried their attention in the newspaper, and the food. In a little while the table was cluttered with the debris of a breakfast that was only a memory. At that point it was after one. He was on his third cup of coffee and deep into the sports section when the telephone rang. He did not make a move to get up and answer it. Carolyn kept reading the paper as if she hadn’t heard it. On the fifth ring, he surrendered, got up, stepped over to the wall phone in the kitchen, and picked up the receiver.
“Hello,” he said.
“Mr. Carter?” It was a man’s voice he did not recognize.
“Yes. Who is this?”
“Jonathan Walker, sir. I am on the desk today. A call has come in for you. They gave the proper identification for an urgent message. I am transferring the call...”
There was a click on the line.
“Yes?” Carter said into the receiver.
“Mr. Carter?” The woman’s voice sounded young.
“Yes?”
“This is Etta at the ‘Home’. He is gone.”
Carter didn’t say anything. It took him a moment to take himself from his home environment and orient himself to what she was saying.
“The man I have been watching,” Etta continued when he didn’t reply. “Arthur Johnson? He is gone.”
“Johnson?” he said, but he knew who she was talking about, and the breakfast tightened into a hard painful ball in his stomach. There were a number of people in the ‘Home’, and each one of them was personally watched by the staff. Johnson was Carter’s responsibility. And Johnson wasn’t his real name. They both knew that.
“Yes. I went to his room and he wasn’t there. Everyone has been alerted and they have been searching the grounds. But he has not been found. I was told to not delay this call any longer.”
“He has escaped?” It was unbelievable! “How did this happen!” He tried to remain calm, but he couldn’t keep the anger from his voice. A ghost had risen from his past. He wanted to hit something, for openers the woman at the other end of this line. “That is all you people have to do - watch and contain! A simple job!” He gripped the receiver hard, his hand trembling with the effort. He struggled to get control of himself.
“I have been watching him for five years,” she said. Her voice was calm and controlled. “And everyday for all that time he has stayed in his room from breakfast until lunch. He just sits there looking out the window. In the afternoon after lunch, he usually plays cards with the others in the recreation room....”
“How long has he been missing!” He didn’t want to waste time listening to her life story.
“I went into his room at eleven, and he was still sitting at the window. I came back about fifteen minutes later to remind him about lunch at eleven-thirty so he could get ready, and he was gone.”
Carter looked at the clock on the microwave oven in the kitchen. One-thirty. “Two hours. And he hasn’t been found.” He was speaking aloud to himself but Etta thought he was talking to her.
“No,” she said.
“Alert the locals in the town that a patient is loose. Let them carry the ball and look for him.”
“If they find him he might talk to them.”
“Whatever he could tell them they wouldn’t believe. It would sound too fantastic to be true. And the locals know the people in the ‘Home’ are sick in the head. They’ll chalk up his crazy tale to something wrong with his brain. And they’ll gladly return him to us.”
“I will alert the Colonel to your instructions.”
“And tell him I’ll be there as soon as I can.” He broke the connection and immediately started punching in a number. He hated to bring someone else in on this, because it meant trusting them with sensitive information. But he didn’t see that he had a choice right then. He was going to need good internal support.
The phone rang twice at the other end before a woman picked it up. “Kathy Wallace,” she said.
“Kathy, this is Patrick Carter. I must talk to Harold.”
“Yes, Mr. Carter. Hold on please.” The line held soft sounds and the feel of dead space for a few long moments. “Yes, Patrick. This is Harold.” He sounded a little out of breath.
“I’m sorry to do this, but I want you to pick me up in fifteen minutes. Something has happened. I will tell you about it when you get here. And let Kathy know you’ll be gone for the rest of the day.”
“I’ll be there as soon as I can.”
Carter cut him off, and stood there with the receiver in his hand. He could hear the faint dial tone. He was calmer now, more in control. His energies were gathered for action. It took him a moment to remember the number to call. He quickly dialed.
“Federal Bureau of Investigation. Agent Thompson speaking.”
“This is Patrick Carter of the Central Intelligence Agency. The code is ‘brother’. My authorization is 74307. I’m going to be leaving within a few minutes. I can be reached in about an hour at 759-1873. I’ll be there for the rest of the day. Whoever is appointed the coordinator should call me there.”
“Yes, s...”
Carter hung up before the man finished. There was someone else he should call. Or should he wait until there was more to tell? No. Best to tell him now, he thought, and then searched his memory for the number.
He started to dial then stopped. He could see Carolyn at the breakfast table just outside the kitchen. What he had to say was not for her ears. He hung up the receiver, went into the den and closed the door. He sat in the leather armchair near the fireplace, and picked up the receiver of the telephone on the table next to the chair.
He punched in the number slowly to be sure he had it right. Somewhere in an empty room in Washington a telephone rang, and a machine answered the call. Carter could hear the hum from the machine. He punched in another telephone number. The machine routed the call on its way. Any monitoring of his telephone calls would show only a local Washington number and not the number he actually called. Moments later he heard another phone ring. It rang five times before it was picked up.
“It’s me, Carter,” he said.
“Why are you calling me?” There was annoyance in the tone of the voice.
“The Magician is loose.”
A moment of silence. “Has he been freed?”
“No. Escaped.”
More silence. “You think I should be concerned?”
“I don’t know. But I never heard of anyone who was too prepared.”
“Yes. I understand. Will you need help?”
“It might be best. Legally my hands are tied to take action inside the country.”
“There has been no such problem before?”
“It is a problem now. We are monitored closely. Attempts at such unauthorized activity would be the end of my career. And there would be no guarantee that we would succeed. Even effective action to recapture him will require my working with other agencies, getting them to cooperate with us. At times that is like moving mountains. If I am to stand a chance of finding him I will need people who can operate outside of the red tape.”
“I understand. It will be arranged. Washington?”
“New York. They can work their way down toward me. I will know more by the time they arrive. If I need them here it is only an hour by plane.”
“They will be there before morning. I will have them contact you when they arrive. They will identify themselves by the word ‘eagle’.”
“Have them go to the desk for American Airlines and page for Mr. Eagle. They will be contacted by someone who will give them a package. It will contain photos and a copy of his personal file. In it will be a list of his friends, and the aliases he has used in the past.”
“What about the necessary equipment? They can not travel with what they need.”
“The man who meets them will see that they are supplied with what they need and will arrange for their stay.”
“Will thirty men be enough?”
“Who knows how much is enough? But thirty is a good start.” He hesitated a moment. “One thing must be understood.”
“Yes?”
“They are to take their orders only from me. They are not to act on their own.”
“I will instruct them so,” the man said.
The man hung up the telephone and turned to his associate. The associate was putting down the receiver of the extension where he had been listening in on the telephone conversation. The associate showed nothing in his face. He face was thin and tight, with skin drained of color, and thin lifeless gray hair that was combed across the bald area on the top of his head. The associate turned in his chair to look at the man.
“You heard what Mr. Carter had to say.”
The associate nodded perceptibly. His expression was emotionless, his gray eyes cold as river ice.
“Contact Peter and arrange for thirty of your most trusted. You personally must take charge. Peter will work with Mr. Carter. You will work independently. You do understand?”
The associate nodded again.
“I will put an airplane at your disposal. If you have to arrange for your own equipment, you know who our sources are in New York. I will wire funds immediately to the Swiss Bank in New York. You may use that to purchase whatever you need. If it is not enough, I will send more.” A moment of heavy silence as the man and his associate looked at one another. “You understand what you must do?”
The associate’s nod was slow and deliberate. “Kill him.” A quiet statement of fact.
“Whatever it takes to achieve your objective. There must be no hesitation.”
The associate nodded.
“Each one of the men you choose must also know what is being asked of them. Choose only those willing to see the mission to its successful end.”
The associate rose from his chair in preparation to leave.
“One more thing. Peter is to understand that you give the orders. Any instructions you give him are to override anything he is told to do by Mr. Carter. If you need him he should come to your aid without question.”
The associate turned to go, but was stopped by the man’s voice.
“Walter, is it necessary for me to stress to you the importance of this mission to all of us?”
Walter softly shook his head, turned and left the room.
Carolyn knocked on the bedroom door. “Harold Wallace is here,” she said.
Carter was tying his tie. He glanced at the clock. Almost one-thirty. It had taken him over five minutes to get through to Guy Wilcox in New York to get things ready for the group that would be arriving. Guy Wilcox was CIA attached to the State Department office in Manhattan as a clerk.
“Tell him I’ll be there in a minute. Give him a cup of coffee while he’s waiting.” Carter finished with the tie.
Then he filled his pockets with various things, slipped on his suit jacket, and took one more look into the mirror. His suits were not expensive but they were cut expertly to make him look good. And he kept himself trim and in condition. He looked like a man of power. He looked like the vice president of a bank. Good enough, he thought.
He reached into the top drawer of the dresser and pulled out a bottle of Maalox tablets. He threw two into his mouth and began to chew. Then, he dumped a handful of the tablets in his pocket, and put the bottle back in the drawer. The breakfast had solidified into an indigestible lump after that phone call. His anxiety had only grown since that call, and his stomach had tightened like a fist. He doubted it would loosen up any time soon.
He left the bedroom and went down the stairs to the foyer.
Wallace was sitting in the kitchen with Carolyn, a cup of coffee in front of him on the table. Their heads were huddled together like lovers. Wallace was 38, and though Carolyn was five years older, she looked younger than he. Wallace and Carolyn looked up as Carter walked across the foyer toward the kitchen.
“Sorry to drag you off today, Harold,” he said. Then he nodded toward the cup in Harold’s hand. “I’d like to get started.”
Wallace nodded, drained the cup, and got up from the chair. Wallace was six foot, noticeably taller than Carter. Something that annoyed Carter. Wallace was also more handsome, Carter thought. He had dark hair and eyes that were a warm blue. And his features were roughened enough to give him that rugged look. Carter was the smooth featured, brown-eyed type. Wallace looked like a soldier of fortune, and Carter as he knew, looked like the vice president of a bank.
“I’m ready,” Wallace said, then smiled and nodded goodbye to Carolyn. She smiled and nodded back.
Outside they climbed into Wallace’s gray Buick Riviera. Wallace started the car and drove out of the circular drive in front of Carter’s house.
“Take 495 West, then pick up 50 West at Falls Church, and follow it for awhile.”
Wallace turned the car in the direction of 495. “Where are we going?”
Carter did not answer.
Wallace glanced over at him. “I said, where are we going?”
Carter looked at Wallace. He was hesitant to tell him. “We are going to the ‘Home’.”
Wallace gave Carter a puzzled look. He was sure he was being put on. The ‘Home’ was something rumored about in the lower ranks of the Company. Its existence was always in doubt. “But..?” everyone would say with the raise of an eyebrow which meant that it was a possibility.
When someone would suddenly disappear from his desk, it was always rumored he had been transferred to the ‘Home’. Until the man’s real location was eventually discovered. The ‘Home’ was where Company men who knew too much to be let go, or to be trusted, were sent. Never to be heard of again. That was the going story.
Once there, the men would be broken apart like old watches until they no longer worked the same. Then they would be resettled in a place somewhere in the vast Midwest. A place where supplies were flown in weekly, because there were no roads leading to it. And it wasn’t on any map.
It was the sort of story that appealed to the warped minds of the men who worked in the intelligence agency. But no one really believed it. And now Carter was using the same tall story.
“Are you going to tell me what has happened to get us out on Sunday?” Wallace said. “And why you didn’t use your own car and driver?”
There was no question but that Carter had to trust Wallace with the facts. He knew he was giving Wallace power with that trust. Something he might regret at a later date.
“A man has escaped from the ‘Home’. Someone I put there. That’s really all there is right now. We’ll know the rest soon enough. About the car and driver, this is not something for people of that level to know. And as my assistant you can be more useful than a driver,” he said. “This is the beginning of what may be a long assignment for you and me.”
Wallace was aware that Carter was serious. “You mean there really is a ‘Home’?” A chill ran up his back.
Carter just met Wallace’s eyes with his own. “Not for anyone else’s ears.”
“Jesus,” Wallace gasped, and quickly turned his attention to the road. “Jesus,” he said again under his breath.
Chapter III
It was almost fifty minutes later that Wallace pulled the car to a stop in front of the wrought iron gates of the Virginia Recuperative Research Institute.
There had been little conversation on the drive. Carter was busy going over the ramifications of the escape and the possible effects on his own future.
Wallace was still struggling with the existence of the ‘Home’ and thinking of those men he had known who had left and he had never heard of them again. How many of them had ended up in this place? And curiously, would he bump into any of them?
They sat there looking at the gate for a few moments before a man showed up on the other side. Muscled, in uniform, and wearing a gun on his hip. Behind the man, in the distance, stood the large house.
“Please get out of the car!” the man said. He rested his hand on the grip of the gun.
Wallace and Carter got out. Carter made to step toward the man and was stopped by the man’s voice, and his hand tightening on the gun.
“Please don’t move until I tell you, sir.”
Carter stepped back to stand by the car.
“Now, please take out identification. Carefully.”
Carter reached slowly into the breast pocket of his jacket and just as slowly removed his identification billfold. He held it up and let the flap drop open revealing the card that identified him as Central Intelligence Agency.
The guard motioned him to step forward. Carter stepped slowly toward the guard while the man’s eyes darted back and forth between Carter and Wallace. When Carter was within three feet of the gate, the guard stopped him with a raised hand.
Then the guard reached out and took the billfold from him. At the same time the guard removed the gun from its holster and let it hang in his hand at his side. He looked carefully at the identification card. Then he looked back at Carter.
“Are you expected?” he said. No one came to the gate who wasn’t expected. There were no surprise visits, no unscheduled inspections.
“Yes,” Carter said.
Suddenly a voice came from hand-held radio hanging from the guard’s belt. “It’s okay, Reynolds. He is who he says. And he is expected.”
The guard, Reynolds, reached his hand through the gate and returned Carter’s billfold. Then he stepped aside behind one of the brick pillars and the gate clicked open and swung inward.
Carter and Wallace got back in the car, drove through the gates, up the driveway to the house and stopped by the front entrance.
“So this is it,” Wallace said peering through the windshield at the house. “This is the ‘Home’. Not bad. The place looks like a mansion. Must be a hundred years old. I expect a butler to open those front doors and come down for our luggage.” Even though the building was painted white, it still gave Wallace the creeps. He sensed the horrors that went on behind the facade.
Carter looked up at the front of the building. “Some railroad magnate, I think his name was Carstairs, had it built in 1905. That makes it just under ninety. The Company bought it in ‘63. Spent a year modernizing the place. Since then it has been modernized four times.”
Carter got out of the car. Wallace got out on his side, and together they climbed the three steps to the landing in front of the large wood doors. The right door opened.
Standing in the doorway was another muscular man with a gun on his hip. This man was in the uniform of the U.S. Marines. The man stepped aside as they came in. They were standing in a large impressive foyer.
“Please wait here, Mr. Carter,” the Marine said as he closed the door behind them. “The Colonel has been notified that you are here.” The Marine stepped back to the desk that sat in the foyer.
Carter and Wallace remained standing. All the walls were paneled in a warm mahogany and rich in wood trim. Behind the desk two staircases with ornate wrought iron railings rose from either side of the foyer to the landing on the second floor twelve feet above the first floor. Between the staircases on the first floor a hall continued to a set of mahogany double doors carved and polished. The floor of the foyer was a checkerboard of large marble squares of black and white.
“What did they modernize in here?” Wallace said impressed by the foyer. He was eyeing the wrought iron chandelier that hung from the ceiling twenty-five feet above them. “Looks like it probably did when it was first built.”
“They didn’t change it where they didn’t have to,” Carter said. “Air conditioning which meant they had to lower the ceilings for the duct work, new electrical work, new plumbing, bathrooms, labs. That sort of stuff.”
Wallace nodded and continued to look around in admiration. “Who is this Colonel we’re waiting to see?”
Carter said. “His job is managing the place.” There was a pause, “After this escape I don’t know how much longer he’ll be here.”
One of the mahogany doors on the first floor opened and a man and a woman came through. The man was nearing sixty, tall, thick head of white hair, dressed in a tailored military uniform. He walked with a stiff military bearing, a man in charge. His jaw was square and shaved close enough that the skin there was whiter that the rest of his face.
One look and Wallace knew that along with the prissy arrogance of the Colonel would be the fastidiousness of vanity. The woman was in her early thirties, tall, blonde, and in a nurse’s uniform. Her body appeared strong and solid even though it had all the necessary curves.
“Mr. Carter,” the Colonel said, and extended his hand. His voice had the tone of one accustomed to command. He looked down at Carter.
Carter shook the Colonel’s hand. “Colonel this is my associate, Harold Wallace.”
“Good to meet you Mr. Wallace.” Wallace nodded, shook the Colonel’s hand, and got a good whiff of cologne.
The woman did not extend her hand. She nodded her head slightly. “I am Etta Ulbricht, the nurse who was watching Mr. Johnson.”
“How is the search progressing?” Carter said to the Colonel.
“Perhaps we should discuss this in my office,” the Colonel said glancing at the man in uniform behind the desk. Then he turned and walked back toward the mahogany doors. They all followed him through the doors.
Wallace looked down the corridor, hoping to see somebody he might know, but it was empty. They went into an office immediately off to the right. A large office with wood paneling, a desk that contained only desk ornamentation on its surface, and pictures on the wall of the Colonel shaking hands with noted politicians. Overstuffed leather furniture was placed around the walls. Broad windows looked out on the landscaping, and there was a lowered ceiling that held the air conditioning vents. The lowered ceiling abruptly cut off the carved woodwork.
“Please sit anywhere,” the Colonel said then went directly to sit in the high-back chair behind the desk. He sat ramrod straight with his hands folded on the desk. The desk chair was higher than the other furniture and put him in a commanding position. However that did not faze Carter at all.
“Well?” Carter said before anyone had a chance to catch their breath. “What the hell happened here, Colonel? For all the money spent on this place nothing like this should have happened. How did he get away?”
In that instant the Colonel lost control of the meeting. And he didn’t know how to take it back. After struggling for an evasive answer, he gave in. “We don’t know.”
“You don’t know how he got out!”
The Colonel shook his head then nodded toward Etta.
She leaned forward on the sofa and began to speak in measured tones.
“I have been here for four years watching Mr. Johnson. And everyday without fail he has stayed in his room from breakfast until lunch looking out over the grounds. He did not do that in the afternoon because the sun would come into his window then. Instead he would play cards with the other patients.
“I stopped by to look in on him at eleven, and he was sitting by the window where he always sat. I returned at eleven fifteen to remind him that lunch was being served at eleven thirty, and the room was empty. I checked the recreation room and the dining hall but he was not in either place.
“As we have been instructed, I then contacted security. It would not have been the first time a patient wandered off only to be found sitting in someone else’s room. But,” she made a small gesture with her hands, “he was not found.”
Carter looked back to the Colonel.
The Colonel nodded. “We have searched everywhere. As you see, there are very few places for a man to hide. The lawn is wide open until it reaches the band of screening shrubbery and trees. And that area is secured by motion and heat sensors. And our people are monitoring those sensors all the time. There is a picket fence behind the shrubbery which could be electrified, and was, once Etta alerted security to Mr. Johnson’s being loose.
“So no one has passed through that area since eleven-thirty this morning. That means our Mr. Johnson had about half an hour to get away. The building and the shrubbery area have all been thoroughly searched. He is not on the grounds.”
He paused then added, “This has never happened before, you know. We have never had anyone escape.”
“One is too many,” Carter said.
The Colonel said nothing but the strength inside him drained away. Absently he toyed with the pen in front of him.
“Were the local police were alerted?” Carter said.
Again the Colonel nodded. “Immediately after you instructed us to do so. We gave them his description and a recent photograph from our files. They have not reported anything unusual.”
It was Carter’s turn to nod in thought.
“Ms. Ulbricht,” Wallace said in the sudden silence, “Did he say anything unusual, or did anything happen to suddenly make him want to leave? I mean, why, after four years would he suddenly decided to escape?”
“He was a man who barely spoke.” She shook her head, “He stayed inside himself. I know of nothing unusual. But then I am not with him all of the time. As I said, he spends the afternoon with some of the patients playing cards. After dinner, they all go back to the recreation room where they watch television.”
“They don’t have a television in their rooms?”
“We do not permit them to have their own televisions. They are to remain isolated. Out of touch with the outside. With one exception. There is a television in the recreation hall which is turned on every night for an hour of news.”
“Why?” Wallace said.
She shrugged with her eyebrows. “Dr. Kussler must answer that, I’m afraid. I do not know.”
Carter swung to the Colonel. “I want a list of the news shows they have watched over the past week and the times watched. I also want to see Johnson’s room, and then the security area that monitors the motion and heat sensors out there in the shrubbery.”
He rose from the chair indicating that he meant immediately. Everyone else rose as well. It was then that the phone rang on the Colonel’s desk. He picked it up.
“Yes?” he said. Then after listening a moment held the phone out to Carter. “It is for you.”
Carter stepped up to the desk and accepted the receiver. “Hello. This is Carter.”
“Special Agent Wilson of the Federal Bureau of Investigation,” the man said at the other end. “I’ve been assigned to assist you. Could you explain what the emergency is that requires our cooperation?”
“Not right not, Mr. Wilson,” Carter said. “Give me your phone number and I will have someone call you within the next hour and explain.”
“I would like to have some idea right now as to what we are facing so I can organize the necessary resources.”
“There is a man we have to find. He has escaped from a secure facility. That is all I can tell you right now,” Carter said as firmly as he dared. “Give me your phone number.”
There was a moment of silence as the agent at the other end mulled over the idea of just hanging up. He hated being assigned to this in the first place. Damn Agency can’t take care of its own problems, it has to bother the FBI and him. Operation code named ‘brother’ should have been called ‘bother’. “957 - 8132, in DC. I’ll be here until five thirty,” and he hung up.
Carter took a piece of note paper out of the holder on the desk, and took the pen from the Colonel to write down the number. He had to scratch the pen on the paper a few times to get it to write. He scribbled out the number and the agent’s name, put the pen back in stand, and handed the paper to Wallace.
“After we’re finished here, call this guy. He’ll arrange for the FBI to join in this manhunt since we are not empowered to do anything inside the country. See that a photo of Johnson is faxed to him along with anything else he needs.
Wallace took the paper, read it, then put it in his pocket.
“This way,” the Colonel said, indicating the opened door. “The residences are just down the hall and off to the right.” Carter and Wallace followed the Colonel into the hall.
The Colonel stopped and spoke to Etta, “Ms. Ulbricht, please tell Dr. Kussler that we will be in his office presently.” Etta nodded her understanding and moved to leave when he stopped her. “One more thing. See about getting a list of those news programs for Mr. Carter.”
“I see to it,” she said, and left them.
Four doors down, the corridor formed a Tee. Wallace peered around him but couldn’t see a soul. He was disappointed. It was as if the place were deserted.
They walked to the right and through the second door into a room as large as the Colonel’s office. But this room was painted, not paneled. The color was a soft vanilla, walls, door, windows and woodwork. It was the woodwork that caught Wallace’s eye. In each corner a carved vine with flowers and leaves went straight up to the ceiling. Unfortunately, they were cut off at eight feet by the suspended ceiling.
The ceiling was the type where two-by-four foot decorative panels were supported on metal cross members. In the center of the ceiling there was a circular air conditioning duct. The furniture consisted of a bed, dresser, chest of drawers, a small table and two chairs. No curtains or drapes on the windows.
“A cell by any other name,” Wallace said under his breath. But Carter heard him, and glanced over with a frown.
“This is exactly the way we found it,” the Colonel said.
“Was the furniture moved about any?”
“No.”
“Does the window open?” Wallace said with a tone that said it shouldn’t.
“Yes, it does,” the Colonel’s tone was defensive. “We need to be concerned about the mental health of the men we have here. This must not look like a prison. Also a fire would make these rooms a trap, unless there was another way out. I’m sure that if he wanted to he could have slipped out of the building that way. But he would still have to face that expanse of open ground, and the guards and sensors scattered about.”
“Yes,” Carter said, peering through the window at the open lawn. “I’d like to see that security setup you mentioned.”
He nodded, but said nothing. He left the room and they followed. The corridors were still deserted.
“Where are the other...” Wallace almost said ‘inmates’. “...patients?”
“They are being supervised closely in the recreation room while we conduct our search.” The Colonel led them through the halls and out the back to a two-story outbuilding that was probably called a carriage house once when carriages were the mode of transportation. There was a door in the side of the building.
The Colonel opened it and stepped inside. Carter and Wallace went in after him. Stepping in to the dark interior from the sun light left them momentarily blinded. When their vision cleared they saw two men seated before a bank of monitors. Some of the monitors had pictures of parts of the interiors of the main building. Some had graphs that kept changing, some had grids with various lights flashing. The two men were young and in the same guard uniform as the others.
“Mr. Farrell,” the Colonel said to the blonde man, “These gentlemen are investigating the missing Mr. Johnson. They would like to know something of what you have here.”
Farrell swung the chair around to face Carter and Wallace. He was relaxed. “What do you want to know, gentlemen?”
“What I want to know is how a man was able to get through your area of responsibility and you did not notice?”
Farrell stiffened noticeably and sat more erect. “I do not have an excuse, sir. We have been sitting here most of the day looking at these monitors and nothing showed up out of the ordinary.”
Carter looked up at the flashing lights on the monitors with the grids. “What does that screen tell you?”
“Those are the motion detectors recording movement in the border area of shrubbery by the fence. When something out of the ordinary is spotted in the border area, we turn on the electricity to the picket fence.”
“Doesn’t that indicate something is going on out there now?” indicating the flashing spots on the screens.
“The entire area is covered with those detectors. Every crawling, walking, scampering thing out there gets recorded. That’s what you’re seeing now. When we first set up this system the lights went on and the fence was electrified automatically. We must have electrocuted a hundred squirrels, and gave the guard on the gate a heart condition with the lights going on all the time.
