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To Gabriella
A Sci-Fi novel
with intertwined true facts
PROLOGUE
Slave Market Activities are closer to your home than you think.
Below are newspaper articles collected by Inspector Bruno Schultz, from Villach, Austria:
October 1950: Villach, Austria
High School, female student missing.
Mother sent her daughter to school in the morning and after that, she never saw her again.
January 1951: Salzburg Austria
Two young teen agers disappeared from the face of the earth. Last seen at a local dance hall.
March 1951: Vienna, Austria
Man dropped off two girls by Checkered Cab Co. They were friends and went to school together. One was Catholic and one was Jewish. That was the last time he saw either one.
July 1952: Martinique
Three white female college students disappeared from beach property. Long investigation turned up nothing. Local police assumed that they are dead.
December 1952: Bern, Switzerland
Young graduate nurse missing from campus.
Are these disappearances coincidences?
Are these crimes occurring in our civilized society, right around us, and we are not aware that they are happening?
Inspector Schultz received a call from his boss, Captain Stone to investigate the Missing Persons Cases File. Coincidentally, he read a peace in the International Section of his local paper:
March 1953: Villach Austria
Ringleader killed in Villach — Local white slavery ring exposed.
The last statement triggered the inspector’s thinking process into a new direction. His rationale led him through a bizarre international hunt for slave runners and slave runner killers, but certain turn of events forced him into a new direction.
A direction that he never expected
.
CHAPTER 1
Anticipating action!
Tired and cold
Nervously perspiring
Watching and waiting.
The sniper reached for a handkerchief in his pocket. He had difficulty with this chore, because he rested on the hard, cold ground. Shifting his weight, he found a corner of his handkerchief, held it tightly and pulled it from his pocket. He perspired heavily; sweat dripped from his forehead over his eyebrows and into his eyes, while he looked to the bottom of the hill through the powerful telescope of his long-range rifle, silencer mounted at the end of the barrel. He wiped his eyes clear of perspiration, blinked his eyes a few times, to gain focus and looked through the scope again —nothing yet.
He carefully picked the place for his ambush. It was on a hill, overlooking the terrain below him. Young pines sprouted on his left and two old oak trees, burned down to the trunk, stood mysteriously on his right. A fire destroyed the woods on this hill a few years ago. Now new vegetation is slowly growing back, giving the surroundings an eerie feeling.
He waited —thinking about his past. It was a hard road that brought him here — addiction to alcohol and drugs — then a period of rehabilitation, and now he is completely cured. The suffering and the torment that he experienced during the last period made him what he is today. He is on his way to become an all-encompassing individual, including judge and jury.
Now he saw clearly, though dusk set in and the sniper’s body shivered. A slight breeze blew from the north. Was it the cool evening or was it the excitement and the anticipation of what was coming? Perhaps he was getting tired lying in the prone position for more than one hour. He wasn’t sure but he kept looking through the scope, anticipating, waiting. He was beginning to question if the information was valid that he received from his boss a couple of days ago about the activities down there.
***
Finally, a limousine stopped on the gravel road in front of the old, brown brick building in the warehouse district of Villach, Austria. It was the last building on the street, neglected, but expediently isolated from the mainstream of traffic, with a parking lot in front. On the far end was a rusty wire fence useless and partially collapsed. Someone used the building as a warehouse since 1950. The chauffeur stepped out and quickly walked to the other side of the limousine and opened the back door. A tall, well-dressed man stepped out, tanned face, donned his light colored overcoat over his shoulders, European style, stretched and looked across the street at the hill in the distance, still covered with patches of snow. His bodyguard left the limousine and he waited for the man. He was ready to walk from the car to the front entrance of the warehouse.
A PST sound, followed by a cracking noise disturbed the unnatural silence.
It sounded as if a person used a thick stick and smashed a rotten pumpkin, filled with bone particles. The chauffeur heard that sound, turned to look for his boss at eye level, but he wasn’t there. He looked bewildered. Then he looked on the ground and he saw his boss lying in a puddle of red slushy snow, mixed with dirty water.
“What the hell?” said the chauffeur, unable to articulate anything else, looking at the man on the ground. His bodyguard bent down and checked the man’=s pulse.
There was no pulse — the man was dead.
A small hole was in the middle of his forehead. The bodyguard lifted the man’s head and when he saw the back of the head missing, he went down on his knees and vomited steak and lobster tail, next to the dead man. Total confusion engulfed the scene in front of the warehouse. The body guard looked up, ran across the street, attempting to climb the hill with his wing tipped shoes, slipping and sliding on the patches of snow, crawling on all fours to find the assassin. He felt guilty, I didn’t do my job! At last, he reached the top. He looked down on the other side of the hill, but he saw nothing. He stood there for a while, listening. It was quiet and he quickly returned. The chauffeur ran to the building, and knocked on the door. A big man came out and listened to the chauffeur, “Hey Max, someone killed Abu Bakr.”
“What the hell are you talking about?” said Max, confused, “How the hell is that possible.” He ran to the limousine, checked Abu Bakr, then he nodded, “You’re right, he’s dead.” The bodyguard picked him up and he struggled as he took him into the warehouse through the front door. While he did that, the camelhair coat slipped off and landed in the dirt. Abu Bakr was heavy, about 225 pounds. The bodyguard didn’t carry him far. He laid him on an old, smelly blanket that someone used for changing oil on a van. And this is how Abu Bakr life ended.