“We disconnected the lights from the system, and now we let the guard at the gate know before we turn on the lights. We left the fence in. But when we killed the dog of one of the townspeople, all hell broke loose. So we stopped reacting to every flicker on the screen, and we put the electrification of the fence under manual control.
“There’s no way to tell what’s really happening out there using the motion detectors. Same thing goes for the infra-red detectors, the heat sensors. But we do periodic checks.” He pointed to the bank of monitors along the top. They each contained a different view of bushes and trees. “We have video cameras mounted all along the border stretch. We flip them on at intervals and do visuals of the area. And sometimes when something big comes barging through the area and sets off a lot of detectors we’ll do visuals then before turning on the fence. Just so we don’t kill another dog.” He swung back to face Carter. “We didn’t see any activity out of the ordinary anytime today.”
“From what you’ve told me, you wouldn’t know.” Carter’s sarcasm was not lost on the young man.
He responded defensively, “If someone, a man was to walk through the border, we’d see a lot more sensor activity than you see up there now. And there would be a large pattern of movement showing on the monitors as he walked through.”
“Suppose he took a step then stopped for a moment, before taking the next. How would that look on your sensors?” Carter said.
The young man flushed. “No different than what you see now, sir.”
Carter gave Wallace a knowing look.
“There are regular foot patrols along the border,” the Colonel said in defense.
“How regular?” Wallace said.
“Once an hour.”
Wallace now gave a knowing look to Carter then spoke to the Colonel, “Too regular.”
“I have asked Doctor Kussler to expect us in his office,” the Colonel said, changing the subject rather than deal with Wallace’s remark. “He is one of the psychiatrists on the staff, and he has been working with Mr. Johnson from the beginning.” The Colonel turned away. They followed him once again.
They walked into the office of a balding man in his late thirties. What hair there was was coal black. He had black rimmed glasses that drew your attention to his black eyes. His face was in a perpetual frown. Even when he tried to smile, the frown lines were cut too deeply to go away. He wore a white medical jacket, with a name tag pinned to the handkerchief pocket. ‘Kenneth K. Kussler, MD’ it read. Kussler rose from his seat behind the desk to greet them.
The Colonel introduced them all around. Everyone settled into the overstuffed furniture. Dr. Kussler stepped over to the desk and picked up a manila folder, then, he, too, settled into one of the overstuffed chairs.
“K.K.K,” Wallace suddenly said, looking at Kussler’s name tag.
Kussler did not smile. “My father’s little joke,” he said, “which has given me nothing but trouble through the years.” He turned to Carter. “What do you want to know about your Mr. Johnson?”
Carter caught the reference to his Mr. Johnson. “Why would he want to escape?”
“You mean besides the basic nature that man does not like to be caged?” Kussler said.
There was a moment of silence in which Carter did not pick up the conversation.
“Hate,” Kussler continued. “The man harbored an enormous hate.” Then he stopped, waiting for reaction.
“Hate for what?” Wallace said.
“Those who imprisoned him.” Kussler said. Wallace looked immediately to Carter. “Those who crippled him. Those who ruined his life.”
“Crippled him?” Wallace again jumped in.
“The man spent more than three years in prison in East Germany as an American spy. He was brutally treated. Our medical science restored much of the mobility to his leg, but he suffers a limp and there is pain in the knee. His right hand fared worse. The end two fingers are frozen in a half-gripping position. The others are mobile, but again not without pain. And there is some problem in the wrist where its range of motion is limited. The physical therapy has helped.”
“But that’s nothing new,” Carter said with impatience trying to push Kussler to get to the point. “Why now?”
“I don’t know. He was not a cooperative patient. He spoke of his dreams and his hatred only when he felt like it, which was not often.”
“Dreams?”
“Yes,” he said, opened the folder on his lap, and began to scan the notes there. “A recurring dream.”
He found what he was looking for, and quickly read from the paper. “More a nightmare, I would say. Clowns. Clowns with big red grins.”
He looked up. “You know, the way clowns make up their faces,” he made a motion with his finger around his mouth. He looked back down at the folder and read some more. “But they were frightened clowns, he said. And that was all he had said.”
He looked up again. “I tried to get more but he refused to talk any further about them.” Kussler shrugged then saw the frown on Carter’s face. “Does the dream have some significance to you?”
Carter waved away the frown and the question.
“I tried to explain to him that he could not lead a normal life until he put that hatred behind him. All hostages have the same problem. They have been seriously abused, and cry out for a justice that can not be. Much of the therapy is to help them put away the hate. Anyway, he humored me, and he resisted me.”
“But the people he hates are gone,” Wallace said. “With the Wall down, and Germany united, those guys disappeared. Probably hiding in Siberia.” Wallace snickered at the thought.
“Yes,” Kussler said. “That is usually the case, you see. If the captors could be brought to justice, much of the hate is satisfied. Recuperation is greatly facilitated. Naturally, the danger when that can not be done is complete mental collapse. Or transference.” Kussler stopped.
Carter grabbed at the break in the conversation. “What you’re saying is that in over four years you have made no progress with him at all.” His tone reflected incredulity and disappointment. It was a challenge to Kussler.
Kussler felt his body tighten, and he tried to remain calm. He knew that if he overreacted, word would get out quickly to those that mattered, that the staff here at the ‘Home’ was negligent, that he - Kussler, was incompetent.
He spoke evenly and slowly. “Time, Mr. Carter, is our tool. And we have plenty of it. There are patients who have not had the intense training that Mr. Johnson has had. Those people succumb easily to drug therapy and a variety of psychological procedures.
“Mr. Johnson, however, had been taught to sustain the tortures and torments expected in captivity, both physical and psychological. We train such men well. They are taught to draw strength from hope. Never give up hope. It is hope that we focus on with them here. It is the hope we destroy. Once they realize there is no hope, they begin to cooperate, they surrender themselves to our manipulation. We destroy their hope with time.”
Carter frowned, “Sounds to me like you’d never get cooperation that way.”
“Well,” Kussler said and relaxed more in the chair. Carter was no longer threatening. “We do have another tool in our bag. One more powerful than time. We have their patriotism.
“To be in the profession they are, requires they be of the patriotic sort. Possibly zealots. You know - love of country and the American Way, willing to die in the defense of democracy.”
He let out a weary sigh, “We represent that very system. We are part of the government that they love. And we are saying to them that they are a real danger to that government. They must accept their guilt at being a security risk to their country. That idea takes some time to have an impact, but it usually does them in. It is the nail that is driven ever deeper into their shields.”
“Can I butt in here a minute?” Wallace said and everyone looked over at him. “I don’t understand what you do here, Dr. Kussler? I mean, this is a nice setup,” he moved his head to indicate everything around him, “but what’s it all for?”
Kussler threw a frown of annoyance in Carter’s direction as if to say, ‘this dummy’s with you?’
Carter did not respond. He looked to Kussler, waiting for his answer.
Unhappily Kussler turned back to Wallace. “These people admitted to our care are true security risks, very real threats to national security. They hold the knowledge of our nation’s security that, were it made public, could jeopardize our country.”
He pointed to the world beyond them, “Their country. They can not be permitted to roam freely anymore. And my role is to make them fully aware of how much a threat they are to their country. That is not easy.
“But it is made clear how their country feels about them,” he waved his hand expansively, “Their own military is holding them prisoner. Not some alien, enemy soldiers. Their very own people. That is a shock in itself.” He took a deep labored sigh, “Once they admit to themselves that they are a risk then they can be safely moved to the ‘City’.”
Wallace snorted and gave Kussler a look of exaggerated shock, “The ‘City’!” Then he shook his head, “Jesus. First the ‘Home’ and now the ‘City’. This is all something else.”
Carter frowned annoyance at Wallace.
“Now, I was speaking of transference,” Kussler continued, ignoring Wallace, and satisfied he had put Carter’s threat to rest. “That is where the person assigns the blame to someone else, transfers it to a more convenient target. People who go berserk and start shooting everyone in sight, harbor such hatred. But the real cause of their trouble is elusive. And they hunger for justice.
“So, in some warped process of their logic, they transfer the blame to someone else or some other group. Someone they can get at. Lately there have been a number of cases where Postal employees have been shooting their managers, because the managers are the cause of their trouble and the managers are accessible. If the cause was something higher in the organization, the managers would still have been assigned the responsibility,” he shrugged, “because they are readily available.”
He paused, “It is human nature to seek revenge.”
This time Carter caught Wallace suddenly look over at him.
“Has there been anything unusual in his behavior lately?” Carter said.
“Yes, there has,” he said, and rose from the chair. “Last night I was told by one of the nurses that he got up suddenly and walked from the recreation room during the news hour.” He gave a light shrug, “I’m afraid I have no meaning to attach to his behavior. But it was something that no one usually does. And that’s why it was brought to my attention.”
“I do want a copy of his file on my desk by morning,” Carter said.
“You will have it,” the Colonel said.
“Why are they allowed only one hour of television?” Wallace said.
Kussler turned to Wallace. “We don’t want them to become too comfortable in these surroundings. Our objective is to create an atmosphere of boredom. Makes them feel their life is being wasted away. We permit them one hour of television news. It includes the international news. These men are international people. Their lives have revolved around the international scene. By monitoring their reactions to certain news events we might obtain information to use in their next therapy session.”
“And what did you make of Johnson’s leaving the room last night?” Carter said.
Kussler gave a weak shrug. “I haven’t examined the tape yet.”
“You tape the shows?” Carter said.
Kussler nodded.
The Colonel jumped in. “I will see that you get the tape from last night.
Carter nodded. “I would like the tapes for the past week, if that’s possible?”
It was the Colonel’s turn to nod. “In the morning with his file.”
“Where are they going to go?” Wallace said suddenly. Everyone looked at him for an explanation.
“I mean, when a guy is held prisoner it is usually by the enemy in enemy territory. And a man escapes to get home. But here, if he escapes, where does he escape to? He goes back to his family, and that’s the first place you would look for him. He’d be picked up and brought back here.” Wallace’s expression became more intense, “Why all the security when the inmates have no where to go?”
There was a long moment of silence before the Colonel finally spoke, “Someone should have told Mr. Johnson that he has no where to go.”
Ten minutes later Carter and Wallace were getting into Wallace’s car. They had heard and seen all they needed to at the ‘Home’. The files and the tapes would be delivered to them in the morning. Now they would have to dig into the files at the Company to see what they could find there. Wallace started the car, threw it in gear, and they drove off.
“That Kussler sure likes to perform,” Wallace said with a grunt.
Carter nodded, “That idiot has had four years to crack the man. Four years! The man is the same danger to us that he was then.” A moment of thought, “I expect to see that Kussler is soon in another line of work.”
“How old is the security system?” Wallace said.
“That’s another thing,” Carter said. “The system must be twenty years behind the time. What the hell’s the matter with the Colonel? Why didn’t he have it updated?”
“If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it,” Wallace said. “So what do we do now?”
Carter did not respond, his thoughts were elsewhere.
“You think Johnson was smart enough to get through that border area filled with sensors?”
Carter let out a deep sigh. “He was very good at what he did. What he did was the stuff they write spy novels about. Yes, he was smart enough.”
He brought his mind to focus on the problem. “I’m sorry, Harold, but it is going to be a late night for you. What I want you to do is go back to the office and see that a copy of Johnson’s record - his real name is Neil Elliston, is faxed to that Agent Wilson at the FBI. God, I hate having to deal with those guys. They’re such elitist bastards. Since they’ll only take orders from their own, I have to convince the chief Bozo of what I want before anything will get done,” he took a deep angry breath.
“Send the most recent photograph only. They don’t need his baby pictures. Edit the file to just things associated with his personal appearance and his killing talents. Put only your name and mine on the contact sheet. And cover it with a convincing wanted sheet saying that he is dangerous and they should proceed with caution.”
“They’re liable to kill the guy?” Wallace said.
“It would solve a lot of problems.” Carter said. He knew it wouldn’t happen, knew they wouldn’t kill him, but way down inside he hoped he was wrong. “And fax the same information without the wanted sheet to Guy Wilcox in New York. I spoke to him before you picked me up. He’s expecting the information.”
Wallace frowned but suppressed the question that had formed on his lips.
Carter volunteered the answer, “If Elliston heads up that way, and I think he might, I want Guy to do everything he can to motivate the FBI at that end.”
He paused then continued in a firm tone, “And I want all this on low profile. No publicity, no news coverage. Even in the Company, no talk outside of my office about it. You have the authority to get what you want without an explanation. So it stays with us.”
Wallace nodded.
There was a long silence before Wallace again spoke. “You said you put Elliston in the ‘Home’. You think he’s after you?”
Carter frowned at Wallace then looked out the front windshield, his thoughts running deep. That thought had been following him around since he first got the call. “I don’t know,” he said.
Chapter IV
It was later that night. The ‘Home’ was dark and quiet. The corridors were empty, and the only light was from low wattage illumination at the end of each hall. The staff had put everyone in their rooms early.
It had been a long day for the staff and they were weary. Everyone was weary. It was the day of a screw up, and they all knew the blame would be spread around widely, and many of them would catch some of it. Nobody wanted that, and they worried about it, and they looked warily at each other trying to figure how the blame would reach them and how to avoid it, how to pass it on.
The security people watched the blinking lights on their monitors, but the lights held no interest. The damage had already been done. They, too, knew that blame was coming down, and it was heading in their direction, so they also watched each other, and worried.
And the Colonel slept a troubled sleep, his career a wreck.
The guard on the front desk was thankful that Johnson had not stolen past him to get out. It meant he was not directly in the line of fire of the blame. But he also knew that blame had a way of contaminating the innocent as well as the not so innocent. So he sat at the desk looking at the video screens showing the empty corridors, and he worried. No, sir, it had not been a good day.
In Neil Elliston’s room (also known as Arthur Johnson’s room) a faint light came in from the outside through the window. It was a moonless night, but the sky was free of clouds, and the starlight was enough to take the deep black and shade it up a notch. There was no other light in the room. And not a sound anywhere.
It was that quiet that feels solid enough to touch. It was the time of year when insects and many birds had disappeared, taking their noises with them. And the house was solidly built and long ago had settled into the earth, so it did not creak. No sound. Quiet.
And suddenly a small sound, a tiny sound that boomed in the absolute stillness of the room. And then another. One of the ceiling panels moved slowly and carefully aside. Then legs in pants, followed by a body and arms, and the shoes touched the top of the dresser. The figure stood firmly on the dresser. Then he carefully slid the panel back in place, trying to keep from making any noise. Moments later he was at the window removing the screen as quietly as he could. That done, he struggled his troublesome right leg through the open window, then slipped to the ground and headed across the broad expanse of grass toward the border of shrubbery.
The two men in the outbuilding were sitting quietly before the console of monitors. The motion detectors flicking at the night time activity of life in the bushes. The infra-red detectors were doing much the same on their monitors. The men watched, but their hearts weren’t in it.
So when the infra-red detectors showed a blob larger than normal, it went unnoticed by the operator for awhile. Then the blob disappeared, and another appeared further up the screen. It stayed that way for a few moments, before it again disappeared and another appeared still further up the screen. The motion detectors also showed some activity larger than the usual insects and small creatures.
There, the monitor showed the motion for only a moment before the activity stopped and the monitor showed it no more. Finally the operator came out of the black worry about his job and his career and frowned at the activity on the screens.
“Looks like something might be out there,” he said just loud enough for the other operator to hear.
The other operator wheeled his chair over to look at the monitors of the first operator. He watched the motion detectors show movement for only a moment, then stop. He saw the infra-red recording of something large and hot on the background of a lot of small hot things running around.
“Damn equipment ain’t worth shit,” he said, and reached up to give the monitor a tap. The screen flickered a moment then showed the same activity.
The first operator reached over and put his hand on the switch marked ‘fence’. “Think we ought to throw some juice into the fence?”
“It’s probably one of them damn dogs,” the second operator said. “Don’t want to kill another dog. We’ve got enough shit coming down after that guy got away today.” Then he looked at the first operator. “You ain’t thinking it’s another one trying to get out?”
The first operator shrugged.
“What do you think? They’re lined up waiting to jump for freedom? Damn, Arnie. The horse has already gone. No sense in closing the barn door now. And the staff ain’t gonna let another one get out. They have more trouble than they can stand now.
“And, anyway, there ain’t never been an escape from this place before today. What are the odds of two in one day?” He waved his hand at him.
“Put it away, Arnie. And be thankful that the guy didn’t run on your shift.”
The second operator wheeled himself back to look at his monitors. “You touch that switch and you got to file that report. You do it on your own. I don’t want to have to fill out my own report, too. I don’t want to know nothing.” And he picked up on the worrying he had been doing before the first operator spoke to him.
Arnie took his hand from the switch marked ‘fence’, and settled back to watch the monitors. The strange activity of the monitors continued. Arnie agonized over what he felt and what the other operator had said. He flipped the switch and he had to fill out a report on when he did it and why. Finally, he mumbled ‘fuck it’, and threw on the lights.
Immediately the shrubbery and trees came on the bottom monitors in dark relief. “What the hell’s going on!” a voice said almost instantly over the radio. “The lights are on over at the back of the house!” It was the guard at the gate.
Nothing showed on the video screens beside the shrubs and trees. “This is Arnie, Jack. It’s okay. Just testing the lights.”
“All right,” he said, not a happy man, “I’ll note that in my log. But damn it, man, next time let me know first, before you scare the hell out of me and I shoot myself in the foot.”
“Sorry,” Arnie said, and he turned off the lights. The video screens went blank.
In the darkness of the border area, the figure rose slowly from the ground near the fence, reached up and grabbed the top of a picket in an awkward grip. Fumbling with his stubborn right leg he hoisted himself up, then over the fence, carefully adjusting the grip of his right hand, and let himself down as easily as he could on the other side. A few moments later and he had moved far enough into the darkness that he was no longer visible from the ‘Home’.
Still later there was the soft whistle of the nightly freight train moving slowly through the abandoned station in town. And a figure in the darkness that grabbed the ladder of a passing freight car and pulled himself up the side of the car.
Carter was having trouble sleeping. He had been tossing around in the bed for what seemed like hours. There was no denying what was keeping him awake. He was afraid of Elliston. Not because he thought Elliston was more capable. Carter was equally as capable, and he felt, smarter than Elliston.
What scared him was that Elliston was now a loose cannon, an unpredictable variable. Insane people have the advantage of unpredictability. He didn’t know what the man was up to, nor what his emotional state was. Nor what his crazy mind had decided to do.
And Carter was afraid Elliston would do something that would destroy Carter’s career, because Elliston was still Carter’s responsibility. Carter had Elliston admitted to the ‘Home’ more than four years ago as a precaution. In that time the man had, if anything, become more of a danger to the Company and Carter. Whatever happened, Carter would be held responsible in some oblique way. His enemies would see to that. Damn it, why the hell did Elliston leave? Why couldn’t he have stayed where the hell he was, for everyone’s sake?
Carter finally got out of bed in the early hours of the morning. He moved carefully so as not to wake Carolyn. He grabbed his robe, slipped his feet into slippers in the dark, slid the small automatic from under the pillow, and quietly left the bedroom. After putting on the robe, and slipping the gun into the pocket, he descended the stairs and went into the kitchen.
The night light was on, and threw just enough light for him to see. He didn’t want to throw on the brights, they’d pierce his skull at this hour of the night. In earlier years he would have raided the refrigerator. Now he was watching his weight, and he had succeeded in keeping his body fit and trim. So, instead of the refrigerator, he went to the coffee pot, poured out a cup and slipped it into the microwave oven.
While the oven hummed he checked the alarm system to see that it was on, though he had checked it before he went to bed. A minute and a half later the oven dinged, and he had a cup of hot coffee. The caffeine would kick start his groggy mind. As long as he was awake, and it didn’t look like that would change soon, he felt it was better to be clearheaded. He had a lot of thinking to do. There was much to plan.
He took the coffee into the living room, sat in the armchair near the fireplace, and set the cup on the table to the right of the chair. He reached down with his left hand to feel the velcro flap near the bottom of the chair. He pulled it open and grabbed at the .25 caliber automatic he had stored there. It was reassuring to hold the gun in his hand. He returned it to the pouch and pressed the Velcro in place.
He picked up the cup and took a hesitant sip of the coffee, then a good gulp. He couldn’t express regrets at arranging for the trade to get Elliston out of that prison in East Germany, because if he hadn’t, a lot of questions could have been raised, none of them good for his career. And Elliston would have been released when the Wall came down anyway. And the situation would have been the same. No. There was nothing to do but face what has happened and deal with it. And hope to hell somebody shoots Elliston.
The ringing dragged him out of a long heavy haze that pulled at his mind and limbs. The insistence of the ringing was what made him move, made him force his mind to wake up. Then the ringing stopped. And the push to wake vanished. He slipped easily back into the haze that promised rest and protection.
“Patrick. Patrick.”
He was in the haze now in a struggle for his life. It was a struggle he was losing. Elliston had him, and he couldn’t break free.
“Patrick! Wake up!” Carolyn shook him harder.
He opened his eyes and saw her face up close. For a moment he was confused, he expected to see Elliston’s face.
“Damn it, Patrick!” she said. “It’s the phone. I wish to hell you’d turn the damn thing off in the bedroom when you get up!” She thrust the phone at him.
He took it from her, swallowing against the foul taste in his mouth, and pushing against the haze in his mind. She headed back upstairs toward the bedroom. He straightened up from the slouch sleep had put him in, and placed the phone to his ear.
“Yes,” he said into the receiver.
“Mr. Guy Wilcox instructed me to call you when the party you were expecting had arrived at Kennedy airport.”
“Have they been given quarters and equipment?” Carter said. He didn’t like talking on his own phone because there was a good chance it was tapped. The paranoids in the Agency had everyone spying on everyone else.
“They arranged for their own quarters. Everything else has been taken care of. One of them wants to speak to you.”
“All right.”
There was a moment of silence then a new voice. “Eagle,” he said.
“Eagle,” Carter repeated. “The man assigned to you will handle anything that you need.”
“What I need is instructions,” he said.
“The man assigned to you has photographs of the person we are interested in.”
“Yes. I have them.”
“What I want is for you to cover the airports, the bus terminals and the train stations for now. You have communication equipment?”
“Yes. We have been given cellular telephones.”
“I will get word to you if there is a change. Give me your number.” Carter repeated the number twice committing it to memory. Nothing to be written down. “I will use the same code word.”
“Understood. We have been given to use something that shoots a type of dart?”
“They are air pistols, which have a short range and the advantage of being silent. The darts contain a powerful tranquilizer.” He hesitated, wanting to say something different, “We do not want harm to come to him, nor to any bystanders.”
“Yes. I understand. My fear is that we will have inferior equipment should contact be made.”
Carter thought a moment, and nurtured a small hope. He wished he had the guts to issue the order to have Elliston killed. But he couldn’t take the chance on this group being discovered and his order coming back at him. “I will see that you receive a conventional device as well. But it is to be used only if contact should result in such being used against you.” God, he hated talking like this. All this convoluted rhetoric that would really not confuse anyone listening in.
“Good.”
“If you wish to reach me call my office,” he gave the man his number. “If I am not there, they will contact me. You will be Mr. Eagle. Anything else?”
“No.”
There was some fumbling with the phone at the other end. “Is there anything else I should attend to with these men, sir?” It was the agent again on the line.
“Yes. Get each of the men a handgun, and whatever papers are needed for them to carry the guns legally.”
“Might take a day.”
“Do your best,” he said, and disconnected the call.
He repeated the contact telephone number a few more times to be sure he had it cold.
With the sun beginning to nudge the black from the sky, a man dropped off the freight train as it rounded the base of a small hill just outside of Frederick, Maryland. The train moved on unaware it had lost a passenger. Neil Elliston walked toward the highway that paralleled the tracks at that point. It was still early for traffic to be of any significance on the two lane road.
Later when the sun had chased all remnants of night away, and the sky was blue and laced with threads of high thin clouds, a tractor-trailer rig pulled off US Route 70 to a stop on the side of the road eight miles from Baltimore. The passenger door opened and Neil Elliston, consciously favoring his right leg, carefully lowered himself to the ground. He turned to close the door.
“Thanks for the lift,” he said.
The driver nodded with a smile. “My pleasure.”
Elliston closed the door. The truck snarled and coughed as it struggled the piggyback trailers back onto the road. Elliston walked away following the exit ramp off the highway. Then he headed east along the local road at the base of the exit ramp. His leg had stiffened on him during the long ride in the truck. It troubled him less if he continued to use it. He walked slowly and easily, a man, with a perceptible limp, whose destination was a long way off.
It was about an hour and a half later that he arrived at a large cemetery near the small town of Windsor Plains. By now the day was heating up, and he was perspiring from walking. He was hungry, too, but that would have to wait until later. The gates of the cemetery were open, and a procession of cars moved slowly through the gates and to the right along the road that wound through the grounds. Elliston went through the opened gates and turned left.
The cemetery was well kept. It was a quiet calm place to stroll. But he wasn’t in strolling mode. He was a man on a mission, driven by the demons dancing in his soul. He walked purposeful, pitting himself against his memory. It had been a long time, but he was sure where the grave was. It took a few minutes before he found the grave, exactly where he remembered it to be. He felt good about that. There were a lot of things that had been beaten from his memory in East German prison. It felt good to remember some things accurately.
He sat on the grass next to the headstone to rest. Joseph Edgar Windsor May 19, 1889 - June 26, 1948 was chiseled in the headstone. It meant absolutely nothing to him. Neil didn’t know the man, nor know anyone who did. It was just a name. One he had committed to memory. The name of his unwitting accomplice.
He leaned over, and beneath the man’s first name, started cutting through the grass with his finger. He poked and tore a line about a foot long, then grabbed the cut edge with both hands and pulled it back. The grass came up like a piece of carpet. He reached under it and probed until his fingers found the canister. He yanked the grass up further and laid it over on itself, then dug with both hands and removed a cylindrical canister less than six inches long and three across.
The patch of grass was laid down and patted into place. Looked as good as new. He then stood up, and dusted off his gray pants. He hefted the cylinder, and looking at it, he smiled a smile of triumph. “Now, we play by my rules.”
He left the graveside and walked back toward the entrance to the cemetery. At a stone bench beneath one of the broad oaks, he sat for a moment and removed the contents of the cylinder. Everything had been wrapped and sealed in plastic bags to keep out water. Among the things the canister held were: a plastic bag that held a passport, a bank book with a balance of $12,000 - the last recorded deposit was December 12, 1985, a leather wallet that contained a driver’s license that expired seven years ago, a Social Security card, a library card, a Medical Insurance card for a policy that had lapsed also seven years ago, a couple of credit cards for Sears and J C Penny, and $300 in fifties and twenties; and alongside the plastic bag was a dart gun the size and shape of a cigarette pack that held a cartridge of ten darts, and finally a small pocket knife.
He pocketed the contents and dropped the canister in a trash can just outside the building near the gate. He kept the passport in the plastic bag out of habit. Too many times in the past he had ended up wading through a swamp or swimming a river to save his ass. Wet papers, especially passports were difficult to explain. Next was to get a cab and stop at the bank. He opened the door and entered the cemetery caretaker’s building in search of a telephone.
The taxi dropped him at the Windsor National Bank in downtown Windsor Plains. Downtown was six blocks of stores, a movie theater, a couple of restaurants, and two banks.
The architecture of the Windsor National Bank made the building looked more solid than rock. Inside, the ceilings were two-stories high, held there by marble Corinthian columns. The tellers each hid behind ornate brasswork with a half-circle hole to slip the money and papers back and forth. He stepped over to the nearest teller, a young woman with dark hair and a nice smile, and slid the bank book through the hole.
“I’d like to make a large withdrawal,” he said.
She opened the book and frowned at the transaction history. She turned to the keyboard of the computer terminal on the counter next to her, and punched in the account number. The account information filled the screen. The frown disappeared from her face and a smile took its place.
He smiled, too, and mentally thanked Howie.
Then she pulled out a slip of paper from the drawer, wrote the account number on the top, and slid it back to him. “You’ll have to fill out the withdrawal slip and have it approved by the manager for any amount over a thousand dollars.” Then she picked up his passbook. “And while you are doing that, I’ll bring your passbook up to date. It’s been a very long time since you’ve been in to see us, Mr....”
Chapter V
“...Walter Hopkins, Jonathan Hemmings, William Evans, Hans Muller, Karl Weidling. His list of aliases reads like a phone book,” Wallace said with a smirk. “This guy Elliston has been very busy over the years.”
He was sitting on the sofa in Carter’s office reading material in a file folder. There was a cup of hot coffee on the table next to the sofa. And from Wallace’s appearance he looked like he could use it. It was obvious he had not slept well, if at all. Carter’s office was very large and decorated in official walnut paneling, broad walnut desk and an array of leather stuffed furniture and appropriate cocktail and end tables. The taxpayers treated their top officials well.
Carter, sitting at his desk, looked up from the copy he was reading. “He was good and we used him. The more we used him the better he became. Have you got them tracing down those names?”
He picked up the cup of coffee on the desk and sipped hesitantly at it. His face didn’t show the lack of sleep last night. He held the stresses inside, churning in his stomach. He kept the Maalox in the desk drawer.
He wasn’t carrying a gun because they were not permitted in the building. There were metal detectors on the entrance doors, which were more for show, since many of the guns available to the staff were made of high impact plastic. But he did have a gun in the car. Put it there this morning. He was very cautious. That’s why he didn’t fear Elliston, because he knew if Elliston tried to take him, Carter would be one step ahead, ready for him.
Wallace nodded without looking away from the file. “Gave it to them last night. The computers are whirring around the country looking for the Social Security numbers associated with his aliases. Credit companies, banks, insurance companies, Motor Vehicle Bureaus, etcetera and etcetera. If Elliston used any of those names for anything we’ll find out.”
He put the folder on the table next to the sofa and picked up the cup of coffee. He took a couple of good gulps. It was his fifth of the day and it was only nine-thirty in the morning. The caffeine had him wired, anxious.
“And I got a call from that Agent Wilson of the FBI this morning. He’s passed the photo and the wanted-but-dangerous sheet to the locals over the surrounding states, besides the FBI offices. Every cop is going to have his eyes open for our Mr. Elliston. He also said that it would be a day or two before he would be able to get everyone of Elliston’s friends and family covered.”
Carter was suddenly concerned. “I told you I wanted this on a low profile. The press shouldn’t be concerned with this at all.”
“Don’t worry,” Wallace said, trying to sound in control, “It’s all done with a whisper. The FBI doesn’t want any publicity in case they can’t find him. They don’t want the embarrassment. And the locals have been told this is top secret. The press is out of the picture.”
Carter’s look said that Wallace had better be right.
Inwardly Wallace hoped it held together as good as he had made it sound. “And I faxed the stuff to Guy Wilcox our man attached to the State Department in New York City. Wilcox wanted to know why you thought Elliston would head his way?”
Carter pursed his lips before speaking. “Elliston’s wife is in Harrison Peak, Pennsylvania. I figured he might head up to see her.”
“But she’s remarried to a banker. What the hell is his name?” Wallace scanned the file in front of him. “Winkler. Kenneth Winkler. Why would he want to go see her?” Wallace raised an eyebrow, “Unless he intended to punish her?”
“Possible.”
Wallace sensed something out of kilter in Carter’s tone. Carter wasn’t giving all he knew. “Does she know he’s alive?”
Carter raised an eyebrow. “No.”
Wallace looked at Carter with a lot of questions boiling in his mind. He held the questions in check. He knew Carter would have given him the answers without his asking, if Carter wanted him to know. There would be time, and he let the silence that followed hang in the air for a moment.
“Damn, I hate sitting around like this just waiting. I want to get out there and do something.” Wallace put the cup down on the table and picked up the file folder.
This was the third time since yesterday evening that he was going though the file. Carter insisted they go through it together to see if there was anything in it that might help them find Elliston. Wallace shook his head in wonder.
“How did he get away with it? He never returned one of the sets of identification the Company made up for him, and no one said anything?”
Carter shrugged. “The stuff was incidental. Besides, what do you do? Accuse the guy of what? Especially after he has just successfully completed a difficult mission. Do you mount a massive search for the documents, tearing up his home and any place he had been or anything he had touched? Because if he didn’t want them found he would be very careful in where he hid them. No. You simply forget it.”
Wallace pursed his lips but didn’t say anything.
“Besides, everyone does it,” Carter added.
Now Wallace gave Carter a surprised look.
“Every agent in the field has some things stashed for a run. Paranoia is a field agent’s credo. At first they do it in case a mission goes sour and they have to make a desperate run for it. Then it expands to include the possibility their relationship with the Company could go sour.”
“They start to suspect the ‘Home’ really exists,” Wallace said, avoiding Carter’s eyes.
Wallace understood the paranoia. He had a nightmare last night that he was put into Elliston’s room at the ‘Home’. Etta was telling him that they couldn’t let the room go empty. And since he was responsible for Elliston’s escape, he would have to take Elliston’s place. He tried to tell them he wasn’t to blame, that he didn’t even know Elliston or the ‘Home’ existed, but they wouldn’t listen.
We were told it was your fault, they kept saying. He woke up with a jolt that brought his wife awake next to him. He laughed it off as a silly dream, but the memory of that room, Elliston’s room, stayed with him. And he made a vow that they would never get him in there.
“From the condition it says he was in when we got him back, it’s a wonder he can walk or use that hand at all.” Wallace was trying to bring the conversation around to Carter’s relationship with Elliston. He was curious about what made the Company and Carter think Elliston was a threat. “And from the scars on his body, they really must have given him a party.”
Carter didn’t respond. He was leafing through the papers and reports in Elliston’s file, and his mind was leafing back to another time. A time when the enemy they faced was clearly evil, and made noble their ignoble acts.
“It’s a simple assignment,” Carter said.
“I don’t know,” Elliston shook his head. “Sounds too simple.”
“He’s just another official wanting to take his Swiss bank account and defect,” Carter shrugged. “No big deal. You go in with the team, find the guy, and take him out. Doesn’t sound like a problem. You’ve done the same thing a hundred times.”
“I don’t like the feel of it.”
“Now, what the hell does that mean!” Carter’s patience was wearing away.
“Look, I always found out about any defectors through my own people here in West Berlin, and on the other side of the Wall. And I would come to you with the information. Then you would do a background check before giving me the signal to go ahead. And I would spend a lot of time nurturing this defector. No quick end run. There’s a lot of research and planning that goes into something like this.
“But this time you find out about this defector from another team, and instead of them going in and getting the guy, you want my team to do it.” He made a face and shook his head again, “Not right.”
“Neil, I told you. The man running the other team is in the hospital. He broke his stupid leg. I can’t help that. But I have to do what I can to get this defector out before he changes his mind or is found out. You are my best bet. You could walk the guy out blindfolded.”
He raised his hands palms out and gave it his most sincere look and tone, “If I felt there was anything wrong with this, if there was the slightest question, I wouldn’t have asked you or anyone to do it. Believe me, there is nothing out of the ordinary with this. It’s just another pick up. And I know I can count on you and your team to pull it off without a hitch. That’s why I’m here. That’s why I flew all the way to Berlin to talk with you face to face.”
“How did the other team find out about this defector?”
Carter frowned a question at Neil as his answer.
“I don’t know if this is a set up by the STASI to roll up one of our teams.”
“You’ve been worrying about that a lot lately, haven’t you?”
“There are days when I feel I’ve done this too long, took too many chances, and Willie’s bound to catch up to me.”
“You talking about Wilhelm Heinrich, Colonel in the Stasi?”
“Yes. Since he was put in charge of their anti-subversive group, we’ve seen a lot of his handiwork. We’ve had to walk very carefully to stay alive. There were times I felt he was one step behind us. That’s why I want to know how this other team found the defector?”
Carter let out a deep sigh. “Rudolph.”
It was Elliston’s turn to frown a question.
“Look, Neil, I don’t want to lie to you,” Carter said, and thought that was a small lie. “Rudolph is a man we have in place in the Stasi. Been there for years,” another small lie, Carter thought, more like one year. “He deals directly with me. I’m the only one who knows who he is,” now that Heller was out of the picture. “And he’s given us some very reliable information before,” a bigger lie, nothing but insignificant paper.
“He gave us this defector,” he could see Neil mentally stepping away. “And we acted on it. I chose another team because you had been carrying more than your share lately. Then there was the car accident that put the other man in the hospital with a broken leg,” one more lie. Actually Heller was in the morgue with a fatal case of bullets that hasn’t been explained yet. “Neil, you’re the best there is. I need you for this.”
He could see Neil wasn’t convinced. “This pick up is ordinary. Same stuff you’ve done before. But the guy isn’t ordinary. He’s an officer in the East German Army. And he has been in charge of the logistics for the Warsaw Pact maneuvers. He’s got a wealth of information in his head that we want very badly.
“We spy on the bastards with everything we’ve got when they are doing their maneuvers, but we don’t get much. We don’t get anything on how they are supplied, what their anticipated battle needs are. That’s something we second guess. Now we have the man with the answers,” he tapped his temple with his index finger, “and he has them all in here, in his brain. You get him through and his brain is ours.”
“They’re always special, always holding the big secret,” Elliston sighed. “Someday, I’d like to take out some ordinary people. Families with kids who hunger for freedom.”
“We get enough of the big guys out to turn the system upside down, and the little guys can walk out on their own.” Carter said in a soft tone, an appeal to Elliston’s logic.
“I suppose you’re right.” Elliston took a deep breath and let it out in surrender. “Okay.”
“Great,” Carter said. “You can take six months off after this, and have a nice long visit home with Eleanor and Danny. I promise you that.”
“I’ll have Ludwig contact him and arrange things.”
Carter took a folded piece of paper from his pocket. “This is the address he is at. His name is Major Rolf Kerback. He will be at that address only two more days. If no one makes contact he will slip away from us back into his hole. We don’t have time to waste.”
Elliston nodded that he understood. “I’ll have Ludwig cross over tonight and make contact. He’ll arrange for when the cross over will be attempted, and get back to me. Then I’ll take the rest of the team over to assist in the cross over.”
Carter reached out, and with his hands took Elliston by the arms. “Thanks, Neil. I appreciate it and your country appreciates it.”
Elliston didn’t say anything, but he was embarrassed by Carter’s obvious appeal to his patriotism.
“Let me know when you’re going over.”
“Why?”
Carter smiled, “So I can sit up and worry about you all. You can’t deny me that.”
“No,” Elliston grinned. “I guess we can’t.”
That was the last time Carter saw Elliston until the prisoner exchange three years later.
“It doesn’t say in here what happened to the rest of his team?” Wallace said and looked over at Carter.
“It’s in here somewhere,” he said and began flipping through the papers in Elliston’s file. “Of the six people on the team, only two survived. Ludwig Hoenecker and a woman, Veronica Stolpe. Ludwig had remained in West Berlin during the mission in which Elliston was taken by the East Germans. Elliston took the rest of the team across with him. There was..,” he frowned, trying to recall. “I don’t remember their names.”
He stopped flipping the papers, and looked at the one he’d uncovered, “Here’s his debriefing when we got him back on the trade. Let’s see, Arthur Werner and Frieda Kuhnpast. He just said they were killed.” He looked up at Wallace. “Elliston didn’t give us much on the debriefing.” He looked back down at the file. “His exact words were, ‘They’re dead’. We couldn’t get more out of him.”
He once again looked up at Wallace. “Veronica Stolpe was with them when they were picked up by the Stasi. She said that it was at night and she escaped. No one believed her. We suspected that she had something to do with their capture.”
He shrugged. “Couldn’t prove anything so nothing was done except to put her on ice. For all I know she is still in Berlin. I do know Ludwig Hoenecker is still there. Every so often something comes through the Berlin desk to me with Ludwig’s name on it. He was a good dependable agent then, but he’s getting old. And, with the Wall gone and Germany united, there isn’t much for him to do.”
“So you never found out who, if anyone, gave up Elliston’s team to the East Germans?”
“No. And we never got that Major Kerback out either. Rudolph told us later that he was picked up a few days after their capture and died while resisting arrest. Translated means he was executed.”
“Rudolph. He’s the code name of the man in the Stasi you personally cultivated and turned?”
“Yes.” Actually Heller found Rudolph and Carter took control. “He gave me a lot of solid stuff over the next three years,” Carter said.
Good enough to get you a fat promotion, Wallace thought but did not dare speak. He was envious. The world had changed too quickly and now Wallace would not get the chance Carter had to succeed against an ultimate evil and win the brass ring.
“This Rudolph had arranged the pick up. What did he say when it went wrong?”
“I received a message from Rudolph minutes after Neil’s team went over. His message was to abort the mission.” Carter sighed and shook his head on that one. “Minutes. The difference between failure and success.”
“Between life and death.” Wallace watched Carter.
“Yes,” Carter sighed deeply, looking somewhere beyond the room. “We thought they were all dead. It was almost three years later that Ludwig got the word to the Berlin Desk that Elliston was not dead.
“I was no longer on the Desk then. Ed Philips handled it and alerted me immediately. Then I was Deputy Chief of the Division. I contacted Rudolph. Control of Rudolph had stayed with me after I left the Berlin Desk. It was Rudolph who arranged for the exchange to get Elliston traded out.”
“Whatever happened to Rudolph after the Wall came down?”
“Don’t know what happened to him after unification. I guess he melted away like all the other Stasi personnel,” Carter said. “You know I never knew who he really was.” A big lie. Then he changed the subject, “What about that news show they watched at the ‘Home’?
“I have the video. They sent it over from the ‘Home’ this morning. I haven’t reviewed it yet. I also have Johnson...Elliston’s file. It is being copied so we both have a set.”
The telephone on Carter’s desk made a soft burring sound. Carter picked it up. Wallace studied Carter’s face and wondered how much of what Carter had just told him was cold truth. Carter mumbled something into the phone and hung up. Wallace gave Carter a questioning look.
“The Greenhouse,” Carter said. “Time for some fancy dancing.”
The male secretary waved Carter by, signaling with a nod of his head in the direction of the closed door. Carter opened the door, stepped in, and closed it behind him. The room was brightly lit, windows shoulder to shoulder along two walls and meeting at the far corner. The Director’s office was rich walnut and a dozen large plants in decorative pots were carefully placed in front of the windows and around the room. Hence the name “Greenhouse.” Especially since it was a place where one usually had to take some shit from the Director.
The Director was there, seated behind the expansive desk. He was gray haired, jowly and overweight. His face was always in a frown and his complexion red, the blood near the surface of his skin, because of something getting his fires up. Something like now, like an escape from the ‘Home’.
Seated in one of the two chairs in front of the desk was Richard Alexander, the Division Chief of Technical Services Division, in whose realm fell the responsibility for the security of the Company. That included the ‘Home’. He was a tall slender man with the delicate features of a prissy male model.
Neither of these men were favorites of Carter. The Director was a useless tyrant, and Alexander was one of the offspring of the power group. Went to all the best schools, and daddy got him a prestigious job in the government. The man was a waste.
Carter had gone to those ‘best schools’ because his father had insisted he rub elbows with the ‘people with the power’. What he learned was that the people in power don’t let others into the group easily, and neither do their children. No matter how hard he had tried, Carter had always been on the outside, shoved away by the ‘children of power’. Damn, how Carter hated Alexander and all the snobs like him.
Carter nodded to both men as he sat in the other chair in front of the desk. No nods were returned.
The Director started right in, and his voice had the sound of hard gravel. “I just heard from Dick, here, that there’s been an escape from the ‘Home’. And the escapee is a man you put there. What was it..,” he looked at Richard Alexander, “...three years ago?”
“Over four,” Alexander said.
The Director grunted and looked back to Carter.
Carter nodded, “Yes.”
When Carter did not volunteer anything the Director spoke again, more firmly. “The first thing I want to know is what sort of danger to us and the nation is this man? You had reason to put him in the ‘Home’, and I think it would be nice if you shared that reason with us.”
“I couldn’t put anyone in the ‘Home’ without the approval of the Director.” Carter’s voice said he was not going to cave in easily.
“Yes, yes,” the Director waved away Carter’s remark. “Approval is more formality, but your point is made.”
“Elliston was a prisoner of the East Germans for almost three years,” Carter continued. “At least that’s what he told us.”
That got the desired reaction from the Director and Alexander. They were now listening intently.
“Elliston ran a team in Berlin. Mostly they made forages into East Germany for information and to bring out people looking for sanctuary. Then, on what everyone considered a routine mission to bring out a defector, he and his team were taken. Our informants said they were all killed. Not one of the informants gave any hint that Elliston was possibly alive. We wrote them off.
“For the next two and a half years we heard nothing to change our minds. And then the Berlin Desk gets a message from one of our people that Elliston is alive and in prison. I arranged for a trade to get him out. It took a number of months before we were able to do that.
“Naturally, the first thing we did when we got him back was to hospitalize him and debrief him. Physically he suffered damage. Bad hand and limp in the one leg. Said he was held captive by the Stasi in East Germany all that time.
“I didn’t believe him. If he had been, our sources would have mentioned something. But we heard nothing for over two years. Because of his physical state we did not put him under heavy guard but he was watched. Then when we got nothing further out of him to verify where he had been, I had him sent to the ‘Home’ until we could deal with him.”
“You didn’t believe him because your sources couldn’t turn up anything during the two and a half years?” Alexander tone was clearly sarcastic.
Carter did not acknowledge Alexander’s remark until the Director nodded his head and indicated with an expression that Carter should comment.
“We had other information coming in from our sources. One item which came from two different reliable sources was that the Stasi was trying to slip an assassin into our midst.” Raised eyebrows from the audience. Good.
“We suspected Elliston. For all the physical injury, he was well fed and healthy. Not the condition one finds in men held prisoner for a long time. When he suspected that we were suspicious of him, he stopped cooperating with us. Rather than take the chance on setting him free we put him in the ‘Home’ for safekeeping.”
There was silence while the two men exchanged glances and mulled over what they had just heard. Then the Director broke the silence.
“Somehow it still doesn’t sound like enough.”
Carter was now ready to step on the last doubts. “When we went back over Elliston’s record while he had been active in Berlin, we discovered some remarkable coincidences. Whenever he was in Berlin there was trouble. The teams experienced stronger reaction from the East German police. And we lost people during each of his Berlin stays. When he was back in the States, everything went smoothly in Berlin. That was enough for us.”
The Director nodded his head as he considered this last bit of information. Alexander showed no reaction, but his antagonism was no longer visible.
Carter wanted to smile at his own success. It all had sounded convincing.
“You think he is out to assassinate someone?” the Director said.
Carter shrugged, “Don’t know. The only thing we have right now, is that television watching at the ‘Home’ was restricted to the nightly news. We are reviewing the tapes of those broadcasts. There may have been someone in the news that was to have been Elliston’s target.”
While their attention was on Elliston he pulled out the surprise dagger. “I felt Elliston was a real danger, and placed him in the ‘Home’ because I thought it was the most secure situation we had available.” He turned to look at Alexander, and plunged the surprise dagger into his heart. “Obviously, I was wrong.”
Alexander colored as the Director also turned to him.
“And,” Carter continued with the attack hot. “I thought the doctors at the ‘Home’ would defuse Elliston, break him down and take the danger out of him. Again I was wrong.”
Alexander’s blood was up, and he straightened in the chair, poised to repel the attack. But, the Director cut him off before he could say anything. The Director saw what was going on and didn’t want this to develop into a brawl.
He knew how slick Carter was in political maneuvering, and didn’t want to place himself in the middle of something. It was obvious that Carter was covering his ass by exposing Alexander’s. The Director needed a scapegoat for the escape and that was clearly Alexander. He needed another should the situation turn ugly out in the civilian world with Elliston on the loose. At that moment it looked like he had the same goat - Alexander. That was fine with him.
“Mr. Alexander, I want you to investigate the ‘Home’ and find out how Elliston escaped. I also want you to bring the security system there to number one in the world. And replace the doctors that couldn’t break down this man. We don’t need to coddle the medicine men. Get doctors that can do the job.”
“Yes, sir.” Alexander was dutifully cowed. But underneath he was furious.
Then the Director turned his attention back to Carter. “I hear you have brought the Bureau in on this?”
“I didn’t want to risk our personal involvement in country. The ‘Brother’ protocol was set up to handle just such an emergency.”
The Director nodded, but his frown deepened. “I don’t want a scandal to come out of this. You understand me?”
Carter nodded appropriately.
“I want you to work cheek to cheek with the Bureau and find this Elliston before he makes trouble for us. This whole thing has to be kept in the shadows. I don’t want this competing with football for the public’s attention.
“Anything comes out about this that draws attention to us, and I will personally lead the investigation, and announce to the world who the guilty parties are and how they will be punished. Understood?”
He took both men in with that last remark. And both of them nodded their understanding.
Chapter VI
“$16,232.47,” the salesman’s eyes visibly registered the dollar signs. “A fair price. That is with the $1000 rebate, and the discount for cash, Mr. Hopkins.”
Elliston took a packet of blank checks and wrote out one for the full amount payable to Windsor Plains Ford.
“These checks I just obtained this morning at the bank when I opened the checking account,” he said.
He was dressed in a suit and tie which he had bought after leaving the bank, along with some other things and a suitcase to put them in. And he had stopped in a barbershop for a shave and trim.
“I have entered the Windsor Plains National Bank and my account number on the form. Will you need anything else?”
“No, Mr. Hopkins,” the salesman said, taking the form from Elliston and checking it over. “I will contact the bank right away, and verify this. It shouldn’t take but a moment.”
“Before I came here, I spoke with Mr. Porter, the manager of the bank. That is when I opened the checking account. Please speak with him. He can validate my check.”
“Certainly, sir.” The salesman was all teeth and glowing eyes. “I know Mr. Porter well.”
“And the car will be ready soon?”
“They’ve been working on it while we spoke. Should be another twenty minutes at the most. Just time enough to get this paper work settled.”
He put a printed form in front of Elliston, and laid a pen next to it. “If you wouldn’t mind filling this in,” the salesman said with a smile, and he stood, “While I take care of validating this check.” He left Elliston sitting at the salesman’s desk on the showroom floor.
Less than fifteen minutes later, the salesman came back. He hadn’t lost a bit of his glow. “All set, Mr. Hopkins. Mr. Porter verified what you had told me, so everything went smoothly.” He took the form from Elliston and gave it a quick scan. “Good. Now if you will follow me, sir, I will take you to your new Ford Taurus.”
And it took ten more minutes before Elliston was sitting behind the wheel of a shiny new blue Taurus, and driving it out of the lot of Windsor Plains Ford.
The sign on the door of Meeting Room B in the SkyWay Hotel near Kennedy Airport said that on the other side of the door were the members of Global Strategic Investments, Inc. Inside the room a crowd of men was milling about. There was coffee and an array of pastries set up on the conference table that had been pushed to one side. They were helping themselves and making whispered comments to each other. Walter was passing out photographs of Neil Elliston. Peter was handing out typed sheets.
“This is the latest photograph we have of him,” Walter said, his voice raised for all to hear. “I want you to study this until you can see him with your eyes closed. Peter is passing out a typed sheet listing all the aliases he has used in the past. Also on that sheet are the names and addresses of friends and relatives. Keep the sheet with you.” He finished passing out the photographs and returned to the podium at the other end of the room.
“Please, I would like your attention,” Walter said, and the room went silent. “I wish first of all to caution you. This man is a professional, and you should consider him dangerous. I am sure he will not hesitate to act in whatever way he finds necessary to protect himself.
“If you remember that he is a professional, you will not make stupid mistakes. He knows that there are people after him. So, taking him by surprise may be difficult.” He motioned to Peter to join him at the podium. Peter came over and stood next to him.
“We are divided in two groups, one with Peter, the other with myself. However, I am in command of this enterprise. Peter is aware of this.” Peter nodded dutifully.
“Therefore,” Walter continued, “If I should order anyone of you to action, there should be no delay. Is that understood?”
Heads appropriately nodded.
“Good. Now, the fourteen men under Peter’s control have been assigned to the airports, train and bus terminals here in New York. As for those in my group, our first approach is to be made to the friends and relatives of Mr. Elliston. Until we have a location established for his whereabouts, we have only these people to work with.
“But let me assure you that this effort is not wasted. We do not know this man at all. So, your objective will be to learn about him. You will be broken into small teams of three or four, and each team will be assigned one of the friends or a member of the family. The objective will be a quick and thorough interrogation of these people.
“Whatever information you obtain about Mr. Elliston can only help us more to know the man. And that can only help us to anticipate his moves. So, once you are finished questioning the people you have been assigned, you are to communicate your findings immediately to me.”
A couple of hands raised in the audience of men.
“I know,” Walter continued, ignoring the raised hands. “You are all wondering what to do should you be fortunate enough to come upon Mr. Elliston.” The hands were lowered. “And it is very possible that you may confront him. A man does not run alone into the night. He will seek out friends and family, if only to rest. We also seek his friends and family.”
He hesitated a moment to let the silence add emphasis to his next words. “If you confront him, you are not to hesitate. Do not give him the slightest chance to act. You may not live, should you allow him that liberty.”
Again hands went up. Again Walter ignored them.
“You have received mobile telephones and tranquilizer weapons.” Once more the hands were lowered. “I have been told that the tranquilizer takes approximately five seconds to act, but could take as long as fifteen seconds. That is too long a delay.
“You will be receiving conventional weapons with hard ammunition from Mr. Helms, the man who met us at the airport. I also have two men now arranging for weapons. Just in the event that Mr. Helms takes too long. I know it is an unfortunate delay. Meanwhile rental cars have been arranged. Peter will hand each group the keys to the car they are assigned. And then Peter’s group will take up their positions at the airports, and the train stations and the bus depots.
“I will meet with you men assigned to me and give you the names of the people you will be going to see. We are getting maps and directions for you. You will be able to start interviewing by the morning.”
He turned to leave the podium then stepped back. “I know you will all do the job well. I want to thank you in advance for that effort.”
“Bingo!” Wallace smiled. He was holding a handful of computer printouts, and waving them at Carter. “We had hits on just about everyone of the aliases!”
“What sort of hits?” Carter did not display any excitement.
“Looks like bank accounts right now. The IRS files were the first to score. I suspect we’ll get hits soon enough on the various Motor Vehicle files.” Again he waved the printouts, “Now that we know what states to look at.”
Carter took the printouts from Wallace and spread them out on his desk. While Wallace stood pacing with excitement, Carter carefully scrutinized the information before him. Twelve bank accounts with Social Security numbers that matched each of twelve aliases. But there wasn’t much information besides the account number, the name of the bank and a location code. Probably hit on 1099s filed by the banks. Carter looked up at Wallace.
“Find out what the account balances are in each of these accounts and exactly where each is located.” He handed the sheets back to Wallace.
“Way ahead of you. Already got people doing just that. The codes are unique for each branch of every bank in the country. It’s just a matter of time. But why do you want the account balances?”
“Elliston is not going to run to an account that has a couple of hundred dollars in it. He’ll be headed toward the ones with the large balances. He needs money. I’m sure most of the accounts will have a few hundred dollars in them. They’ll be the red herrings. Elliston wouldn’t make it this easy for us.”
Wallace nodded that he understood, and turned to go when the telephone on Carter’s desk rang. He turned back as Carter picked it up. “I told everyone I’d be here in your office,” he said as Carter said hello and listened to the voice at the other end ask for ‘Mr. Wallace’. He calmly handed the receiver to Wallace.
“Yes?” he said.
“Mr. Wallace?” It was a woman’s voice.
“Yes.”
“I’ve got the cities and branches of the banks that you asked for.”
“Great!” he grinned. “Just tell me the ones that are nearby.”
“There are none in the immediate area. The closest one is in....”
“Maryland?” he said aloud for Carter’s benefit. “Windsor Plains, Maryland. Give me the address and phone number.” He took a piece of notepaper and the desk pen and wrote down the information the woman dictated.
“Send the rest of the information to me right away.” Then he thanked her and disconnected. Still holding the receiver he spoke to Carter, “I’ll bet my left eye this is the one.”
Carter reached out with his hand. “How about you use your own phone, now.” Wallace frowned and handed the receiver to Carter. “Contact Agent Wilson at the FBI. Have him send someone directly to the bank to get information on the balance of the account and when there was last activity. Make sure the man has a photo of Elliston with him. I’d like to be briefed immediately after the contact with the bank.”
“Yes, sir,” Wallace said, by his tone making it clear he was offended, and left Carter’s office.
Once Wallace had closed the door, Carter began punching in the telephone number he had memorized.
Elliston drove carefully through the tumbling traffic of Baltimore. He didn’t want to attract the attention of the police, since he had only the expired driver’s license. He girded his loins and squelched the anger that rose against his patience with the driving habits of people.
Once in the heart of the city, in a neighborhood bustling with people and lower income housing, he pulled the car to the curb, and got out. It was the sort of neighborhood that a man in a neat business suit walking the streets would stand out. And at night such a man would be in danger of his life. He took his suitcase off the passenger seat, left the car with the keys in the ignition and the doors unlocked, and walked away.
Two blocks later he found a taxi and told the cab driver to take him to a bus terminal.
The people were scurrying forwards in unrealistic haste to the soft burr of the motor.
“This is the one,” Wallace said. They were sitting on the sofa in Carter’s office facing a large television set on the opposite wall. “I’ve gone through all of the tape and have seen nothing that was unusual. News looked like every other night. Except for this one.” He held the remote control forward and pressed a button. The images stopped their frenzied hurrying and moved at a normal pace. “This bit of international news from his old stomping grounds.”
A commentator, dark hair, dressed in a neat suit, the map of the world in the background.
“In Germany, three prison guards at the former Stasi prison on Normannenstrasse in East Berlin have been captured. This is the first such capture since the Wall came down, though the authorities are looking for hundreds of such fugitives. Critics have said that it would never happen. Those under the Communist regime in East Germany who terrorized the people would be permitted to slip away, and not face justice for their acts of inhuman brutality. And it seemed that was exactly what was happening. Until this capture in Berlin yesterday.
The screen was filled with a visual from the top of broad stone steps. Two men came into view climbing the steps toward the camera, but were talking and seemed oblivious of it.
Both men were dressed in dark suits and ties, and carried an official air about them. Both seemed the same age, about fifty-two, though one man’s hair was less gray than the other’s. That same man’s features seemed more worn by time. Just as the two men were about to pass the camera, a man with a microphone stepped into the picture from the side and intercepted them. Both men almost collided with the man holding the microphone.
“Herr Kreuger!” the man said and shoved the microphone in the face of the man with more gray hair and smoother features. “Please, some questions!” The man spoke English with a flat hard accent.
With obvious reluctance Kreuger, after exchanged glances with his companion, acquiesced with a curt nod.
“You have captured three men who were jailers of the Stasi Normannenstrasse prison in East Berlin, and are accused of brutal inhuman behavior toward the prisoners.”
Kreuger waited patiently for the man to get to the questions.
“How did you find these men?”
“Someone telephoned us with information about them. We followed on the information and found them, and arrested them.” Kreuger’s accent was hard and brittle like a breaking stick, but it did not destroy the English words.
“Are you certain they are former jailers of the Stasi?” the man with the microphone said.
“We will see what their former prisoners say.”
“Do you think there are more in hiding inside Germany?”
“Yes. It is a large country.”
“Will you be able to find them all?”
“No, of course not.” Kreuger’s expression became stern. “That is a foolish question. There are Nazis from Hitler’s time that have not been found. And like them these Stasi will hide from us. And there are many ways to hide. Possibly we will receive more help from the people.” He backed quickly away. “I must go,” he said and nodded to his companion, who stepped between the interviewer and the retreating figure of Kreuger.
The man with the microphone turned to the camera. “That was Herr Helmut Kreuger, Kriminaloberraete of...”
Wallace backed up the tape a bit until the figures were again facing the camera. Then he stopped the tape, freezing the images on the screen.
“The man speaking is Helmut Kreuger. So far, his background reading is a good cure for insomnia. Nothing but the norm.” He looked down at the sheet of paper in his lap. “Born in Bremen forty-seven years ago. His father was a trolley car driver, and later a truck driver. Both parents are dead. He has a wife, Ilse who is forty-three. No children from their holy union,” he said with a trace of sarcasm. “Worked as a policeman since he was twenty-two, the Criminal Division. He worked his way up to deputy to the Director of the Criminal Division, and was transferred to Berlin about eight months after the wall came down.” He looked up at Carter and settled back into the sofa. “End of story.”
“That’s all the Germans gave us?” Carter tried to keep the irritation from his voice.
“No, no,” Wallace said. “The Germans have not yet responded to my request for information on Herr Kreuger. I got this out of our files. Thought there might be something in our archives, and sure enough,” he momentarily raised the single sheet of paper off his lap, showing it to Carter. “Though admittedly not much.”
“Doesn’t explain why Elliston would be interested.”
“Maybe it had to do with what Kreuger was saying, and not the man himself?” Wallace said.
Carter considered the thought, “He didn’t say much of anything.”
“Maybe seeing this Kreuger guy just triggered something in him, and he realized he had traded one imprisonment for another. Or Maybe he realized the Company would never let him free?” Wallace watched Carter for a reaction.
Wallace had not felt comfortable since learning about the ‘Home’, and less comfortable knowing that Carter had sent Elliston there. He wondered if Carter had sent anyone else there. He also wondered what his position would be if he crossed Carter. Would he end up a patient in the ‘Home’? “Maybe he is after the guy that put him away,” he gave Carter a direct look.
The telephone rang on Carter’s desk before he could react to Wallace’s remark. Carter got up from the sofa, stepped to the desk, and picked up the phone.
“Mr. Carter, this is Special Agent Wilson of the FBI,” the man said evenly, as if he was reciting from memory something very boring. “I’m calling to keep you up to date on your problem.”
Carter didn’t say anything, but coals of anger heated up inside him. The man should consider it as his problem as well.
“Our agent in the area stopped by that bank in,” he paused obviously referring to notes, “Windsor Plains, Maryland. It was the Windsor Plains National Bank. He was accompanied by one of the local police. He spoke with a Mr. William Porter, the manager of the bank. The fugitive, Elliston, using the name Walter Hopkins did come by early this morning, and make a large withdrawal - $15,000, which the bank manager assured us was being reported to the government because of the size of the transaction. He also told us that he approved a check to Windsor Plains Ford for Walter Hopkins, using most of the remaining money in the account. The agent and the local authorities went immediately to the car dealer. The fugitive is driving a new blue Taurus with a temporary license plate in the rear window - number H973459. The local authorities have issued a wanted call on that car. I’ll keep you informed of the progress, sir.”
“You have a description of him? What he was wearing? Was he alone?”
“I have faxed all the details to Mr. Wallace. I felt I was obligated to call you personally.”
“Thank you, Agent Wilson. Goodbye,” Carter said and hung up. They were on Elliston’s ass already. It made him feel better, safer. Elliston was up in Maryland and heading away from him. He wasn’t after me at all, Carter grinned. Carter looked at Wallace, who was sitting there with expectation on his face. “That was our devoted Special Agent Wilson,” the sarcasm clear, “They are hot on the trail.” Wallace looked relieved. “You would not have lost your left eye,” Carter said. Wallace smiled, proud of himself.
Wallace pressed the remote control and the images that were holding still on the television disappeared, and the screen went blank. “As I was saying, there’s no connection that I can see with Kreuger. I think we’re chasing dreams there. The only thing that seems to be remotely connected, is that Kreuger is talking about capturing three jailers from Normannenstrasse prison. Maybe Elliston decided at that point that he, too, would escape.”
“This speculating may be a futile exercise,” Carter said, then leaned back making himself comfortable in the chair, “Since our ‘esteemed brothers’ are hot on Elliston’s tail. We may have to just wait to ask Mr. Elliston about his intentions.”
“It seems that Mr. Elliston is near to capture, I have been told,” Peter was saying. “The Federal Bureau of Investigation has already located where it is he had gone and that he had purchased a new car. All of the authorities have been alerted to look for the car. Road blocks are being positioned to intercept him. They are only a few hours behind him. It looks as if we might not be needed.”
Walter frowned with disappointment, “It also means we will not have accomplished our mission.”
“It is quite possible the Federal Bureau of Investigation will accomplish it for us.”
Walter’s frown disappeared as he considered the thought. “Yes. They have done it before. We can hope.”
Chapter VII
It was eight-thirty in the evening when the cab pulled up the driveway, its headlights splashing momentarily across the front of the one-story house. The cab stopped. The man in the rear reached over and paid the cab driver then the man opened the rear door.
Elliston got out, and took his suitcase and a large brown paper bag out of the back. He closed the door, and watched the cab back down the driveway, into the street, turn, and drive away.
And it was suddenly darker than a tomb. There was not a streetlight to be seen. And no house lights either outside of the soft glow from the house behind him. Out in this area of Delaware there were very few homes, a neighbor was a good walk’s distance, and there were no street lights. These people preferred the peacefulness of a dark night to one lit up like a mall parking lot. The sky itself was not a deep black, and the spikes of the pine trees were black silhouettes against the sky. Mostly scruffy pine around there, with an occasional oak fighting to stay up in the sandy soil.
Elliston turned from the driveway and stepped along the walk to the front door. The lights on either side of the door went on as he went up the three front steps. He raised the suitcase, stuck one finger out, and pressed the doorbell. A gentle chime sounded inside.
He stood there waiting for what appeared to him to be a long time. He had just about given up and was getting ready to press the doorbell again when he heard fussing noises on the other side of the door.
The door opened, and the man that faced him was much older than when he had last seen him nine years before. He remembered a man who was thick and solid and glowed with life. What he saw was someone who was tired, and overweight, needed a shave, and what little hair he had was gray. There was a sadness to his face that wasn’t there nine years ago. And there was a matching sadness in his clothes, a soiled tee shirt, and baggy old pants.
The man stood with the door partway open, his bulk blocking the opening. There was no recognition in his eyes as he looked at Elliston. Anger and annoyance were written heavily on his face.
“Who the hell are you? And what do you want?” Even as he was finishing the last words his eyes changed, the anger left his face, and surprise and disbelief took its place. He peered at Elliston, trying to see back through the years. “Neil? What the hell!”
Neil extended the brown paper bag. “I know you used to like Chinese. So I brought our supper. The cab driver took me to a place he said had the best Chinese food east of China. Though it’s probably cold by now. I hope you have a microwave oven to nuke the food back to life.”
The man smiled and shook his head trying to normalize the scene before him. “What are you doing here!” he insisted.
“Charlie, if you don’t let me inside soon, this food is only going to get colder, and I’m going to get older.”
“Yeah. Jesus. Yeah. As soon as I get my heart beating again,” he laughed, stepped aside and pulled the door open wider. “Get your ass in here.” He took his right hand from behind the door, uncocked the revolver it held, and slipped it in his belt. “I see you brought a suitcase, too. That mean you’re staying awhile?” He smoothed his hair with his hand, suddenly aware of how badly he looked. “I don’t believe this.”
“I knew it was too easy,” Carter said. He shook his head in disgust. “When things seem so easy you can depend on it not being so.”
He stomped away from the scene. “Damn!” he said and tightened his fist and clamped his teeth. It hurt him to admit he’d been duped. He knew he was smarter than Elliston. Knew and believed it. But deep down where he didn’t dare look there was the fear and doubt, a tight little ball that glowed with heat.
It was eleven at night and they were on Wards Chapel Road eighteen miles west of Baltimore. Behind him on the other side of the road was a crowd of people and three police cars with their lights flashing and their headlights and spotlights directed at a third car pitched at an odd angle off the side of the road. Beyond the third car was a wall of trees and darkness. The radios in the police cars were sporadically blaring garbled voices. Along the side of the road and in the woods flashlights winked and flitted in the dark. And the tension in the men holding the flashlights could be felt as cold iron in the air.
Wallace was beside Carter. He was puzzled by Carter’s sudden change in attitude. Flying here in the helicopter Carter had been on a high, excited and exhilarated at the prospect of Elliston’s capture. His excitement spread around him. Even Wallace had tasted it. Now, it was instantly gone, and Wallace didn’t understand.
“They have people coming through the woods toward us from Campbell Road which parallels this one,” Wallace said. “Been out there for the better part of an hour and are closing up on a circle of ground. That trooper chased him for about ten minutes, all the while calling in for assistance. By the time he ran him aground here the reinforcements were right behind him. Elliston couldn’t have gotten away.”
A helicopter flew low with a rhythmic thunking sound that mimicked everyone’s nervous heartbeat, and it sent a bright cone of light into the woods. Someone in the group on the other side of the road had a portable radio and could be heard talking to the pilot, directing him over the wooded area.
Carter composed himself and looked at Wallace as if he were stupid. “Elliston is very far away from here.” He shook his head again with self recrimination. “I should have known better. I told you the man was no fool. He was good at what he did. Yet, I was willing to think that maybe he wasn’t as good as I remembered.
“Finding him so quickly made me drop my guard. He knew we would find him quickly, find his accounts in the different banks. He knew one of the files we’d tap would be those of the IRS. The IRS files are guarded from everyone but us. He knew that. And he knew we’d jump right on that information. But he needed the money. So he came to Windsor Plains and moved quickly. He bought that car so we’d be looking for it instead of him. Then he abandoned it or gave it away or something. But whoever was driving that car was not Elliston.”
“What makes you think that?” Wallace said.
He was interested more by what he sensed from Carter than what Carter thought. For a moment the fear inside Carter showed itself, and Wallace saw it. Just for the moment. It disappeared as quickly as it had appeared. He was shocked and at the same time he felt good about it. He had never seen Carter display fear. He’d seen Carter ruthless, cunning, cold as steel to the heart, cruel to the inhuman. But he had never seen him afraid. Now, he saw the weaknesses of the human in Carter and it made Wallace feel superior to the man.
“When we got the call that the car had been spotted, I felt that soon our troubles would be over and Elliston would be out of my life. While we were flying up here it occurred to me that Elliston had made a very stupid move by buying that car. A car was more visible than a man, and more easily spotted.
“And then I had the sick feeling that Elliston had sent out a red herring. And damn it, we went straight for it. Since this morning everyone’s been looking for the car, not the man. He’s been walking around invisible while everyone’s eyes searched for a Blue Taurus. One among the thousands of blue Tauruses riding the roads.” He turned around and looked at the activity on the other side of the road. “Now that I’m here, I’m sure we’ve been suckered.”
“But you can’t be sure?” Wallace said, but he didn’t believe it. He felt that Carter was probably right, and Elliston had out maneuvered them. Temporarily, he thought. Wallace was beginning to taste the challenge that Elliston posed. Wallace liked challenges. He thrived on them.
“I’m sure. The police have a fingerprint man going over the car. My bet is he finds Elliston’s prints, and someone else’s on top of his.” Then he threw his hands in the air. “We missed our chance while the circle of search was still small. Now it’s the whole country. Let’s get out of here. It’s just a waste of our time.”
“He did move some money into his checking account,” Wallace said as he followed Carter back to the police car that had brought them here from the mall parking lot, where the helicopter had set down. “Don’t you think he intends to use it? We’ll pick up his trail when he does.”
“I just told you,” Carter said over his shoulder as he got in the car, “don’t underestimate him. He is not stupid.”
Peter came into Walter’s hotel room. It was nearing 1:00 am and the room was dark, so he turned on the lights. Instantly Walter sprang from the bed, a revolver in his hands. The gun’s barrel was pointing directly at Peter, whose eyes had grown wide with fear, and his hands had jumped up protectively before him.
“It is me!” It was a shriek that came out as a strained whisper.
Walter, struggling to clear his head of sleep, looked cold eyes at Peter. “If you wish to live to be old. Do not ever again do that,” he said it in a tone that chilled the air. He uncocked the revolver and slipped it back under the pillow. “Now, what is it that brings you so near death at his hour of the night?”
“Mr. Carter telephoned me to say that Elliston has not been captured. In fact, there is no indication of where the man may be. We are to continue our operation.”
“Good,” Walter said, and quickly stood. “Get the others up, and tell them. They are to start immediately. Each group knows what it has to do, who they are to seek.”
“You know, this is the first drink I’ve had in over seven years.” Neil Elliston was looking at the rocks glass, half filled with a Bloody Mary and some ice that he was holding in his hand. The cubes were making a pleasant tinking sound against each other and the glass. The light from the small candle on the table put tiny highlights on the glass, and gave the drink a mysterious color.
“Didn’t remember how good this tastes.” There was a tone of satisfaction in his voice. The demons were quiet.
“It don’t normally,” Charlie said, holding his own glass up for inspection. “That’s my secret recipe,” then he smiled, “And I’m surprised there’s any room inside for that drink after all the Chinese food you crammed down into you.”
They were sitting in white resin lounge chairs on the back porch looking out over the water of Delaware Bay. It was nearing eleven. The moon had come up and was throwing sparklers over the surface of the water. There was a soft breeze whispering through the pine trees. The temperature had dropped to a chill, and Charlie had lent Neil a sweater to wear. There wasn’t a cloud to be seen, but the bright moon hid all except the brightest stars.
The world was restfully quiet. No insects, no traffic, no neighbors. Just the gentle sounds of the water and the soothing hush of the wind. Neil liked the way it felt. Isolated from the rest of the world. All the ugliness, stupidity, cruelty was so far away. Other people’s problems. Very restful. Peaceful.
Neil grinned. “I was hungry. I hadn’t eaten in awhile.” It had been a day and a half, but when he started on the food, he was so overpowered by his hunger that it had seemed much longer.
“Awhile?” Charlie snorted. “From the way you ate it must have been since you were sixteen!”
Neil grinned again, then looked out over the water and sighed. “Nice here.” For the first time in nearly eight years he tasted peace.
“As nice as it gets,” Charlie said, and sighed as well. They stopped talking.
Charlie looked at Neil. In the dim light of the candle he could see nothing out of the ordinary. But he was seeing the face he looked at over dinner. And he was thinking of the one-sided conversation.
Neil had dodged Charlie’s questions, and had come back with questions of his own. Charlie had done most of the talking, answering those questions, while they ate.
If a man didn’t want to talk, it was his right. But that didn’t stop Charlie from being concerned. Neil had helped and befriended Charlie years before Charlie retired.
Charlie’s old friends had drifted away from him after he had been released from the communist prison and returned to work. They had treated him as if he had something contagious. Neil had been the only one who understood how such an ordeal could change a man like Charlie. And he had accepted that change. Now, Charlie saw that Neil had changed, and knew the changes well.
“You didn’t answer me before when I asked you how Eleanor was?” Charlie felt he knew the answer, and maybe it wasn’t smart to press Neil on it.
Neil heard Charlie’s question, and for a brief moment a beautiful woman with brown hair, a genuine smile, and a lively sparkle in her eyes walked center stage in his mind. His heart warmed at the sight of her. Eleanor, nine years ago. His heart ached at the vision of her. He wondered what she looked like today. Would she have the same vitality? Or would she have settled into sour middle age? He sipped the drink, and spoke to the night. “Haven’t seen her in eight years.”
Charlie didn’t say anything. He waited.
“When I finally got out of the prison, I found out she had divorced me.” Neil sipped again at his drink, but he was no longer tasting it.
The quiet that followed was solid and heavy. Neither man spoke. Charlie waited some more.
Neil finally broke the silence, still talking to the night. “For the three years I was in that hell she kept me alive. I saw her every night. Mentally I would search every part of her, smile with her, look deep in those eyes, hunger for her...talk to her.” He sighed as if in pain, and his voice had a weakness to it, as if it would break.
“We had problems before then. Our marriage was a bit rocky. But in the darkness of that prison, the problems didn’t seem important. I just hoped I’d get out of there and tell her that.” Then he let out a noisy breath, readjusted himself in the chair, and cleared his throat.
“It didn’t happen,” he said, that ending it, and took a long swallow of his drink. The bite in his throat was like a penance.
The silence returned. They looked at the night and drank quietly. Charlie decided it was his turn to break the silence. The words came out softly, gently, not betraying their real power. “You had a little boy, if I remember correctly? Whatever happened to him?”
Yeah, Neil thought suddenly, whatever happened to him? He remembered the baby. Remembered the dreams he had of Danny growing up, and the Cub Scouts, Little League, all the things he would share with his son. Nothing. The kid wouldn’t even remember him. Just barely two when Neil had gone back to Berlin, and a short while later was captured. Two. Now he’s nearly eleven. And someone else was his father.
The demons stirred at the pain of loss, the ache for what can no longer be. Neil stared out at the night, while inside he struggled to herd the demons back into their cave. It wasn’t time for them, yet.
Charlie didn’t pursue that. Instead, he jumped in to change the subject. “Neil, you look God awful.”
He had seen Neil’s hand, had seen the limp, had seen the terrible aging in his eyes. Neil had not volunteered any explanation at dinner. Maybe he would now. Charlie knew the value of talking about such things. It was like releasing the pressure that was building inside. Charlie had kept his horror to himself for a long time. Didn’t solve anything for him. Just made things worse because he took to alcohol to relieve the pressure.
Neil snorted a laugh that had no humor in it. “You never did dance around what you had to say.”
“It never was my way.” Charlie hesitated, then added in a gentle tone, “If you don’t want to talk about it, then don’t.”
They both say quiet for awhile. “It’s not something a man gets over. You know. You were there once.” Neil said it softly, like a quiet step.
“Yes,” Charlie said. His mind drifted away, and he involuntarily reached for his left arm. It had been dislocated so many times it couldn’t be depended upon to stay in its socket. “That was October 1976.” His voice was as far away as his thoughts, his eyes focused on the past. “Nine months, eleven days later they traded me for Samuel Trench who was caught in the American Embassy doing whatever.”
“You went back to work afterward,” Neil said and sipped absently at the drink. It was sharp and bit with pleasure at his throat.
“I went through the motions. They gave me all kinds of therapy that was suppose to make me forget how I’d been degraded, and to help me get on with my life.” Charlie grappled with the angry thoughts that jumped at him.
He picked up his glass and took the entire drink in one long swallow. “I need some more of this stuff,” he said, and rose from the lounge chair. “You want another?”
Neil drained his glass and handed it to Charlie. Charlie opened the sliding glass door and went inside the house.
Neil stared at the moonlight on the water while he was gone. It was mesmerizing and restful, and after awhile he didn’t want it to ever change. He didn’t want this night to pass. He wanted to hold onto it, hold on to the peace that it gave him. But what he wanted wasn’t necessarily what he got. The demons wanted something else.
The sliding door rasped open and Charlie came out with the two drinks. He put them on the small table between the two chairs, then closed the sliding door, and settled back down on the lounge chair with a satisfying sigh.
Neil reached over for his glass. Charlie did the same, and they raised the glass in a silent toast. Neil took a drink and it grabbed at his throat. Charlie had increased the amount of vodka. They sat like that in the soft silence for awhile before Charlie spoke, again softly, distantly, more to himself than to Neil.
“It doesn’t work like that.”
Neil turned to ask him what he was talking about, but Charlie continued before he could say anything. “All that therapy don’t help. There is no way to forget it. None at all. The best therapy would be to hypnotize a person and make him forget. Block it out of his mind forever. Maybe then the nightmares would go away, too.”
Neil knew exactly what he meant, and in a way was glad to hear him say it. “You still get them?”
Charlie nodded, and gulped at his drink. He smacked his lips against the sharpness. “Always the same, and I always wake up in an angry sweat with my fists clenched and my mind in a rage. It scared the hell out of Marilyn. She was afraid I’d hurt her in my damn sleep.”
He sighed sadly. “She divorced me because of it. She kept telling me to forget it all, it was over. I kept telling her that I couldn’t help the nightmares, and the nightmares said it wasn’t over. If it was over, there would be no nightmares.”
He gulped more of his drink. It was rapidly disappearing. “It was too much to expect her to stay with me. When you have an affliction it is better to live alone. People don’t understand, and they get resentful, if you know what I mean?”
They sat quietly, taking in the moonlight and the water, and the soft wonderful feeling to be alive to see this, and let it all push the pain of the memories further away for awhile.
“That’s why I came here and bought this place - to be alone, and far away.”
“Has it worked?”
Charlie thought about that. “I still get the nightmares.” He took another gulp of his drink, leaving enough for one more swallow.
He sniffed the air. There was a smell that was familiar. It drifted out of the dark, and spoke of soft gentle memories. He tried to bring those memories into the light. They were from somewhere in his childhood. Somewhere deep and far and innocent, but he couldn’t quite get a handle on them.
“Did you ever once wish you could go back and get the bastards?”
Charlie chuckled. “Which bastards? Life’s full of them.” He had let his thoughts drift away on that smell then he realized what Neil was referring to. “Oh, them bastards.”
He thought long on that one, swallowed the last of his drink, “I’d give my damn eyes to slow fry them bastards in oil.” He said it softly, evenly, but there was no mistaking the solid intent of the words.
Neither of them spoke. Both were lost in the oily swirl of their own dark thoughts. The demons in Neil had stirred with the emotion of Charlie’s words, but they did not rise.
Charlie suddenly stood up. “Revenge may not be sweet, but it might stop the nightmares.”
He turned and opened the sliding glass door. “You want another drink?”
Carter woke suddenly as if someone had jabbed him awake. But it wasn’t someone, it was something. Something obvious, something that fought to be heard. And when his guard was down, when he floated in sleep, that was when it would be heard. The clock said 3:30 am.
Carolyn was in bed next to him, lying on her back, and snoring loudly. He reached over and gave her a gentle but firm push on the shoulder. She stirred, grumping, and turned over onto her side. There was some moving and squirming as she settled in to the position, and the snoring stopped.
He lay there a few moments trying to collect the thoughts that had brought him from sleep. Then, satisfied that he remembered, he gently got out of bed, and groped in the dark to find the chair near his side of the bed. It took only a moment. His robe was draped on the arm of the chair. He put the robe on in the dark, and was about to leave the bedroom when he stopped, turned, and fumbled back to the bed.
He leaned on the bed, slid his hand along under the pillow, pulled out the small gun, and straightened. “Diligence is the price of freedom” - in his case it was the price for his life. He dropped the gun into the pocket of the robe, then stealthfully left the bedroom and went downstairs. In the kitchen the tile floor was cold beneath his bare feet.
He snapped on the lights, the sudden brightness scratching at his eyes, and he went to the phone on the wall. He punched in the numbers and waited while it rang at the other end. It rang six times before a voice garbled with sleep answered the phone.
“Yeah?” The voice was thick and slurred.
“Harold, this is Patrick,” Carter said, and waited while Wallace struggled out of the haze of sleep.
“Yeah, Patrick. What’s up?” Carter could almost see Wallace blinking his eyes hard and rubbing a hand over his face to wipe away the sluggishness, and clear his mind.
“We missed the obvious,” Carter said. “First thing in the morning I want you to check the payroll department records for Elliston.”
“Payroll?” Wallace wasn’t sure he was wide awake and hearing right. “I don’t follow you.”
“The bank account in Windsor Plains. It had to have been more than seven years since he had last been able to do anything with the account. He was more than three years as a prisoner of the Stasi, and at least four plus years in the ‘Home’. Elliston has been on the payroll all that time.” Carter paused, dangling the information in front of Wallace, wanting to get an edge up on him.
“You’re still not getting to me,” Wallace said.
“If there is no activity on a savings account for four or five years, in most states the account is declared inactive and turned over to the State. But Elliston’s account was not with the State. It was still with the Bank. So, there had to have been some activity on the account during that time...”
“And,” Wallace picked it up, “the payroll department might have instructions on distributing his salary...”
“Either directly to that account,” Carter said, “or to someone who would send the money to the account. Or there might be distributions to other accounts.”
“Right. Other accounts,” Wallace said. There was excitement in his voice. “Maybe accounts we don’t have. I’ll get on it first thing in the morning. It’s quarter to four, now. Too late to get someone in. By the time they got there it would be near the normal starting time anyway.”
Carter could hear the enthusiasm in Wallace’s voice, and it pleased him. Wallace was good and Carter wanted the man totally committed to him and to getting Elliston. Once Elliston was out of the way, Carter would have to take a hard look at what Wallace knew, and how to protect himself from the man.
“I agree,” Carter said. “Also get hold of Special Agent Wilson,” he said ‘Special Agent Wilson’ with exaggerated sarcasm, “and have him contact the Windsor Plains Bank. They can tell us what sort of transactions were executed to keep the account active. And, maybe, where those transactions originated from.”
“I understand,” Wallace said. He was too excited now to get back to sleep. “I’ll see you in the morning.”
“Good night, Harold.”
“‘night.”
Carter hung up the phone, and felt excited and relieved. They were now onto something that could lead them to Elliston. They were in control again. Every man leaves a trail, and now he was sure they had found Elliston’s trail. Carter suddenly felt ravenous. He stepped over to the refrigerator, opened it, and peered inside.
The clowns had come to visit him in the night, as they always did. He had not slept at all the previous night. Yet, as exhausted as he was, his sleep was still fitful and haunted by those ghosts. The dream of the clowns, as was always the case, threw him awake in a fit of rage as violent as a blast furnace.
He laid there, in a sweat of terror and hate, the anger a roaring hot madness in his mind, his body trembling in a tight clench that had his muscles screaming. It took long moments before sanity was able to fight its way through the madness and begin to restore order.
He waited those long moments, not daring to move. At those times he was afraid of himself. Afraid of what he might do if the madness was unleashed. He understood the fear Charlie’s wife had. Elliston knew if Eleanor had been in bed with him there was a good chance he would have hurt her.
He waited. That was the first demanding effort of will - to wait and not act. Slowly the fires of rage were banked - never extinguished, the pieces picked up and put back into place, doors to the raging depths were shut and bolted, and rational order was restored. It was a tenuous restoration. At that point it would take very little to slip back to chaos. He breathed easier, calmer, deeper.
Finally, the sweat getting cold on his body, he dared to get out of bed. The night light in the baseboard outlet threw enough light for him to find his way to the bathroom.
He washed away the sweat from his face with cold water. It was a bracing cold that felt good. He was too exhausted for it to wake him, but the cold water did clear his head, and he was ready to go back to sleep. This time there would be no nightmares. They only came once a night. Why that was so, he didn’t know. But he was thankful for it.
The moon had gone down hours ago, and left behind a soft haze that blocked out the stars and obscured visibility on the road. The car droned over the surface of the highway at a steady plodding fifty-five, as if the very solidity of the haze prevented it from going faster. The car had left Manhattan and was now going south on the New Jersey Turnpike. The haze was periodically punctured by sprays of street lights as the car passed through the industrial areas of New Jersey.
The three men in the car sat with quiet determination on their faces. They stared out at the night, their thoughts not on the world they passed through but on what they were to do. Even if they wished to, there would be little to speak of between them. They did not socialize together, they only worked together. What bound them was their assignment and their fear of failure. Failure brought with it a punishment none of them wished to bear.
The three men were dressed exactly the same - gray sports jacket, white shirt opened at the collar, and dark trousers and shoes. Each jacket had a dark tie in its pocket. If the need came, they could raise their official appearance a notch by putting on the tie. Each man carried, tucked in the belt at the back, a 9mm automatic. A gun Walter felt was adequate to their assignment. And the man in the rear of the car had a cellular phone on the seat next to him.
The man next to the driver reached up and turned on the map light in the ceiling. This movement and the sudden light got the attention of the driver and the man in the back. The driver glanced over, the man in the back leaned forward. The man next to the driver then looked at the map folded on his lap. He referred to the slip of paper in his left hand, and traced his finger down the network of roads in blood red on the map. The red roads lost their color, then became thin black lines, and the towns along the way were tiny circles, their names in very fine print. His finger finally came to rest on the tiny name of the town of Chapel Harbor.
Wallace made no attempt to cover the yawn that threatened to break his jaw. The loss of sleep was beginning to affect him. The weak morning sunlight was too bright to his tired eyes. His mind felt sluggish, and the coffee wasn’t kicking in as quickly. He was sitting once more on the sofa in Carter’s office.
Carter was sitting behind the desk, and they were both working on cups of coffee. Carter, too was dragging from lack of sleep.
Wallace read from his notes. “Most of the check is deposited directly in one account in the United National Bank in Plainfield, New Jersey. Elliston grew up in Plainfield. He moved to Rockville, Maryland when he took the job with the Company. The payroll records only go back as far as seven years. It will take awhile to trace back further.
“Seven years ago they brought the payroll up on a new computer system. Files prior to then were kept on the old system and eventually archived. They’d have to get the old files out and bring up the old payroll programs to go back beyond the seven years. I told them that I thought we didn’t need to go back that far, but I would speak with you.”
Carter shook his head, “Don’t bother.”
He rubbed his hand over his face trying to rub the grogginess from his mind. His stomach felt queasy. The bologna sandwich he had at 4:00 am tasted good going down, but once inside it started to create trouble, and the Maalox wasn’t up to the challenge.
“See if Guy Wilcox in New York can get someone out to that Bank. The money must go through a second distribution from that account. And let’s keep this one for our side until we see what we have. I don’t want Special Agent Wilson,” again with sarcasm, “charging off with his troops until we are sure of what information we have. And it will look a lot better for our side.” And my career, Carter thought.
Wallace nodded and made a note on the pad on the sofa next to him. “I’ll call him.” Wallace gulped the coffee. It was getting cold and tasted terrible. He shivered as he swallowed. At times the coffee from the Company cafeteria tasted so bad he wondered if the Company medicine men were doing drug experiments on them.
“Any money going to his wife?”
Carter shook his head. “There was no alimony. She remarried right after the divorce. And took Neil’s son off to live in Pennsylvania somewhere. I believe there was child support that was to come from his salary.”
“Harrison Peak, Pennsylvania,” Wallace nodded looking back down at the folder. “I saw that in his file. No mention of the child support.”
Carter shrugged it off.
There was a moment of thoughtful silence then Wallace changed the subject.
“I already spoke to Wilson this morning to find out how everything went last night.” Wallace nodded in Carter’s direction, “You were right. They caught a seventeen-year-old car thief on their search of the woods. He’d picked up the car in Baltimore and was going to drive it to north Philadelphia where he could get a good price for it, since it was a ‘bright’, as Wilson had put it. I assume that means, new.
“The thief said the doors were unlocked and the keys were in it. So that was a dead end. And Wilson’s going back to Plan A, he said. He’s setting up teams of men to cover Elliston’s friends and family that were listed in the file.”
Carter frowned and shook his head in frustration, “We’ve lost a day on this.”
“I said the same thing to Wilson. He did tell me that he had not pulled his men from the airports and train stations. They stayed in place. So, I think we can safely assume Elliston has kept to the road. Or he’s in hiding.”
“Well, that’ something, anyway.” Carter’s frustration was unchanged.
“Elliston worked for you for a long time,” Wallace said, talking through another yawn.
“Twelve years,” Carter said. “And you keep yawning like that and you’ll put both of us to sleep,” and he, too, yawned.
Wallace grinned. “Wilson asked me...”
“You mean ‘Special Agent Wilson’?” Carter interrupted. He couldn’t resist interjecting the sarcasm.
Wallace grinned and nodded conspiratorially. “Yes, ‘Special Agent Wilson’ asked me about friends Elliston may have made at work. People not in his file. You know any people like that?”
Carter’s face suddenly grew serious. “That’s a damn good question. I’ll have to raise my opinion of Special Agent Wilson a notch.”
He searched his memory, walking back through corridors that were musty from disuse. He opened the side drawer of the desk, removed a yellow pad, took the pen out of the holder on the desk and began writing names.
There were six that he remembered. Six men that Elliston hung with when in Langley. Two of them Elliston had known had worked in Germany, and Elliston had met them through their common interest.
Carter tore the page off the pad, and reached it out to Wallace.
Wallace put his coffee down on the table next to the sofa, stood, stepped over to the desk, and took the paper from Carter. He returned to the sofa and sat down heavily, his movements sluggish with fatigue.
“Those are the only ones I can remember right now. You might want to check with each of them. They might know of others he befriended.”
Wallace opened the thick folder of Elliston’s file and began comparing the names on the yellow sheet with the list of acquaintances in the file.
“There was one man who retired back before Elliston went on that last assignment. Charles somebody-or-other,” Carter frowned, annoyed that he couldn’t remember the man’s last name.
“Hansen,” Wallace said through a yawn. He was looking at the file. “He’s in here. Last known is in Delaware. Chapel Harbor. The others on your list are in here, too.” Wallace raised his eyebrows and made an appreciative nod, “Thorough file.” And he wondered if his own file was as thorough? If all his skeletons were neatly documented?
The telephone rang on Carter’s desk. Carter reached to pick it up.
Chapter VIII
The world outside the windows was changing from black to a soft gray when Neil Elliston opened his eyes. The room was not familiar in this faint light.
He didn’t panic. He was not the type. Instead he put his mind to work. It took a few moments of mental struggling and puzzling before he remembered where he was.
His head felt it could use more rest, his body felt too stiff to stand anymore rest. It had been like that since his imprisonment in East Germany. The joints of his body had been abused beyond their limits of endurance. Now, if they weren’t exercised, the joints would stiffen.
He groaned softly with the aching as he made the effort to sit up. He moved down to stretch out on the floor. Thankfully the rug was thick and soft. For the next twenty minutes he went through a series of stretching exercises to work those joints loose, and free him of their pain. He spent additional time on the right knee - which always pained him, and the right hand and wrist, to keep their mobility. He remembered wistfully how great it was, when he was younger, to simply pop out of bed ready to take on the world.
When he had finished showering and shaving, and came out of the bathroom to go back into the bedroom, he smelled the aroma of cooking bacon, and he heard cooking noises coming from the kitchen. The aroma had him salivating.
He went quickly into the bedroom. It took Neil a few minutes more to dress - chinos, sport shirt and soft-soled shoes, and comb his hair. He opened the suitcase, took out a thick wad of money, and stuffed it in his pants’ pocket. And then he was out of the bedroom, and walking into the kitchen.
“‘Morning,” Charlie said without looking up from the frying pan, and the bacon that sizzled in it.
“‘Morning,” Neil said. “You’re up early.” He noticed that Charlie was clean shaven and dressed more neatly than last night. Neil looked around at the kitchen in disarray from a solid meal being prepared.
“You, too,” Charlie said, not taking his eyes from the bacon frying in the pan.
“I haven’t slept well since the East Germans let me go.”
“Me neither,” Charlie did not look up. “You know, the trick with getting bacon just right is to not take your eyes off it. You got to watch and catch it just when it’s right. And it’s only right for a very short time. An instant later and it’s burnt.”
“What can I do to help here?”
“You can bring the coffee pot out to the back porch. I’ve got the table set out there. Things’ll be finished here in a minute.” Charlie reached up and opened the door of the microwave oven. Inside was a large plate with scrambled eggs and biscuits. “Just waiting on the bacon. You can take this plate out with you.” He pointed to the microwave oven.
Neil brought out the food and the pot of coffee. Charlie came behind him with the frying pan, the bacon sizzling happily, and forked the bacon onto the plate with the eggs and biscuits. He brought the pan inside, came back out and sat down.
Charlie looked around the table, taking mental inventory, then smiled, and rubbed his hands together in anticipation. “What we have here is a man’s breakfast.”
“You always eat like this? With all the food it looks like you’re expecting company.”
Charlie squinted at Neil. “Are you the same guy that was here last night with the Chinese food?”
In squinting directly at him, it was the first hard look Charlie had taken of Neil in the light of day, and it saddened him. Neil looked older, more worn down than he had looked the night before in the yellow lights of the house. Like the glow of life had been sucked from his body.
Neil shrugged with a grin, “All right, all right. I’ll do my best. But no promises.”
“And, no, I don’t always eat like this. But I don’t get much company here. Eating like this is a social thing. Not the same when you’re alone, if you know what I mean?”
The morning on the porch was just as peaceful and restful as the previous evening. The sunlight was creeping out over the bay, and putting some blue in with the gray left in the sky from the night. The weather had a night chill left in it, but was mild enough for shirt sleeves.
They knew Indian Summer couldn’t last, which made eating out on the porch special because it couldn’t be done much longer. And there was something about eating food outside that made it taste so much better. There was no explaining what the open air did to enhance the flavors.
They ate with relish, savoring every flavor. No one could ask for anything more out of a meal. But, meals like that end too quickly. They sat back sighing with satisfaction, and wishing there was room for more, wishing they could do it all over again.
There was no describing the coffee after such a meal. Nothing better.
“Damn, that was good,” Charlie groaned with pleasure.
“Should put this restaurant on the tour map,” Neil said.
The sun was just over the horizon to the right, strong enough now to light up the day, but still sending long shadows to the ground. They felt its heat on their faces.
“Too bad it can’t be like this all the time,” Neil said.
Charlie looked over, his expression very serious. “It is for me, Neil. You want to shake that devil on your tail, there’s room for you, too. I could use the company. Gets lonely after awhile.”
Neil Elliston met Charlie’s eyes. “Thanks, Charlie. But I’ve got some things to do first.” He looked admiringly at the bay, and the sunrise. The demons stirred, not to let him forget they were there. “Then I might just take you up on your offer.”
Charlie couldn’t see the fire that burned behind Neil’s eyes, but he knew it was there. He did not challenge it. No challenge would be successful against it. He wanted to say things, to tell Neil he was not the man of years ago. The power of youth was gone. Spies like athletes grow old and ineffective. Charlie just nodded that he understood. “I wish you all the luck, and if you need any help, you can count on me.”
“You’ve already been a help, Charlie. And you are a friend. More than enough.”
“I suppose you want that packet of stuff I’ve been keeping for you?”
Neil nodded. “That’s right.”
“Well,” Charlie grunted as he pushed back the chair and stood up, “Might as well get it now.”
He walked over, opened the sliding glass door and went inside the house. It was a few moments before he came out again, and slid the door closed. He stepped back to the table carrying a green packet as big as a legal size envelope. He sat down and put the packet on the table in front of Neil. It was a green plastic waterproof pouch.
Neil Elliston opened the pouch and dumped its contents on the table. There was a clear plastic bag that contained a passport. A black leather wallet that looked used, and held an expired driver’s license, some expired credit cards, and a mix of other cards that established Norman Ellis, age 42, of Wichita, Kansas as a blood donor, a member of the Wichita Chamber of Commerce, as user of the library system, and an active member of the Wichita Northside Chess Club. There were business cards introducing Norman Ellis as a Vice President of the New Car Sales Division of Wally’s Ford in Wichita.
All of this was everyday material. It was what would be found should most men open their wallets and look. And it all helped lend credibility to his identity. Besides the wallet there was a thousand dollars in fifties, another tranquilizer gun and cartridge of tranquilizer darts, and a key chain with a marble horse’s head and eight keys that meant absolutely nothing. More window dressing.
Neil nodded with satisfaction at the documents. “This is one they don’t know about.”
Neil took from his pocket the wallet with all the identification of Walter Hopkins and put it on the table. Then the passport and the keys he put on top of the wallet. He put Norman Ellis’ wallet, the passport, and keys in his pockets. He pushed the tranquilizer gun toward Charlie, but kept the cartridge of darts. “I already have one of these.” The thousand dollars was still on the table in front of him. He took a roll of money from his pocket then looked up at Charlie.
“How much for your car?”
Charlie looked at him, then made a face, and waved away the question, “Take it. That Taurus is six-years old. Ain’t worth much.”
Neil peeled off nine thousand dollars and placed it on top of the thousand already on the table. “Here’s ten thousand.”
Charlie was about to argue when Neil cut him off. “That’s the way it’s got to be. Now, please, get the title and sign it. Just so it’s official. I’ll put my name in later. I don’t want you to know it. Don’t want you getting into trouble over this.”
Charlie made a face that said he didn’t like it but he would do it. He pushed his chair back and stood up.
“And you can dispose of this stuff while you’re at it.” He pushed the pile of wallet, passport, tranquilizer gun and keys toward Charlie, who scooped them off the table into his hands. “Walter Hopkins is no more.”
“Should I expect company?” Charlie said.
“Couple of days, maybe. I’m old news. They might not even bother.” Then he looked up a Charlie’s face. “If they do come, tell them whatever they want to know.”
“Don’t know much.”
“Exactly. So don’t make trouble for yourself, okay?”
Charlie nodded with obvious reluctance.
The man’s face was young and fair and hard. His short blonde hair and dark suit, white shirt and tie would have made him invisible in the decade of the fifties. Now it dated him, and made him stand out. Any public gathering he entered he would be noticed right away as if he were wearing a uniform. Which was probably what it was. FBI might as well have been tattooed on his forehead.
His name was Special Agent Alex Mitchum. The clock on the microwave oven said it was 9:10 AM, and he was talking on the telephone to Special Agent Philip Wilson and a Patrick Carter of the Central Intelligence Agency. Special Agent Wilson had set up the three-way call so Carter could not say he didn’t get the information first hand.
“It couldn’t have happened too long ago,” Alex Mitchum said. “The body was still very warm when we got here. We may have just missed him. The first thing I did was call the technicians to do a thorough examination of the scene. I expect them to arrive soon.” As he said that he looked over at the body that was tied to the kitchen chair.
And he hoped with all his heart that the technicians would arrive soon so he could turn the scene over to them and get the hell out of there. He had never seen a murder victim before, and after seeing this one, hoped it would be a long time before he had to see another. He was having all he could do to keep his stomach from turning inside out and dumping his breakfast all over the floor.
The face on the body was a bloodied mess, with some of that blood matting the man’s gray hair, and some in gummy trails down the neck and onto the chest. The body’s torso was bare and there were a number of slashes in the skin, with the blood from those wounds in puddles on the floor around the chair. The man had withstood a terrible beating and torturing before he died. He wanted to tell them about the smell, about the mixture of vomit and feces and sweet blood that oozed an odor that dug into the nostrils and made his stomach turn with each hesitant breath.
“When we got here, we rang the doorbell and no one came to answer it. After another try at the bell, I started pounding on the door, while Jeff Klewin went around the back of the house. He spotted the crime scene through the sliding glass doors that lead from the kitchen to the back porch. The sliding doors were unlocked and we entered that way. We did a quick search of the house and grounds to be sure no one was still around. After that I immediately began telephoning while Jeff has been carefully searching the house.”
“How can you be sure he had been there?” Carter said.
“We found something that places him here at the scene. Jeff found it in the kitchen trash can. A wallet and passport for Walter Hopkins.”
“Damn,” Carter hissed into the phone.
“Have you notified the locals?” Wilson said.
“No. I’m not sure of the jurisdiction here, so I called you first.”
“How about the identity of the victim?”
“No way to know for sure.” He was still looking at the body. “The man is wearing his trousers and shoes. His wallet is probably in the pocket of the trousers, and he is tied to the chair, so the wallet is jammed against the back of the chair. I’d have to cut him loose to get at it. I don’t want to disturb the crime scene until the technicians have finished with it. But the victim is a male, about sixty, balding, with thin gray hair still covering some of the top of the head.”
He had to turn away before he got sick. “We can only speculate that it is the man we had come to see - Charles Hansen.” Mitchum abruptly stopped speaking and tried to swallow against the bile that rose in a sour bubble in his throat.
“You have anything else?”
Mitchum took a hard deep breath and forced his mind away from the scene. “One more thing. There is no car in the garage. It is possible the fugitive has taken it. We are looking for information on that car right now.”
“As soon as you get it let me know. Thanks, Agent Mitchum.”
Mitchum hung up the telephone, and went immediately to the bathroom. He thought only a moment about destroying evidence if he used the toilet before the technicians had a look at it, then he vomited his breakfast into the toilet.
Carter was still on the line with Wilson. When Carter had first answered the phone, and Wilson told him briefly what had happened, Carter had signaled Wallace and told him to get a map of Delaware. Now the map was spread out on Carter’s desk and they were both looking at it. Carter had switched to the speaker phone so Wallace could hear as well.
“So what do we do know, Agent Wilson?” Carter said trying to keep the sarcasm from his voice. He could hear noises that sounded very much like Wilson was looking at a map as well.
“Well, Delaware and that section of Maryland don’t have too many exits. I’ll see what I can do about setting up road blocks at the Chesapeake Bay Bridge on the west, the tunnel-bridge in the south, and the roads that cross the Chesapeake and Delaware Canal in the north. Although I’m sure there are more roads across that canal than are shown on my map, it’s still a narrow area where we’ll have good control.”
Wallace nudged Carter and pointed to a few dotted lines noted on the water areas. Carter nodded to Wallace then said to the speaker phone, “There are also some ferries that cross the Chesapeake Bay and the Delaware Bay. You should cover them as well.”
“Oh, yes. I see them,” Wilson said. Carter could almost hear him shrug over the phone. “Well, we’ll do our best.”
“Before someone else gets killed,” Carter added like a dagger.
“We encountered some difficulty,” the man said into the cellular phone. The man was sitting in the front passenger’s seat. There was the other man driving, and the third sitting in the back. The car was heading north on US 13, ‘everybody’s driveway’ as it was called by most of the people who used it, because it seemed that everybody’s driveway made a blind entrance onto the road, scaring hell out of those trying to make some time on the road. The men were as quiet as before, but more excited underneath the quiet. They had done something, they had acted, and it felt good.
“Are you trying to tell me that I should expect trouble?” Walter said at the other end of the phone.
“No. We had the trouble, sir. And we resolved it.”
Suddenly Walter was weary of this convoluted talk. “What happened?”
“This connection may not be secure,” the man said.
“No one knows we are here,” his tone was firm and there was no doubt about his annoyance. “No one will be listening in to our telephone calls. Now, time is not to be wasted. What happened?”
“He refused to cooperate with us.”
“Why?”
“He did not trust us. I can only guess. Two of us came to the front door, and once it was certain he was opening the door to talk with us, the third man went around to the back. He let himself into the house while we were talking with Mr. Hansen. Mr. Hansen tried to slam the door in our faces, but we pushed it back against him. He stepped back to shoot us. He had a gun in his hand, but our third man jumped him.”
“Did he give any reason for his behavior?”
“None. I showed him the photograph of Mr. Elliston. He said that he knew nothing about the man. We bound him to a chair in the kitchen, and then searched the house. We discovered rather quickly that Mr. Hansen had lied to us. We found a passport and wallet containing the identification of Walter Hopkins. That was the name Mr. Elliston was to be traveling under. These items were found in the trash.” The man let out a sigh of resigned regret. “We did not have time to treat him gently.”
“Can he bring the authorities after you?”
“He is dead,” the man said.
“I see,” Walter said.
“We were able to determine that Mr. Elliston now has another automobile. We found the garage empty. We questioned Mr. Hansen about this. He eventually told us it was a six-year-old Ford Taurus. Brown with a dented right front fender. The license number is FX3-48H.”
“What about his new identity?”
“He was not able to tell us. I am sure that if he had known, he would have given it to us. He had been holding a packet of identification papers for Mr. Elliston. But he did not know what identity they established.”
“How far behind Elliston are you?”
“Not more than an hour, hour and a half. But we do not know which direction the man has taken. Nor were we able to learn his objective. We can only assume that he is continuing to travel north. This may not be a valid assumption since his coming this way was to see Mr. Hansen for the pouch with the new identification. That accomplished, his next objective could be somewhere other than north.”
“Yes, I understand.”
Chapter IX
The sea gulls were crying and swarming about in the air in such confusion it was impossible to understand how they didn’t collide with each other. They came in fast then veered off at the last minute, with luck, coaxing a piece of popcorn from the people on the ferry, and with skill, catching it in mid air while avoiding each other and the side of the boat. They worked hard for their popcorn. Some dove for pieces that were not caught and drifted down toward the water. Still others scoured the water for those pieces missed by everyone else. And all the while they cried to each other in a tone that could only be translated as ‘Get out of my way!’
The water was calm. Not glassy. The surface roughened just enough to take away the shine from the sunlight reflected off it. The ferry moved steadily, and it seemed always too slowly through the water. Land was not visible in any direction, as if they were isolated from all the world, as if everything were frozen in some alien time. The sun was slipping through long strips of torn clouds trying to find its way higher in the sky.
Some of the truckers were eating the breakfast they had brought for themselves. Others had stayed in their trucks and tried to catch some sleep. Most of the people who had come aboard with cars were sitting outside on the deck of the ferry with those who had walked on. They were taking in the morning sea air, taking in the newspaper to get them up on the events of the day, and taking in another cup of coffee to get the old heart out of neutral.
Neil sat looking at the sea gull action, but not really seeing it. His mind was drifting over the rocky coast of his life, searching nostalgically among the things that once gave significance to the present, once gave significance to himself. Now they were like the useless wreckage of some forgotten craft. He picked over them like a man shipwrecked, searching once again for something of use among the debris. And, in a way he was a man abandoned.
The worst Neil had faced in prison was the uselessness of his own life. He pulled the strength to survive from the belief in a purpose higher than himself. Neil’s higher purpose disappeared in the light of day, disappeared when he was traded free, only to find that the world had gone on without him, that the life he left behind was gone - his wife and son with another man, and the very people, who knew what he had suffered, put him in another kind of cell, shut him away forever.
When that happened his whole mind had shut down, filled tight with a thick gray despair. He did what they said, he followed their rules, and he watched without concern the time slip slowly by. He didn’t care anymore about anything. Despair lay over him like a heavy wool blanket, smothering him. He closed all the doors to himself.
The doctors tried to coax them open, but he kept them shut tight. Behind one of those doors was the heat of his life, the force that kept him alive and willing to live. At first that force was small, unnoticed. But it grew stronger with each day, each year. Until it outgrew the room it had lived in, and it pushed against the door.
He opened the door and the hate moved out of the room. It surged into the light, it grew massive, it raged in his depths, its heat growing into his limbs, strengthening his body, strengthening his will. Hate for having been lied to all those years about life, about its meaning, its purpose, its glory. Hate for those who exposed those lies with such brutality. And hate for those who would control him, and use him.
He discovered that hate was a stronger emotion than any other he had experienced. One that demanded fulfillment and was not easily denied. And now he was on a quest toward that fulfillment. A quest that had become the sole purpose of his life, the reason for him to continue to be.
But the contact with Charlie had done something inside. The fires roared on, but there was a sense of weariness that had moved into the scene. Charlie’s offer to take him in held out things he hadn’t known in so long. Friendship. Refuge.
It had felt good to be there, watch the sunrise, smell the air. And let his soul heal. Maybe they could do it together? Help each other heal. At least they could support each other’s pain. Then the demons inside him raged with a sudden ferocity that sent that idea into the shadows for a time. But only for a time.
Off in the distance land appeared, a small sliver of darker gray on the horizon that over the next fifteen minutes grew larger and went from gray to green and brown. And buildings sprouted up, mere daubs of color at first, then low squat structures and tiny homes. Until finally the ferry - the 8:30 AM ferry from Lewes, Delaware, slid gently into the slip in Cape May, New Jersey.
It was almost 9:30 am when the trucks and cars slowly trundled their way off the ferry and melted into the flow of life once again. One of those cars was the brown Taurus with a dented front fender.
As Neil Elliston maneuvered the car through the network of roads looking for the Garden State Parkway, he turned on the car radio. A soft violin danced playfully through the scales, dipping and twirling the notes into the air. A classical station.
Well, what do you know. Charlie was always filled with surprises. Neil smiled to himself at the incongruity of it. A rough street-wise guy like Charlie into classical music. Wonders never cease.
He twirled the radio knob skipping through the stations until he found one giving the news. It was then he heard that the authorities were beginning to set up road blocks in northern Delaware.
“...Though no one from the local police nor the State Police have made any statement about their reasons, it has been rumored that there is a fugitive on the loose who the police feel they have trapped in that area of the state. Traffic is beginning to back up rapidly. The authorities in Maryland have slowed the flow of traffic across the Chesapeake Bay Bridge as well as interdicting the ferries that serve the mainland.
“On the Delaware side they have also put police at the ferry terminal in Lewes, to inspect those boarding the ferry to New Jersey. We have been asked by the Delaware State Police to advise businesses in southern Jersey that the ferry will experience some delays.....”
It was incredible! That was the thought that rolled over and over in Carter’s mind. He could not believe that Elliston would have killed Charlie Hansen. Why Charlie Hansen? Why kill him? To cover up his trail? But the man was brutalized before being killed. No, it was just not what Carter had pictured as an act in Elliston’s profile.
Carter was sure he knew Elliston, knew what the man would do, how he would act, or react to circumstances. He felt he knew him at least as well as one human can know another. And this murder was not what Elliston would do. Oh, he was capable of killing. But not like this. It made no sense.
And, because it made no sense, it scared Carter. Scared him deeply. He feared for his life. Because if Elliston had done this, then the man had changed, had become more ruthless, more unpredictable. ‘Insane’ was the word that finally came to mind.
Carter absently felt for the plastic pistol in his jacket pocket. On impulse he had brought it in from the car this morning. Now, it made him feel better to have it with him. Like the tranquilizer gun, this pistol was made of high-impact plastic, and the bullets were Teflon-coated plastic as well. No metal to set off the detectors. But at close range it killed just as effectively as a steel gun. If he was able to use it before Elliston could act. If. He became aware he was perspiring, and it was not warm in the office.
When the telephone rang it was with relief that he answered it. Anything to get his mind active.
“Yes?” he said into the phone.
“Special Agent Wilson, Mr. Carter.” There was some static on the line that threw a rough noise over the voice. “Wanted to call and bring you up to date. We ID’d the car. A Ford Taurus, 1988, brown. And we got the license number: ZH5-T23. We’ve notified the locals and state up through New York, Connecticut, and south through the Carolinas, and west through West Virginia. It shouldn’t be long before we hear about him again.”
The radio news, every half hour, repeated the article about the search for the fugitive going on in Delaware. It was the lead story, and they were following it closely. The entire news show was a half hour long, complete with sports and weather, and at the end of the half hour, it began again. Each time they came to the story they added what additional information dribbled in.
But it was after eleven when his name was first mentioned, and it was a slap in the face. “...Elliston. He has many aliases. The car he is driving is a Brown 1988 Ford Taurus, Delaware license ZH5-T23. The man is to be considered armed and dangerous. If you should spot the car, do not attempt to approach him. Contact the police immediately. Again, this man, Neil Elliston is wanted for the robbery and slaying of a Charles Hansen in Chapel Harbor Delaware...”
The words were like a stab to the heart. Neil didn’t hear anything after that. A gray curtain was drawn over his mind, smothering his thoughts. The shock was a powerful blow that clamped tightly on his emotions. ‘The world was mad’ was inscribed on the gray curtain. And ‘Charlie was dead’ pounded through his head like a jungle drumbeat. And the demons were aroused.
Carter answered the telephone. It was a summons to the ‘Greenhouse’. Carter checked the clock. 12:02. Guess the news was out, he thought, and steeled himself for what he knew was to come. He got up from his desk with a grunt of mental effort, and headed for the Director’s office and the ‘Laurel and Hardy’ show - “Look at the mess you’ve got us in now, Stanley.”
The male secretary rolled his eyes to let Carter know trouble was behind the door. Carter took a deep breath, he could feel his heart pounding hard in his chest, opened the door, stepped inside, and closed the door. The Director was seated leaning back in the chair behind his desk scowling in Carter’s direction.
He signaled with a short wave of a hand that Carter should take the chair directly in front of the desk. Carter moved forward and sat in the chair, and waited. The Director looked at Carter, but didn’t say anything. The silence hung like oil in the air. Carter was not going to make the first move. He was better at counterpunching. He would wait it out. The Director finally leaned forward and interlaced his fingers and put his hands on the desk.
“What do we do now, Patrick?” he said, the hard gravel of his voice softened by the low tone of his delivery. It was clear that the ‘we’ he spoke of was the proverbial one - Patrick Carter. “It seems your assassin has killed one man already. A former Company man. How are we going to explain this?”
“No one has tied Elliston with the Company...” Carter began, but the Director interrupted with, “Yet. It is only a matter of time and some adequate journalism before his career with the Agency is uncovered.” He leaned even closer to Carter, and said with slow emphasis. “What do we do then? What do we tell them about where he has been? What he has been up to?”
Carter wanted to squirm under the Director’s heavy assault, but he did not. He would not. It wasn’t his style. His was one of control. Control, and end-run thinking. He took a slow breath, gathering strength, and he charged.
“We tell them that he has not been with the Agency for five years. Ever since his return from East Germany on the prisoner exchange.”
The Director’s face scrunched up in a deep hard frown.
“We tell them that he resigned from his job at the Agency then, and disappeared. We had no contact with Elliston until this tragedy. Until shortly before the murder of Charles Hansen, who was a former fellow worker at the Agency.”
The Director slowly leaned back in the chair and pulled his folded hands into his lap. He never took his eyes off Carter as he did this.
“We had received a telephone call from Mr. Hansen that Elliston had contacted him and threatened to kill him. Since we have no jurisdiction in the Country, we contacted the FBI. We also did a little research and found that Elliston had escaped from a mental facility in Virginia, where he’d been for the past five years.”
The Director chewed absently on his cheek, and he thought through what Carter was saying.
“We can doctor the records to support this story. His letter of resignation, and that.”
“What of his wife?” the Director said. “Can she dispute this? The press will find her, I am sure.”
“The last she heard was what we had presented at her divorce hearing, that Elliston was presumed dead. She has no idea he is alive. Of course, that was the way he had wanted it, since he didn’t contact her after he resigned from the Company.”
“Will the FBI have a problem supporting this story?”
“I don’t know, sir. But any encouragement along those lines should come from your office.”
The Director nodded his head. “Yes. That might work.” He looked to the ceiling as he thought it all over. “Yes.” He continued to examine the ceiling, and the frown on his face slowly disappeared. “Yes.” Then he lowered his eyes to look at Carter. “I will leave it up to you to handle the details of this.”
Carter nodded. “Alexander should be informed. There are things he must do.”
Not the part of the plan that Carter liked. Alexander could fumble his end on purpose to throw heat at Carter. The only thing that might keep him in line was he’d be throwing some heat on himself as well.
“The people at the Home must be alerted to the story. And no military uniforms on the premises. That would create more questions should the press visit the facility.”
“I will see to Alexander,” the Director nodded. He put his hands on the desk and leaned forward again toward Carter. “This doesn’t get you off the hook, Patrick. If this goes on for a long time, the press will dig deep enough to unravel your little story. Should that happen, you know the consequences.”
Carter held himself steady, but his heart was thumping angrily and desperately in his chest.
“Remember Richard Nixon. You are judged by the worst that you do, not the best. It is not a scale where the good is weighed against the bad.” The Director leaned suddenly back in his chair, and steepled his fingers under his chin. “Keep me informed. I don’t want to have to learn about what’s happening from my other sources. You are my source.” The he nodded his dismissal.
Carter rose, surprised that his knees had grown weak, and walked to the door. As he reached to the knob, the Director spoke to Carter’s back.
“If they take Elliston alive, he’ll talk, and our story won’t hold up. Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”
Carter left the Greenhouse, closing the door gently behind him.
He drove a half hour without any memory of it. The demons had come out of the darkness and had taken complete control of him. Only the passage of time slowly pushed them back. And a half hour of his time was gone to him.
He was still on the Garden State Parkway, which wasn’t good. And he couldn’t understand what had happened to Charlie, which also wasn’t good. But he felt responsible for what had happened to Charlie, which wasn’t good either.
He didn’t believe in coincidence. This wasn’t a random thing where he just happened to leave Charlie in time to miss... No. No. Wait a minute. There was someone out there after him, capable of killing. That he believed. And he believed that Charlie had gotten in the way. That thought was a spear in Neil’s heart. He was responsible for more death.
He held the pain inside, kept it where he could see it, feel it. It made him strong, angry, more determined. He put Charlie with the others in his life that he had been robbed of. He just couldn’t believe the Company was responsible. If not the Company, then who?
And he also knew that he had to get off the Parkway quickly. The best place to be was where there were others, lots of traffic, lots of activity. The parkway was too easy to patrol. He knew the state, knew where he was.
The next exit he got off and mentally mapped out the area of secondary roads, where there was a lot of business activity, malls, stores, restaurants. It was slower going, but much safer. The first thing he had to do was get rid of the car, and then get lost in a crowd. It was easier to look for a car than for a man.
It was nearing 12:30 pm when Elliston pulled into a parking space at the Hoboken train terminal in Hoboken, New Jersey. He had taken the time to circle around Newark to the north bypassing a number of entrances to Manhattan. He figured they’d be the more obvious ones to check for someone coming in from the south.
The spot he pulled into was one of the few available, and it was short term parking. If fifty cents was inserted in the meter he could use the space for twenty minutes. The terminal was the south end for New Jersey Transit commuter trains from north Jersey and part of New York State.
The Hoboken Terminal had received a coat of paint on the roof making it an even copper-oxide green, and the area outside the terminal had been given a plaza, but the building still looked old and tired. Beneath the terminal ran another train line, the Path which was the last leg of the commute to Manhattan.
Neil took his suitcase, left the car without inserting any change in the meter - he didn’t plan on coming back. He carried the suitcase in his left hand, his right hand and wrist couldn’t be depended upon to hold it without pain. His leg was stiff from all the driving, and the knee hurt with each bend.
The weather didn’t help it any, he thought. The color was slipping from the day. Large sheets of gray clouds slid across the sky, and there was a bite of cold on the wind. In the sunlight the terminal building looked dismal. With the fading of the sunlight it looked bleak.
He stopped, opened the suitcase, removed the tan windbreaker he had bought in Windsor Plains, and slipped it on. Then he entered the terminal, and followed the signs down the stairs and through the tunnel that led to the Path line. Inserted a dollar in the turnstile, pushed through, and descended still further to the station platform.
There were not many people that time of the day. Two other people waited on the platform with him. They were down the other end. Another person came down the stairs after him and moved a safe distance away. There was a peculiar smell of gas in the air.
The air began to move across the platform, blowing like foul breath in his face, and the train pulled into the station with a noisy growl and the clanging rattle of hard steel against hard steel, the wheels slamming hard on the tracks, the vibrations coming to Neil from his feet up through the platform. The train stopped and the doors hissed open.
He went inside and sat down. He was calm, he told himself. But his rapid heartbeat said he was a liar. He would have preferred more people around him.
The train moved out smoothly and noisily into the dark of the tunnels. The ride to the Port Authority Bus Terminal took forty minutes. It was the last stop in the network. It was a ride where he was on edge the whole time. Thoughts and emotions bubbled together in his mind.
Once off the train he had a long walk through the maze of underground tunneling before reaching the bus terminal. Then up the escalator to the first floor. There were stairs alongside the escalator but they seemed to be for down only. And the way his knee felt, stairs were not a choice.
The first floor was a huge vaulted area with stores and ticket windows and a constant confused jumble of people moving without order through the terminal. The background noise level went way up, filled with the sounds of shoes stepping on terrazzo floor, homogenized conversations, and noises of the machinery from the escalators to the air conditioning.
Unlike the Hoboken train terminal, this bus terminal, except for the wee hours of the morning, was constantly bustling with humanity.
Neil moved into the crowd and felt a lot safer in the middle of all those people. He found the ticket windows for the bus lines. They were grouped between the two large escalators that led up to the second floor where the buses were boarding. The ticket windows were laid out in a half circle on a raised floor a few steps above the main floor.
Along the top of the wall over the ticket windows was an advertisement for Sony with three televisions placed to be seen by the people on the ticket lines. All three sets were playing but the sound could not be heard above the noise level of the terminal. In the center of the floor were a few benches, not enough to accommodate all those looking for a chance to sit down. At each of the windows there was a line of people waiting to buy tickets.
Neil looked up at the listings above the ticket windows until he found the one selling tickets to Buffalo, New York. He got on that line. There were six people on that line before him. On either side of him were lines for other windows.
Neil’s attention, like the attention of the other people waiting in the lines, was drawn to the televisions. Looked like a news program. The commentator was talking to the camera while a motion picture played in the square hovering over his right shoulder.
Nothing of what the man was saying could be heard. The square over his shoulder grew to fill the screen with the deck where Neil and Charlie had sat together over breakfast. The next shot showed the kitchen, and the blood that soiled the scene.
Damn, Neil thought. It hurt him to see that. It was Charlie’s blood he was looking at. The screen showed the front of the house. A man in the foreground holding a microphone before his mouth was speaking to the camera. Two men in the background were struggling out the front door with a gurney, a body bag not empty was lying on the gurney.
He turned away. He didn’t want to see it. The pictures stirred the demons awake. He didn’t want that just yet.
He never noticed the two men standing on the other side of the semi-circle looking over the crowd of people buying tickets. The two men wore gray sport jackets and dark trousers. They both had on white shirts opened at the collar. One was tall, with angular features and a thick hard body. He stood quietly against the wall. The other was more average in height, with dark hair and fair features, and a muscular frame that pushed at the clothing. He was moving about nervously, and chewing gum with a vengeance.
Their eyes moved over the faces of the people waiting in line and on the main floor moving past the ticket area. They had been at this for the last four hours, and were scheduled to do this for another four hours before they would be relieved. After four hours of looking at so damn many faces, everyone started to look alike. Or, at least, look unimportant. With so many people, how could any one of them be important?
“I am hungry,” the tall man said. His voice had coarse sand in it, the result of an old injury to the throat.
“You are always hungry,” the shorter man said. He was annoyed with the tall man, and annoyed with the job. He was a man of action, a man trained to act, and tightly coiled to explode into action. Standing around for four hours looking at all those faces was driving him batty.
And he took it out on the tall man, who appeared to accept his assignment complacently. He envied him that complacency. He himself was becoming a nervous wreck. A man couldn’t stand at the ready like that for so long without the taut nerves eventually releasing some of their energy. That release of energy had him shifting his weight, jiggling, pacing and chewing gum until his jaws hurt.
“I go to get a sandwich,” the tall man said. “Do you want that I bring to you anything to eat?”
“Wait,” the shorter man said. “I will go for the food. If I stand around here much longer I will explode.”
In front of Neil was a large overweight black woman stuffed in a dark cloth coat, and wearing a small dark blue hat with a puff of veil. In front of her was a man in a dark business suit and gray hair. He was carrying a suitcase similar to Neil’s.
The lines on either side of them were close, and people having bought their tickets at the windows had to shoulder their way back between the lines. This meant there was a constant shuffling of the people in the lines as they moved aside to let them pass through, and then moved forward closer to the windows.
It was during one of these shuffles that Neil’s face was exposed enough to catch the eye of the tall man. The tall man frowned at Neil, trying to coax more clarity from his own eyes and his memory. Neil moved back in position and his face was blocked by the tall black man in coveralls in the line next to him.
The tall man was still frowning even though he could no longer see Neil’s face. He nudged the jiggling shorter man. The shorter man turned with annoyance on his face.
“What!” he snapped. The tall man, looking in Neil’s direction, nodded that nod that is really pointing with your face. The shorter man, also frowning, looked over where the taller man was looking. Neil’s face was hidden by the tall black.
Then one of those shuffles began as the person at the window turned and started back through the lines. First the black woman, then Neil moved out of the person’s way. And Neil’s face came out from behind the tall black man in coveralls. It came out enough that the shorter man got a clear view. The shorter man’s eyes widened, and he looked quickly at the tall man, who was still frowning with uncertainty.
“That is him!” he whispered. His hand went inside his jacket, and grabbed the grip of the gun in the pocket.
“I do not know,” the taller man said. He dug out the photograph from his jacket pocket, and unfolded it. Then he looked at the photo, then at Neil. Neil’s face was now exposed because the people in the lines had moved down, and the black man in overalls was one step behind him.
The tall man took a few more comparative looks then nodded. “Yes,” he said, folding the photo. He put it back in his pocket, and reached for the gun. The shorter man already had his gun out and was trying to move through the lines to get closer to Neil.
Now, in New York, people will move for a man with a gun. They are not stupid. In fact they will give him plenty of room. But what the shorter man was carrying was a clear plastic weapon, a tranquilizer gun that looked more like a kid’s toy than a real gun. In that case many of the people closed ranks rather than let this guy push through.
Behind him came the tall man who ran into the same problem. The people didn’t stop the men from coming through, they simply made it difficult for them, crowding them, then giving them the shoulder, a grumble and, as they pushed past, a nasty look that said, ‘Who the hell do you think you are!’
The tall man, afraid the commotion they were stirring up would alert Elliston before they could reach him, aimed his gun over the heads of the people. He did not have a clean shot, but it was still a good shot. Until someone nudged him.
Neil was looking forward, the newscast now dealing with another tragedy. There were only two more people before him now. He was looking at the back of the black woman but he wasn’t really seeing her. Neil’s mind was totally involved with trying to figure out what had happened to Charlie. Who the hell would go to such extremes? He knew that Carter was capable of ordering something like that, but he couldn’t bring himself to believe Carter had done it.
When he saw the dart appear in the side of the woman’s neck in front of him, his mind barely recorded it. It was an observation of a mind distracted. What he thought was that it was odd she should have that dart in her neck. She jerked with reflex from the sting, and, as her hand reached up to her neck, she turned around to him with anger on her face and fire in her eyes.
“What you think you’re doin...!” she said, the last word slipping around a bit, and the sentence failing to finish. She pulled out the dart, held it up in her fingers, and gave it a funny look. Her eyes seemed to be swinging loose in her head. Then the light went out in them, and she dropped in a heap, knocking people about as her body made room for itself on the floor.
Her collapse sent a message of chaos through the crowd, like ripples when a rock is dropped in the water. People knocked into people, and pushed people, and swore and complained in their anger. The tall black in the coveralls let out a ‘Yow!’ and reached for something high on his back.
Neil didn’t react immediately. It took a moment for what was happening to clear away the confusion of thoughts and find a place center stage in his mind. When it did, he was stark wide alert, and the adrenalin was blasting into his system.
He ducked quickly, whirled about and shoved toward the open area beyond the confusion of people that had once been orderly lines. The tall black man in the coveralls was the next to collapse, sending more people off their feet and shoving against the crowd, and more swearing and shouting. Neil burst through the people, sending a few more in angry shouts to the ground. And he was running. Weaving and darting through the crowd of people.
Pain in sharp daggers came from his knee. His mind was a rage of confusion. He didn’t know where the hell to run. And the damn suitcase was banging against people and slowing him down. He ran right up to a startled woman then twisted past her just as a dart appeared in her chest.
He didn’t dare take the time to look back. Knowing how many were after him wouldn’t help him right then. What he needed to know was a way out. He pulled the tranquilizer gun from his jacket, but his hand couldn’t grip it right, the two bent fingers in the way. Then just ahead he saw the way out! The stairs down to the labyrinth of tunnels.
The escalator was bringing people up and dumping them off at the first floor two at a time in a steady flow. And in almost the same number others were leaving the main floor heading down the stairs. As he reached the top of the stairs he whirled around quickly, staggering on his bad leg, and raised the suitcase as a shield. Two people coming up behind him jumped aside and gave him worried looks. He hugged the gun next to his chest and forced it into the bent fingers so it was held correctly, then he aimed the tranquilizer gun at the first of the two men he saw chasing him.
Two darts plicked into the suitcase before he fired. Two policeman rushed into the crowd toward the two men. Neil’s gun spat three darts, one of which caught the shorter man as he ran into a man while he tried to dodge the shots. The other two hit people around the man.
The shorter man railed in anger and fired four shots at Neil before his determination faltered and he melted to the floor, but Neil was already out of sight, dashing down the stairs, shoving people aside as he went, the suitcase slamming into people, his leg, shouting pain, gave way and he stumbled, releasing the suitcase as he grabbed for a handhold, people falling and screaming and shouting.
Somehow he kept his balance and made it to the bottom of the stairs, stepping around two people knocked to the floor. He went through the doorway into the tunnels then ran in a painful hobble off to the left. There was a flight of stairs to the street on his right. He turned and climbed them to the top, dragging his bad leg along, and pushing people out of the way.
In the street the crowds were thinned. He put the gun back inside his jacket. Taxis were swinging in and grabbing people as fast as they arrived. Neil ran up to the first taxi, pushed the couple aside that were going to get in the cab, handed the man a ten, thanked him, and jumped into the cab. The man and woman stood there perplexed, the man looking at the ten dollar bill in his hand.
The cab driver was about to protest when Neil slipped a twenty-dollar bill through the small opening in the plastic shield that separated the driver from the passengers. The driver whisked away the twenty and trounced on the gas. Three blocks later the cab pulled to the curb.
Neil left the taxi and walked down the side street. He tried not to hurry, his limp would only draw attention to himself. He had gone two more blocks east before he felt safe enough to stop and catch his breath, and try to get his mind out of panic mode, and his body out of tremble.
Chapter X
When the telephone rang suddenly on his desk, Carter jumped. He’d been sitting there all day trying to concentrate on the work piling on his desk. But he had gotten nowhere. His mind refused to put Elliston aside, even temporarily. Instead it focused on the man, walking him in at any given moment when Carter turned to something else. Damn.
He should have checked with the ‘Home’ sooner about Elliston. Maybe he could have seen to it that the man was neutralized before now. At least he would have made sure that Kussler and the Colonel would have been replaced with more competent men. Then it was possible that Elliston would not have escaped. Would not be out there to terrorize him.
Yes, he admitted only to himself, Elliston frightened him more as the day grew older. In the last couple of hours he had patted that gun in his jacket a number of times. He’d taken it out, checked it to make sure it worked, even aimed it a few times to bolster his confidence. But he was not ready. His hands trembled noticeably. And he was sweating a lot.
Knowing he was the prey, and sitting there waiting for Elliston to strike was unnerving. Carter was a predator by nature, not prey. It was a new experience, not one he liked. His mind had been off trying to deal with the Elliston threat when the phone rang. He looked at the clock out of habit. Close to two in the afternoon.
He picked up the receiver. “Carter,” he said.
“A Mr. Eagle, sir,” the operator said.
“Put this on a secured line.”
“Yes, sir.”
There was a moment’s pause.
“Mr. Carter?”
“Yes.”
“This is Peter.”
“Yes. What’s happened?” Why else would he have called?
“I have just received word that Mr. Elliston was sighted at the Port of Authority Bus Terminal in New York City.”
Carter’s heart jumped in his throat. New York! Elliston was still heading North! And Carter’s soul felt pure relief. Elliston was not coming after him!
He couldn’t help the smile that appeared on his face. He sat back in the chair and let the tension in his body release with a long sigh. There was the strong urge to ask all the dumb questions that come up at such a moment. But he knew better. Instead Carter clamped his teeth together and waited.
“Our people attempted to capture Mr. Elliston, but he eluded us. We have one man in the hospital being treated for the effects of the tranquilizer. It appears that Mr. Elliston has a similar weapon, and he used it effectively.”
“You did not use the hard ammunition?” He leaned forward in the chair. There was a lot of hope riding on the answer. He didn’t want to be in the position to have to explain away serious injury to Joe Citizen.
“No. I decided that in such a crowded area the sight of a gun, or the sound of gunshots would create panic in the people, and that would hinder the success of the assignment.”
“Were any civilians injured?” Please let the answer be ‘no’ to that one, too.
“There are five in the hospital also being treated for the effects of the tranquilizer.” While Carter was trying to organize this new information Peter continued to talk. “I have contacted Mr. Copeland, the person who met us at the airport, and told him what has happened. He said he would see to ‘cleaning it up’. That was the phrase he used.”
“Good,” Carter said, and ‘not too serious’ was what he thought. Then the real questions began to come forward. “What was Elliston doing in the bus terminal?”
“It has been reported that he was on a line to purchase a bus ticket. The window that he was waiting at was selling tickets to...” There was a pause and Carter heard the noise of paper, and he assumed Peter was referring to a list. “...Monroe, Schenectady, Albany, Buffalo. These are the major cities on the route. Of course, we do not know for which destination he was trying to purchase a ticket.
“His suitcase we obtained. He left it behind him in the chase. There was some clothing, a suit, and money, almost five thousand dollars. And there was clothing. I found nothing to show what name he is using.”
Carter had not heard the last of what Peter had said. His mind stuck on Buffalo. It was like a tree fallen across the road. He stopped at it and couldn’t see his way around it. And then things dropped into place. Elliston wasn’t after Carter that seemed to be confirmed. That left the other possibility, and ... Elliston would be trying to get out of the country!
That’s it! Elliston knew the airports would be covered so he couldn’t leave. He was heading for Canada because he knew the Agency didn’t have power there, nor any appreciable staff in Canada to stop him. And the FBI couldn’t get the Mounties interested in something like this because this was an internal security matter. Nothing to do with their law. They’d look the other way. Even with the murder of Charlie Hansen, it would take a few days at the very least to get the Canadians to agree to chase after Elliston. By then he would be out of their country.
“He’s trying to get to Canada!” he said to Peter.
“Canada,” Peter said. Not a question, but a statement of fact that he was now thinking over. “I will deploy to stop him.” And he hung up.
Carter replaced the receiver on its cradle and smiled. If Elliston makes it out of Canada he’s going to be headed into Carter’s domain. And Carter would once again be the predator and Elliston the prey. Just the way Carter liked it.
The sky was going gray. Clouds had continued to move in and now blotted out the sun. The temperature had dropped and there was the taste of rain in the air. Neil was seated at the window of the train and tried to see through the haze of scratches on the glass. The windows were tinted blue, and had rippled faults that made things wriggle by. Everything appeared to be under water: houses, trees, cars all submerged in blue clouded water.
It annoyed him that he couldn’t clearly see the scenery. It would have helped to distract him. How the hell had they tracked him down? He hadn’t expected them to cover the bus terminal. He figured they’d definitely do the airports, ship terminals, and there was a good chance of them being at the major train stations. But covering the bus terminals was a surprise. Damn.
He had underestimated them. It was a stupid mistake for him to make, and it had cost him. Most of the money was in the suitcase. But he was still free, and still on his feet. That battle went to them, but the war was not over. He was going to need more money. That had to be first priority. And he would need a car. Right then his best chance of getting both of these was Howie.
After he had been sure he lost those chasing him, Neil had descended into the subway system of New York, and made his way down to the World Trade Center where he picked up the Path train to take him to Newark, and a train at Newark to Plainfield, and to Howie.
He didn’t know where else to turn. There was no network of contacts here like he had in East Berlin. Here he was on his own. Except for Howie.
Now the train pulled into the Plainfield station, and Neil stepped off and into the first sprinkle of rain, the drops dotting the concrete platform. It was a rain with no heart in it.
He went down the steps to street level and walked to the right, then left to Front Street. Another left brought him to the intersection of Park Avenue and Front Street, and the huge open area that was a flatten square block of empty lot and parking area.
The lot and its weeds were testament to the shortsightedness of politicians and their dreams of a modern office complex in this center of town. After the buildings were leveled and carted away in 1966, the lot remained undeveloped to this day. From where he stood he could see the gray solid building of United National Bank on the other side of the lot, one block away. It was three-thirty. The Bank floor would be closed, but the people inside would be working away until five.
He stepped to the telephone mounted on a metal pole at the street corner, put in a quarter and dialed.
“United National Bank,” the woman said at the other end.
“Mr. Howard Holbrooke, please.”
“Who shall I say is calling?”
“Bruce Wayne,” Neil said.
“Hold on, Mr. Wayne, I’ll connect you.”
There was a moment of dead noise on the line.
“This is Howard Holbrooke. How may I help you?” Neil could hear in Howie’s voice, the frown on his face.
“This is the Bruce Wayne.” As kids Howie was always Robin to Neil’s Batman. “I’m at a telephone at Park and Front, and it’s raining on me.”
“The Bruce Wayne?”
“Robin, I need your help.”
“Batman!” he shouted in a whisper. “I mean...,” he hesitated, regaining his composure. “It’s good of you to call, Mr. Wayne. Nice to hear your voice again after all those...all that time you were away. We have visitors today at the bank. So, I won’t be able to talk with you for very long.”
“Good to hear your voice, too, Howie.” And it was good. Made him feel human. “Good friends are hard to come by for me. I assume these visitors are looking for me?”
“Yes. What can I do for you, Mr. Wayne?”
“How the hell are you, old buddy?”
A small chuckle at the other end. “Just fine. It’s been a long time.” Then he chuckled a little harder, and spoke lower trying not to be overheard. “Holy hand grenades, Batman, what the hell is going on?”
Neil had to chuckle, too. “A very long story. Most of it you wouldn’t believe.”
“Are you all right?”
“I guess they’ve spoken to you.”
“Yes.”
“I’m not a mental patient. Please, trust me. It’s too complicated to go into. And it is too far removed from your world to even make any sense to you.” Neil took a deep breath, and let it out in surrender. “Have you seen Eleanor?”
“Yeah.” Neil could tell Howie was having trouble with this. “She’s doing fine.”
“And Danny?”
“The guy she married is great with him.” Somehow hearing that hurt Neil more than he expected.
“Judy and I visit them on Danny’s birthday. It’s a godfather’s duty. And we drop by around Christmas, too. Don’t worry, they’ve given him a nice home to grow up in.”
“I guess he doesn’t remember me?”
Howie hung back a moment on this one. “No, he doesn’t.” He said it with regret.
“Good,” Neil said, the word carried no emotion. He had none to give it.
Howie came into the silence. “I’ve been handling the money as you told me. As long as the checks kept coming I distributed the cash as we had arranged. Danny’s account has a nice chunk of cash for college. And I’ve kept all those other accounts alive.”
“Eleanor speak of me at all?”
It was clear by the gaps of silence that this was getting tough for Howie. “No.”
Neil nodded, as if Howie could see him. He rubbed the rain from his face. “Where are they living?”
“You’re not going to try and see her, are you?” With a silent plea that he wouldn’t try.
Neil shook his head, “No. I don’t want to bring trouble to her.”
“Harrison Peak, Pennsylvania.”
“Back to her childhood,” Neil said.
“She moved in with her mother after you were...missing. She met Ken, her husband there.”
There was an uncomfortable silence before Howie spoke again, “She probably has some visitors like mine.”
“Probably.”
“That can’t be too nice for them.”
Neil agreed, it couldn’t. “Look, Howie, I need a favor. I really hate to ask you.”
“What is it?”
“I need a car, and I need money.” The rain was running into his eyes, and starting to soak into the windbreaker. The damn jacket was supposed to be waterproof.
Howie chewed on that for awhile. It was tough to deny a friend, but he wasn’t sure what trouble he’d be bringing on himself and his wife. Neil was Howie’s friend. They grew up together. There was a strong bond between them. But not between Neil and Judy. She wouldn’t be willing to make the sacrifices for Neil that Howie would.
To hell with it, he said to himself. He is my friend, and I won’t deny him now. Judy and I will have to work it out between us, later. “Tell you how we’ll play this. Remember this number - 1223. That’s my pin number for my Master Card. Got it? 1223.”
“1223. I got it.”
“It’s good for $500 a day. And the top on it is five thousand. Now, I’m going to go out to my car. It’s a blue Mustang, three years old. License number is HL4-23Y. I’m parked in the open lot across from the Bank. Can you see the lot from where you are?”
Neil looked around the sound board of the telephone. “Yes. License HL4-23Y.”
“Okay. I’ll leave the doors open, and the keys and the Master Card in the glove compartment. I’ll also get $500 from the card, and put that in the glove compartment. Best I can do. I think it’s got about a half tank of gas. It’ll be up to you after that.”
“Robin, I owe you one.”
“Don’t go over to the car right away. I’m sure the visitors will be watching for awhile.”
“Understand.”
“I’ll report the car stolen at five when I leave the Bank. In fact, I’ll work a little late, tonight. Say, six. Sometime after that they’ll be looking for the car. Okay?”
“Couldn’t ask for more. Thanks, Howie. For everything.”
“Take care of yourself. And don’t forget your friends.” He hung up the phone before Neil could say anything.
Neil hung up the phone and stepped over to the doorway of the pizza place opposite the telephone. From there he could see the parking lot, and the bank, and he had some protection from the rain.
About five minutes later the side door of the bank opened and a man stepped out, opened an umbrella, and walked into the rain. He headed across the street to the parking area in the vacant lot. From this distance Neil could still recognize Howie.
So much went into the image of Howie during all those years as kids together and as adults - the dark curly hair, the slender build, the walk, the body movements, things that would separate him from others in a crowd.
Neil watched as Howie walked into the lot and moved among the parked cars. Neil glanced repeatedly from Howie to the Bank and the area around it. A man in a dark suit came out the same door that Howie had. He stood in the doorway and watched Howie walk through the parked cars, stop at one, unlock and open the passenger door, bend down and reach inside, then stand up, put something in his suit jacket pocket, close the car door and turn back toward the bank. The man waiting in the doorway went inside. Howie crossed the street, closed the umbrella when he reached the doorway, and went inside as well.
Neil stayed in the doorway looking out over the parking lot and the bank for almost fifteen minutes. During that time he saw a few people go in and come out of the bank. The rain was keeping most people indoors.
Neil was sure the visitors Howie had would not take their eyes off the car, anyway. Whoever they were, they were not stupid. Neil knew he would just have to run the gauntlet. There was no choice. He was impatient to get moving, restless to the demands of the demons. But he forced himself to wait. Fifteen minutes was about all he felt comfortable with. Hopefully that was long enough for the watchers to relax.
The people in the pizza place came out once and asked him if there was a problem. He said, no, that he was waiting for a friend to pick him up. After that there was the danger they would call the police about the man loitering in their doorway. His leg was throbbing from all the standing. Finally he set out into the rain, crossed the street and entered the area of parked cars. His knee stabbed him with each step.
He walked slowly, doing his best to cover up his limp. It took only a few minutes to find the car, but by that time Neil was soaked through to the skin. It was now a serious rain. He opened the passenger door of the car, then opened the glove compartment, and took out the keys. He limped quickly around to the driver’s door, unlocked it, opened the door and slipped into the driver’s seat.
He closed the door, thankful to be out of the rain, and off the leg. He put the key in the ignition and the car started right up. The sudden noise made him jump. Howie had left the radio on, and the music was hard rock.
Neil switched off the radio, backed the car out of the parking space, shifted into drive, and pointed the car toward the exit to the street. He flipped the wipers into action throwing the rain off the windshield with determined swipes.
In the cleared half circle of windshield he saw a man in a dark suit step out of the doorway of the bank. As he spun the wheel to the right to turn onto the street there was a brittle crack and something hit the back of his seat. Instinctively, Neil trounced the gas pedal, and the car skidded and squealed with the madden rush of power before the tires caught on the wet pavement and threw the car up the street, swerving frantically as Neil tried to maintain control.
Two more sounds, thunks, hit the back of the car before he looked into the rearview mirror. He saw the hole in the rear window, and a man in a sport jacket standing in the street taking aim once more at him, a car next to the man, the passenger door being swung open for him. Damn! Someone’s shooting at him!
Just before he zoomed up to the next corner, Neil quickly looked back and saw the car had swallowed up the man with the gun and had taken chase. He also saw the man in the black suit running after the car. Shit.
Neil knew the streets of this city, he had grown up here. He threw the car into a tight turn up the cross street, the world swirling by the windshield in a blur, and hit the gas pedal once more to the floor, the motor crying at the demand, his heart bouncing against his chest like a fish out of water.
The next turn came up quickly, and he skidded dangerously around to the cross street, the terror of losing control had him gripping the steering wheel hard enough to leave his fingerprints.
And again moments later, he skidded through another turn. He didn’t know how long his heart could take this. The streets were short downtown. Plenty of opportunity to lose the men in the car. He kept it up, street after street, turn after turn, his face tight, his heart in death throes, the world swimming across the windshield. The traffic was light, rush hour less than an hour away. He hit Seventh Street, made a right, hit the gas, and went straight out. He looked back but did not see anyone following him.
He eased up on the gas, breathing like he’d just finished a marathon, his heart pounding like a trapped animal in his chest. He was trembling to his damn toes. He looked down at his hands. The knuckles were white with the death grip he had on the steering wheel.
Chapter XI
“You let him get away again!” Carter was struggling to keep his temper under control. He wasn’t having much success.
“Twice you’ve had him this afternoon, and both times you let him get away! What kind of people you got working for you! He’s making your people look like school kids!”
He wanted Neil. Preferably dead, but he wanted him. And these men had bungled two chances to take care of him. Two! How in hell could they have done that?
“The car has been identified,” Peter said in a calm, almost monotone, voice, ignoring Carter’s screaming anger. It gave Carter the feeling he was talking to a machine, and it only made him madder. “A blue Ford Mustang that belonged to Mr. Howard Holbrooke. He was the man we were watching. Might I add here, that certain federal people were also watching Mr. Holbrooke. And those same people did no better than we in apprehending Mr. Elliston.
“I already heard from them,” Carter said. And he hadn’t let Special Agent Wilson off easy either. Though it did get a little tacky when Wilson asked Carter if he had any other people on Elliston. One of Wilson’s men had seen someone shoot at the car Elliston was driving then jump in a car and take off after him.
Carter had to counterattack on that one. And jumped on Wilson about how many men does he need to take in one man? And how many opportunities before he finally takes Elliston down? A man like Elliston doesn’t give too many chances to take him.
Wilson had retreated. Said he had the alarm out for the blue Mustang. It belonged to Howard Holbrooke. Wilson hadn’t yet charged Holbrooke with obstruction. Carter told Wilson to forget it. What Carter didn’t say was that he didn’t want anymore problems with the Elliston thing then he already had.
“I have deployed men to intercept him should he try to cross into Canada,” Peter said. “We are convinced there is a hole in the rear window of the car. Possibly there are other bullet holes in the car. My men fired repeatedly at the car as Elliston drove away. It is possible that he has been wounded.”
Carter thought about that, and wished it were so. But, he doubted it. For no reason except he now felt that Neil was invincible. In a few hours time he had escaped two men at the bus terminal, and at that town in New Jersey. Carter frowned in disgust, the man couldn’t be that good. No man is that good.
After he eluded the guys with the guns, Neil made his way north to Route 22 and headed west. He knew this area, having spent much of his life in Plainfield. Somewhere around Lebanon, New Jersey, he pulled into a shopping center and picked up a roll of duct tape, and a screwdriver. He taped over the hole in the rear window, then rubbed dirt into the tape and curled the edges to make it look as if the tape had been there for a long time. The screwdriver was for when he got the opportunity to get a new license plate.
Next he stopped at a gas station and filled the tank. The skinny guy, in greasy overalls and baseball cap, who pumped the gas, had eyes that were glazed over, and his mind was someplace else. He hardly noticed Neil. Neil paid the guy and left, drove onto Route 78, a major highway and headed straight west into Pennsylvania.
Less than an hour later he turned onto 33 North. He was moving on superhighways and making good time, putting Plainfield and New Jersey far behind him as fast as possible. There was no doubt that the Company and the FBI would swarm into the Plainfield area to try and seal it up before he could get away.
He wanted to get to Route 80 which went straight across northern Pennsylvania. It would pass close to Harrison Peak. He and Eleanor had visited her mother at Harrison Peak many times. So he knew the roads to there. After that exit, the road was unfamiliar to him.
It was nearing eight o’clock when he hit the interchange and slipped onto Route 80 heading west. The road wandered in gentle curves, slipping around and in back of the hills that were like a monstrous rash on the countryside.
To this point the traffic had been thick but not a problem. Now it was quickly thinning out. The rush hour was over and people were in their homes settling down for the evening. And Tuesday evening generated very little night activity. It wasn’t long before he found the road deserted.
Nothing as boring as driving on a superhighway at night. Especially when there are miles with no cars and no lights. Just an endless black hole and the road racing toward you in the headlights.
It did give him time to think. But time wasn’t what he needed to find the answers he searched for. The questions were easy, the answers not so easy. What had happened to Charlie? Why? Who?
He thought of the television pictures of the kitchen and all the blood, and a hand tightened around his heart. Damn. The guilt swelled. He knew it had to have something to do with him. He didn’t know how he’d find the answers to that.
And who the hell were the guys shooting at him in Plainfield? Had the Company sent their own people? He didn’t think so. Too risky. If anyone found out, Congress would be crawling over someone’s ass for operating in the United States. Then who were they? And there were the bullets. The game was getting rough. He was authorized prey. A murderer on the loose.
And then he saw the headlights behind him coming up fast on the left. He checked his speed to make sure he was within the law, and saw on the car’s clock that it was going on nine o’clock. He looked up and watched the headlights draw closer.
It was almost hypnotic. In the dark, the numbing sound of the car riding over the road, nothing around to see except those two headlights. A few times the headlights disappeared, as he went through a curve, only to reappear a moment later. They crept steadily up on him.
The headlights were a few car lengths back when the driver suddenly snapped on the high beams, the reflection in Neil’s side view mirror blasting a blinding sun of pain into his eyes, leaving him with an iridescent blue image in his vision as he quickly looked away.
The high beams stayed on, but the car didn’t draw any closer. It stayed the few car lengths back and kept pace with him. Curious. Then both cars slid under an overpass that came out of the darkness only a moment before they went under it, and disappeared behind them in the blackness the instant they went through. Immediately there followed a curve in the road to the left.
He couldn’t make out the car behind the lights. He knew only that it was a car as opposed to a truck or van, though he would have had a hard time explaining how he knew.
Suddenly the roof rack spun nervous red and blue lights, and a siren sliced the dull road sounds! Neil jumped with fright. Damn! His heart was slamming about ramming blood and adrenalin into his system.
The police car moved rapidly forward to come abreast of Neil. A single State Trooper behind the wheel. Neil could see in the faint reflected light that the trooper was holding high a revolver in his right hand, driving with his left, and signaling with the revolver for Neil to pull over.
Neil hit the gas, the Mustang jumping forward with the sudden energy, the engine screaming for mercy, the needle of the speedometer swinging into higher numbers. The police car jumped forward an instant later to close the gap, but he stayed in the outer lane.
Thoughts flooded Neil’s mind faster than the road shot by. Time telescoped. Seconds became more than enough time to think. Neil knew the trooper had already called for help. Wouldn’t be long before they arrived. So, there wasn’t much time for Neil to get his ass out of there.
He jammed on the brakes, the tires scorching the road in high-pitched anger, the rear end swerving around to the right. The police car hit the brake an instant later, and his car screeched along the road past the Mustang, the rear end swerving to the left.
Neil hit the gas, swung the wheel, the Mustang completed a short left turn behind the police car, and bounced over the grassy median, twisting and skidding on the soft earth, grabbing and throwing dirt and grass, the world jouncing unrecognizably in the windshield, Neil straining against the seat belt, bedlam in his mind, the underside of the car bouncing hard off the ground.
The car made it to the other side of the road, swung left, and shot off down the road. The police car gave chase, bouncing over the grass moments later. Neil had already pushed the Mustang back up to all it was capable of giving, the engine straining to give even more. He had put some distance between him and the police car. He was sure the siren was still going, but Neil didn’t hear it. All he heard was the screaming of the engine, the rushing roar of the tires over the road, and the panicky cries in his mind to find a way out!
Ahead in the car’s headlights the road curved quickly to the right, and he knew the overpass was just beyond. He also knew that there was enough distance between him and the police car to put him momentarily out of sight of the police car once around the curve. It seemed like he had that much time to think, though only fragments of seconds flashed by.
He hit the brake to take the curve on the inside lane, then instantly shut off the lights and slammed the brake to the floor the car swerving and skidding to a desperate stop. He spun the car around and drove it to the grassy shoulder on the inside lane, facing toward the curve. The police car came roaring around the curve.
The first thing that hit the trooper when he rounded the curve was that the road ahead was empty and black, no lights, the car he was chasing was nowhere.
Then, stabbing him in the eyes like pointed daggers, bright lights blazed on from the side of the road off to the right and the Mustang leaped out of the darkness toward him. Everything happened in instants, faster than the snap of the fingers. Reactions instinctive, rather than thought out and deliberate.
The trooper frantically turned the wheel to take his car out of the collision path with the Mustang. The Mustang closed in. He spun the wheel harder, all the way, to avoid the crash. The police car shot off the road and plowed into the grassy median and, with its front wheels turned to the left, digging into the ground, the car flipped on its side and rolled over completely three times, gouging out clumps of dirt and tossing them in the air, tearing the roof rack from the top and throwing it aside, before stopping upside down, windows shattered, the top of the car crushed down almost flat, the wheels spinning uselessly, the engine sputtering in confusion.
Neil didn’t stop to see any of this. He kept going the wrong way on the road, as fast as the Mustang would go. There wasn’t any time to waste here. Others would be moving in quickly to seal off his escape.
His mind roared with clashing signals, panicky cries, and desperate pleas. Calm thinking was what he needed to get out of this. He knew that. It was what saved him many times in East Germany when things got sticky. But knowing and doing were not the same thing, and he fought to control the panic. At the same time trying to think his way out.
Three times in the next mile he pulled over to the shoulder of the road, each time his bright headlights showing a slope of trees and thick brush. The lights couldn’t penetrate beyond the shrubbery. The fourth time he pulled over, the slope though still quite steep was not as bad, and there were sparse bushes and a few young trees. The headlights threw enough light to show the service road at the bottom of the slope.
Desperate cries clawed at his thoughts not to take the chance, that it was too dangerous, he would be killed! Panicky screams said, “Go! Go! Go!”
Logic said that he had to get off that road, it was a trap with too few exits, and time was against him. And then the decision was made for him.
Up ahead he saw the sky glow, the headlights of another car coming from where the road curved behind a large outcropping of rock. No more time. Neil turned off the headlights and drove off the road into the darkness down the slope. Couldn’t see a damn thing. His mind exploded in a spray of red and white screams, panic unrestrained.
He held onto the steering wheel with a grip that fused his hands to the wheel, the car slipping and skidding on the grass, bouncing and twisting with agonizing groans and painful bangs, ramming through bushes that clawed at the car, and with each bounce the car threatening to turn over. It was an eternity in an instant.
The car hit something hard then scraped sparks, and bounced suddenly level. He hit the brake in blind fear, no way to know what lay before him. The car leaned and swayed and there were the hot piercing cries of tires frantically grabbing at the road. Then everything stopped, and the car stalled. The chaos ended abruptly, and silence cloaked everything like a shroud.
His heart roared and thrashed hysterically, as he sat there, his hands locked onto the steering wheel. His mind was like Chinese New Year, an hysterical fireworks of thoughts, fears, insane cries, cold terror, and hot anger.
He heard a soft wail over the tinking of the car. A pathetic cry of pain that swelled rapidly. At first he thought it was coming from his own mouth. Then, as it grew louder, he turned his head around and saw the police car, its rack lights flashing anxiously, shoot by on the highway above. It was gone instantly, and the world was black and invisible.
His head hurt, his thoughts were a swirl of sludge that moved in slow confusion through his mind, and his vision pulsed with blue neon flashes in rhythm with his hysterical heartbeat.
He became conscious of the solid pain that filled his hands. They were clenched to the steering wheel like the teeth of a desperate animal. And, the pain in his knee ballooned to a hot bright ball that screamed for attention. Strangest of all, for the first time in more than seven years, he hungered for a cigarette.
He opened the car door and climbed out of the seat. His knee was a hot knife with each movement. He leaned in and turned on the car’s headlights. They exploded on the trunk of a thick pine tree fifteen feet in front of the car! Damn close.
He had to move quickly, but his leg refused to obey. He struggled around the car looking for any damage he could see. The car was straddling the road, and in the tail lights he could see the thick skid marks that wavered away into the darkness. He got down on his left knee in the road, the right leg extended back as far as it would go, and leaned down to look under the car.
The light from the front of the car reflected off the ground putting everything in silhouette. He didn’t see the shape of any strange pieces hanging from the bottom of the car, and nothing dripping. Satisfied, he struggled to stand, his knee sending shots of white hot pain. He winced, and hissed through clenched teeth against the pain. The pain only made him damn mad, and he fought it hard.
He climbed back into the car, closed the door, and turned the key in the ignition. For a moment his heart jumped about, as the engine turned over with a heavy effort, and once again, then once more before it caught. He straightened the car on the road and drove off in the direction he was heading when on the highway.
Now that he was out of the trap of the highway, he had to get away from this area as fast as he could. As he encountered each intersection he turned left, then at the next intersection he turned right, moving south and west away from the highway. He had no idea where he was going, and he had no time to find out. Twice he ended in a small development of homes that had no outlet except the one he came in on. He stayed on the smaller roads, figuring the police wouldn’t be looking for him there.
“Now we have him,” Peter said, hanging up the telephone. “Mr. Carter said that Mr. Elliston was sighted in Pennsylvania by a State policeman.” Walter was already laying the map flat on the table while Peter stepped across the hotel room toward him. “He said that many groups of officials, police, are moving into that area of the state to ‘close it off’. They have so many different police, here,” Peter said, shaking his head.
“Show to me where he was last seen.” Walter said.
Peter scrutinized the map, checking the list of towns, then their map references. Finally he placed his finger on the map. “There. He was driving the car.”
Walter squinted at the name of the town. “Lime Ridge. When was he seen there?”
“One half hour. No more than that.”
“Hmm,” Walter said, squinting even harder at the map. There was quiet. Peter waited.
Then Walter spoke, his eyes still on the map. “Yes,” he said, “If it is as Mr. Carter has said, that Elliston is attempting to get to Canada then we will move teams immediately to the west of this area. Fly them out to..,” his finger searched the map, “...Cleveland, Ohio. From there they are able to hire automobiles to take them to the crossings. There are only a few places where a person may cross to Canada in Ohio and in Michigan. They are to cover those.
“We will leave the teams we have positioned in Buffalo, should Mr. Elliston decide to turn back. Advise our people once again to avoid the FBI people who will probably be stationed at the same crossing points.” Walter pursed his lips. “The rest of us will move in pursuit.” He nodded his head a few more times, deep in thought, still looking at the map. “Where is the town his wife now lives with her broker?”
Peter picked up the folder, pulled out the sheet they had been given on Elliston, and scanned it. “Harrison Peak, Pennsylvania,” he said, “and he is a banker. Kenneth Winkler.”
Walter moved his finger over the map. “Hmm,” he said. “It is nearby this Lime Ridge. Perhaps,” he laid his finger against the map’s scale then along the road from Lime Ridge to Harrison Peak, “Fifteen kilometers.”
Peter looked at Walter. “Do you think he will try to contact her?”
“One never knows such things.” Walter removed his hand from the map but did not take his eyes off the map.
“Surely he must be aware that she is being watched?”
“Yes. I do not doubt that he suspects so. Which does not preclude that he will avoid contacting her, if it is necessary. Only that he will exercise such care as is needed to elude those watching.” He looked over at Peter and raised an eyebrow, “It is possible that she is his objective.”
Peter acknowledge that with a facial expression. “Do you think he is aware of us?”
“I do not know,” Walter turned his attention back to the map, “But, with the great variety of police authorities searching for him, we are but another fly in the swarm buzzing around him.”
Walter, the fingers of his right hand pulling at his lip, studied the map thoughtfully, “It is a large area to search. It is too bad we have so few men.”
“You think he might be after his ex-wife?” Wallace said this with a tone that said he found it difficult to believe. It was after ten and he was with Carter in Carter’s office. And both of them looked worn and used.
Carter shook his head. “I don’t know.” He still hadn’t gotten over the murder of Charlie Hansen, still hadn’t been able to accept that Neil had done it. And he was feeling the strain of having no control over the situation. Peter and his group had been less successful than he’d hoped for. No better bunglers than the damn FBI. “Doesn’t seem logical, does it?”
“No, it doesn’t. But then he’s a super-hero. He doesn’t have to be logical.” Wallace, too, was feeling the strain. He was tired of hearing how great Elliston was, and he was tired of hearing how Elliston should not be underestimated, and on and on. It annoyed the hell out of his ego.
Wallace thought of himself as damn good, and itched for the opportunity to take on Elliston and show him up. From photographs in the file Elliston looked like a whimp going to seed. And the man was a damn cripple as well. And he got himself caught by the East Germans to begin with. He couldn’t be all that good.
Carter didn’t bother to acknowledge Wallace’s remark. “We can’t leave this up to dear old Special Agent Wilson. Somehow we’ve got to get more involved.”
“I don’t understand how they could miss him. There are so many people looking for Elliston they’re banging into each another.”
“Got to figure out where he’s going?”
Wallace frowned, “I thought you said he was heading for Canada?”
Carter gave Wallace a look of patient suffering that questioned Wallace’s intelligence. “I do not read minds, and I do not have a crystal ball.”
He stopped before going on. The strain was getting to both of them. He had to control himself. And the constant ache in his stomach didn’t help his temperament any.
He popped two Maalox in his mouth, took a deep breath, and, chewing on the tablets, continued more calmly, “If he is going to Canada, what’s he doing out in the wilds of Pennsylvania? In his state of flight, wouldn’t it be likely he would head for ground he knew, for territory he was familiar with? It’s not like he has a stack of terrain maps, border posts, ‘800’ numbers, and tour guides. Right now he’s running as hard and fast as he can, in a car every policeman is looking for. And the only way he could do that effectively is on ground he knew.”
Wallace nodded. He was impressed. “Sounds good.”
“See what you can find out about what area in that direction he would know. Maybe relatives live out there. Something.”
Wallace stood up and turned to leave.
“Harold,” Carter said, and Wallace stopped in his tracks. “Concentrate first on areas where there are border crossings to Canada. There can’t be too many out that way.”
Chapter XII
The clock in the car glowed a gentle pink. It was closing in on three in the morning. Neil couldn’t go on any longer. He was worn to the bone, and tired to dropping. His mind was almost shut down, stuffed to its fill with a cotton that entangled all thoughts and smothered his reasoning. Only the intensity of his will power was able to push things through this cotton, to get some thinking going on. But it was getting harder to do that pushing.
He found himself slipping into sleep without being aware of it. Twice he woke as the car drifted toward the side of the road. Had to find a place to rest. Without sleep he would be helpless. There was no chance he could drive through the night. All he’d accomplish by trying is wrapping the car around a tree.
He started looking for someplace to hide for the rest of the night. The road he was on was a commercial stretch, two lanes in each direction, with its share of shopping centers, furniture stores, gas stations and used car lots. Plenty of deserted parking lots for a lone car to stand out. So, it was one of the used car lots that he finally headed for.
There were no lights, the lot dark and unattended at this hour. He drove into the back and pulled into a cluster of other cars hovering together at the far wall. He turned off the engine and with an ache of pleasurable relief, let his head lean back against the seat, and closed his eyes. It felt good. Even the pain in his knee would not keep him awake. The world disappeared.
“Port Huron,” Wallace said, his clothing had lost all crispness, and looked like it had been worn too long.
He let out a wide yawn. He was sitting at his desk, talking on the telephone to Carter. Before him was a stack of papers, and a number of file folders. The computer screen was on, the cursor blinking for attention. Next to the computer were four paper cups with a bit of cold coffee in each.
“And that wasn’t in the main file. I went all the way back to the biographies that applicants write when they apply for this job. Five pages of info about himself, along with the follow up investigation confirming everything in the bio.
“In the bio he talks about his grandparents living in Port Huron, Michigan. Says he used to spend summers there with them when he was in high school. Loved the place because it was so uncity like.
“This bio goes back eighteen years. Don’t know if the grandparents are still alive. But I checked a map. It’s on the thumb of the Michigan mitten, and is separated from Canada by the St. Clair River. There is a bridge there that crosses the St. Clair River to Canada. Could be what we’re looking for. What do you think?”
Carter, in his robe, was sitting in the living room of his home talking with Wallace on the cordless phone. Carter had combed his hair with his hand, but there were still wisps poking out here and there. He was rubbing his face, trying to get some life in his brain.
It seemed that he had just gotten to sleep when he received the telephone call in the bedroom. When he answered it, Carolyn had grunted and mumbled to him to take it outside. He told Wallace to hang on, grabbed his robe, came downstairs on legs wobbly with sleep, and settled in the armchair near the fireplace.
“Sounds like it has possibilities.” He couldn’t hold back the yawn. “How far is Port Huron from where Elliston was sighted in Pennsylvania?”
“Let me see a moment, here.” Wallace picked the map off the floor where he had laid it earlier, and stretched it out over the papers on the desk.
Carter could hear the rattle of the paper and Wallace mumbling to himself. He got up from the armchair, the phone still to his ear, and walked into the kitchen. There was a half pot of coffee on the counter. He opened the cabinet, pulled out a cup, and filled it from the pot. Then put the cup into the microwave oven, and punched the oven to life.
“Looks like about five hundred seventy miles on the highway,” he heard Wallace say, as the microwave oven dinged. “Hmm,” Carter said, and took the hot cup of coffee from the oven. “How long ago was he sighted?” He got milk from the refrigerator and poured some into the cup, then added a couple of teaspoons of sugar, and stirred. He brought the cup to his lips and took a hesitant sip.
“Around nine o’clock,” Wallace was saying. “It’s now a little after three. Makes it six hours.”
“So we can safely say he is not yet at Port Huron, if he is headed there.”
“Reasonable,” Wallace said, and gave into another long hard yawn. “And I measured on the main highways. I’m sure, after that run in with the trooper, he’s in the back streets now. Slower going.”
Carter sipped more of the coffee. It was good. Hit the spot. “Why don’t you get Special Agent Wilson out of bed and let him know what you’ve found. Maybe he can put some extra men in that area, and alert the locals.”
Wallace nodded to the phone, “Can’t hurt, I guess. I’ll do it now, unless you got something else for me?”
“Do it now. Then get some sleep. And I’ll see you at nine.” Carter hung up the phone. He took a good gulp of the coffee then dialed. The telephone rang at the other end six times before it was picked up.
“Yes,” the voice was filled with the dull sounds of sleep.
“Peter,” Carter said. “I think you will have another chance at him.”
It was the fear that woke him. That was something that had saved his life many times in the past. The fear, like a gargoyle, sat awake in the dark of his mind while he slept. It kept watch. And when stirred to excitement, it would wake him.
The sky was just turning from black to gray. His mouth tasted foul and pasty. His knee felt like a tight balloon that pulsed with swelling aches.
His clothing looked slept in. Hell, it was slept in. There was a bristle of beard on his face. All look of respectability was gone. Scruffy was the new appearance. Scruffy in body and mind.
He was having difficulty clearing the fog from his thoughts, the fog a residue of sleep. Sleep was not right. Nap would be closer. Thankfully, for the first time, the clowns had not come to him. The clock on the dashboard said 5:48. A little less than three hours. Like a thimble of water to a thirsty man.
There were sounds that reached him. Traffic. The world was waking. That must have been what alerted the fear to action. He rubbed his hands over his face trying to wipe away the grogginess, trying to bring his senses to alert status. His thoughts were heavy weighted things that moved with the reluctance of exhausted workers. He tried anger, kicking and shouting at them to move, to act. He desperately needed to be alert.
His escape was an end run without a plan. And it had fallen apart around him. Somehow he had thought it would be so easy to slip away in such a large country. In East Berlin, things were confined, really close in. There was no room to maneuver.
There he had carefully laid out his escape plans, always with alternate plans, should things go wrong. And street maps, road maps, names, locations of safe houses all committed to memory. Here he had done none of that.
The plan had been simple, and its success depended on its speed of execution, and he had hoped, its unexpected objective. Neil had underestimated Carter, underestimated his ability to mobilize so quickly. And he hadn’t figured on running right into them at the damn bus terminal.
Even with hindsight, jumping into the mass of humanity in New York City still seemed a good idea. Since that disaster at the bus terminal, none of his ideas seemed smart. Going to see Howie had been risky. Too risky, and he nearly blew everything there.
Then driving on the major highways, on route 80 was not clever. He would have been better off staying to the secondary roads. Almost bought it there again.
Now everybody with a badge and a gun was looking for him and this car. And he had no way to change that. He was not adept at stealing cars. There were too few cars in East Berlin to make that an important talent. Steal a car there and you stood out like a roach on a wedding cake.
He turned on the interior light and looked at himself in the rearview mirror. Not a trusting appearance. Though his hair was thin and almost all white, his beard came in dark brown. Add the unshaven look to the worn face and you had someone you would keep at a distance, and look at warily.
He combed his hair with his fingers, and reset the mirror. The rear window was almost black in the mirror, but the web of cracks reflected the interior light. Can’t just sit here, he thought. And can’t go on with that window. It was like wearing a sign on the car.
He struggled out of the car, his knee, stiff as a piece of wood, was a balloon of pain. The crippled right hand he had learned to live with, there was no pain, only inconvenience. But the knee was all pain that came and went.
It took a few minutes of groping around to find a tool. It was a hubcap lying against a small stack of wheels behind the office. He took the hubcap and smashed in the rear window, raking the edges to clear away all the glass. After brushing away the glass from inside and outside the car, he tossed the hubcap away, and with tight grunts of pain worked his way back into the driver’s seat.
He started the car, drove through the lot, and onto the street. The world was draped in darkness, but coming alive with the service and maintenance people. The shopping centers, stores, and gas stations all had that dazed looked, like they were coming very slowly out of a deep sleep. A light on here and there, a car parked or moving in an empty parking lot. But not the welcoming hustle and bustle when things were going full blast. Just small activity.
He saw a diner with a lot of cars parked in front, and plenty of lights on inside. He hadn’t eaten at all yesterday after breakfast with Charlie. Right now food seemed a great idea. And the way he looked he wasn’t worried about someone recognizing him.
He drove in and parked the car in the rear where it wouldn’t be seen from the street. There were two other cars parked behind the diner. Even in the near darkness he could see that one was a rusted, scabbed heap that should have been shot to put it out of its misery. The other was a newer car, a Taurus or something close. Probably the owner’s car.
He left the car, and walked around to the front, his knee was stiff and stabbed with each step. The air was cold and reached chilly hands beneath his windbreaker. He went inside.
It was warm and welcoming, and smelled of fresh coffee. The waitress gave him a genuine smile, and pointed to a booth by the window. “Coffee?” she said. Neil nodded and slid into the booth, trying to keep his right leg straight and hold the pain down.
The place was more than half filled with customers, all men, dressed in work clothes of one form or another. These were the men who, each day, turned on the lights and unlocked the doors for the world.
The waitress brought a cup and saucer, and a pitcher of hot coffee. “When it needs a refill, just let me know,” she smiled, took out her pad and pencil, and looked at him.
He didn’t bother with the menu printed on the place mat. He ordered a Charlie Hansen breakfast of eggs, bacon and biscuits.
She jotted on the pad then pulled out the newspaper that had been tucked into the back of her apron, and laid it on the table in front of him. “To go with your breakfast. All we ask is that you don’t take it with you when you leave.” Then she turned and left him.
He poured himself a cup of coffee, fixed it with milk and sugar, and, using both hands, brought it to his lips. The right hand was not dependable first thing in the morning, and could not be trusted to hold the cup alone.
He sipped the coffee, felt its warmth grow inside him, and he let out a deep satisfying sigh. Heaven. He sipped some more, but there was nothing as sensual as the first swallow. His mind felt clearer and at peace.
Then, as he became more alert, the furious heat in his soul bubbled like foul searing lava into his mind. He was a man possessed. There could be no real peace for him. Not until his game card showed a score for the home team. Maybe then the fury of the fire could be brought under control. And the clowns could be put to rest.
He unfolded the newspaper, and his picture was staring out at him from the first page. Not a big picture, not a flattering one either. Not at the top of the page, but beneath a small headline that straddled the picture and a column of print in the lower left corner.
The article was an account of the contact he had made with the trooper last night. And it restated that he was an escaped mental patient and was wanted in connection with the brutal torture and murder of Charles Hansen in Delaware.
The television picture of that bloody kitchen popped into his thoughts like a stab wound. Damn. Poor Charlie.
“Charles Hansen had been found tied to a chair in his kitchen, his body brutalized, the brutality so severe it caused his heart to fail.”
A tight fist grabbed in his chest, making it hurt. And the firm control in his mind collapsed. Charlie, Charlie. What happened? Who did this? Neil felt numb. His mind locked up. Too hard to think. Too long in the ‘Home’.
He had sat in that room in the Home for five years. Five years as long as eternity. During that time his soul boiled with hate, his mind narrowed its focus. Until there was only one thing that life held for him. One thing that would make his living worth something. That thing became the focus of his hate. His hate surrounded it, illuminated it like a halo of light. Finally that hate burst inside him like an explosion, and he reacted.
Coldly, with the cunning of his training, he escaped. There was only the one objective, and it meant all to him. Now, Charlie had been killed. A dear friend dead. He couldn’t think about it. Couldn’t do anything, though he cried out for something to be done, though he wanted to do something. There wasn’t time. Too much to do. Some things in life must be left unfinished, unresolved. All the problems can’t be solved. Charlie’s death would have to go unavenged. Unless, he had time later.
“Do you think he will try to get to this Port Huron?” Peter said.
“Not with any more confidence than I thought he might try to see his ex-wife,” Walter said. “But one can hope.”
They were in Walter’s room at the hotel, once more looking at the maps before them. Next to the Pennsylvania map was one of Ohio, and one of Michigan. Among the maps was a pot of coffee and two cups, their contents steaming. The weak early morning sun filled the curtains of the windows with a warm orange light.
“Have you heard from the teams?” Walter said.
Peter nodded, and pointed to the Michigan map. “Yes. I contacted them at once after I received that call from Mr. Carter. They had not been long in Cleveland. There are eight teams, two in each car, that have positioned themselves on roads leading to Marine City.
“I requested they telephone me once they were in their positions. They have all contacted me. I gave them the description of the car, and outlined patrol procedures so they will cover the roads Elliston would more likely travel on.” Peter squelched a yawn that fought to be free.
Both men were dressed, but carelessly. They had not shaved, and there was that disheveled edge of weariness about them.
“You do not sound confident,” Walter said.
“I am not confident. I am hopeful. But there are too many roads and too many streets to give adequate coverage with the small force we command.”
“Yes. That is a problem.”
“There is more,” Peter said. Walter gave him a patient look. “We are assuming that he will come in the car we are looking for. He could drive right by us in another.”
Walter picked up one of the cups, and sipped the coffee absently, his forehead frowned in thought.
“Also, he could abandon the automobile for some other transportation. There are many ways to get by our coverage. He could walk by us. Or ride a bicycle.”
“True,” Walter said, looking at the window of light, his mind tossing the problem around. He held the cup just under his lips, his elbow propped on the other arm held across his chest. He took gentle sips of the coffee.
Peter waited. The room fell quiet. Peter was afraid to make a sound while Walter was thinking.
After a few moments Walter spoke. He directed his attention to the window, and spoke as if he were thinking aloud. “But we do know where he is going. Let me correct that. If he comes that way we do know where he is most likely to be heading.”
The silence came once again. Walter sipped again at the coffee. “Obviously we should ensure that if he reaches his goal we will be there to meet him.”
Then he looked at Peter. “We will give him the freedom to wander about. There are many others out searching for him. However, make sure there is adequate coverage at the crossing to Canada. He must not get past us there.”
Peter looked back to the Michigan map, put his finger on Port Huron then slowly ran his finger down the St. Clair River. “What about these other places along the river?”
The phone at the other end rang four times. What the hell was taking them so long to answer the phone? The police department should answer the phone on the first ring. I could be dying here, some crazy ass stabbing me to death, and they wouldn’t get off their lazy asses in time to get the phone.
“Blairsville Police Department. What can I do for you?” A man’s voice, bored and distracted.
“The guy in the newspaper,” she said, whispering so she would not be overheard. She tried to keep the excitement from her voice. “He’s here.”
“You’ll have to speak up. I can’t hear you.”
She shook her head. Not only lazy, but deaf, too. “The guy in the newspaper that you are looking for,” she spoke slower and clearer. And she did speak a little louder, but not much. “He’s here.”
“What is your name, please? And where are you calling from?”
She looked to the ceiling for strength. “I’m Kathy Miller, and I’m calling from Benny’s Diner on route 22, just east of the Sears Mall going toward New Alexandria.”
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