During all this confusion, four young, pretty women ran out of the building, unnoticed. They wore long dresses and light sweaters, but they were barefoot. A guard took their shoes to maintain better control over the females. It was grueling for them to run down the road on gravel and cold, sharp cobblestones, but at least their running went unnoticed and it was silent. Twilight set in and the sniper could barely see them. They were slim, just 120 pounds each, and they ran as fast as they could aiming for a side street down the road. Obviously, Abu Bakr’s people held them captive in the warehouse from which they escaped. Just a few more steps and they should be safe, running into one of the deserted side streets. One girl cried. She cut her foot deep and she bled profusely. Two girls, one on each side, helped her. Finally, they turned into the side street, hiding from the line of sight of the men by the warehouse. They walked the remainder of the distance on wet grass, soothing their feet.
The sniper saw his target going down. The way he collapsed, he could tell that his victim was dead. He sighed, relieved. Apparently, he succeeded on his first job. He also saw four young women fleeing from the warehouse and from his vantage point, he saw that they turned into a side street, one limping, being supported by two women. The fourth one followed.
Though he trembled from excitement and some fear, the sniper worked efficiently. He broke down his rifle with unequaled proficiency, unscrewed the silencer and removed the scope. Then he packed all parts in a nondescript leather bag, designed for this purpose. While he rose, he swept the ground to hide any evidence of him laying there. Running down the backside of the hill was treacherous, because of ice and snow. It was the dark side of the hill and more snow lay there. It had a gentle slope but one stretch was steep. The sniper slid, but his skiing expertise helped him to remain on his feet. In fact, he went down the hill faster than he expected. The sniper quietly placed the bag in the backseat of his Mercedes truck, started it and returned home. Sitting in his truck, he felt safe. The warm air of the engine, directed by a fan, warmed his nearly frozen feet. Frequently, he checked in the rearview mirror, to see whether anyone followed him.
No one was there, running or driving behind him.
In reality, this might have been a futile exercise. It would have been impossible to follow him with a car, because it would take a driver forty-five minutes to drive a car around the hill. The sniper looked at his watch. It was five-thirty. He drove quickly, but heeding the speed limit, he arrived at home at seven. He parked the truck behind the apartment building in downtown Ferlach, grabbed the leather bag and took the back entrance to his second floor, four-room apartment.
***
Finally, the sniper settled down and he stopped shaking from excitement that kept his adrenalin flowing. Before he made the phone call, he took a bottle of beer from the icebox, sat by the kitchen table and took a long sip — God, I needed that.
His black phone, mounted on a wall, was within reach of the sniper. He dialed a number. After three rings a man answered, “Yea, who is this?”
“Hi Peter, this is Franz. The job is done,” said Franz, relieved.
“Any problems?” asked Peter, concerned.
“Nop, absolutely not. He dropped like a sack of potatoes,” said Franz, proudly.
“Did anyone see you?”
“Nop, no one saw me. It was surprisingly easy but I was nervous, Peter,” said Franz.
“Good. You did well on your first job. When you come in tomorrow, I’ll pay you. By the way, I have a 12 gage, double barrel shotgun that needs new hammer springs installed. I put it on your bench.”
“See you in the morning.” Franz turned on his black and white television and watched the local news. He saw the news bulletin posted across the screen,
March 5, 1953
Ringleader killed in Villach—Local white slavery ring exposed.
Franz tightened his lips and nodded in approval. He finished his beer and placed the empty bottle in a bottle carrier. Then he went to his bedroom, stripped his wet clothes and donned a robe. He was tired but with renewed energy he returned to the kitchen and hand washed the dished, accumulated from the last three days and the apartment needed cleaning, dusting and mopping. Finally, he took a bath and went to bed. Franz was pleased. His first job went well. He will be able to face his boss confidently in the morning. He is now a member of the team.
CHAPTER 2
Fath Abu Bakr hailed from Sousse, Tunisia. His offices are in his skyscraper, on the top floor, facing the still and blue waters of the Mediterranean Sea, reflecting a few clouds. He used the lower floors for his private living spaces. His son Adil occupies the wing facing north. Fath docked his ships, used for the import - export business, in an isolated area at the waterfront in Port el Kantaoui, about ten miles north of Sousse. He dealt with tropical fruit, coffee, rare African game and ivory. In the luxurious, yacht club area, between the yachts, docked at intervals in the harbor, he also reserved a few docks for his slave business. He owned dance halls, taxi services, limousines and vans in Austria and Italy. That was where he kidnapped females. On land, he used his vans to transport them. On the sea, he shipped them in smaller, insignificant-looking boats from Rome to Port el Kantaoui with a stopover at the island of Sardinia. Occasionally, he used the port of Genoa, farther north. Then he transported them by land, using his slave runners, to various Tunisian and Moroccan cities. Port el Kantaoui is packed with beaches, restaurants, golf courses and nightclubs. Many vacationers spend their entire holiday in town, because there is much to see and do. It is a busy place and perfect for Fath Abu Bakr, where he setup this profitable operation.
In the Middle East, kings, sultans, sheiks and masters practiced the institution of slavery since pre-Sumerian times. Fath’s grandfather started the business and it flourished ever since. In the earlier days, he capitalized on wars and conflicts as a cover for capturing slaves. He used male slaves to work the fields and herd camels, but he used young males for sex. He sold older females for household work, but he used young females, starting at the age of ten, for sexual pleasures. He couldn’t keep up with the demand. That was when Fath decided to concentrate on the latter, because it was far more profitable. He simply followed tradition. For thousands of years slave running was an accepted way of life and no one questioned it. Recently however, Abu Bakr felt the pressure of law enforcement.
Fath Abu Bakr was fifty-nine and confident, at the height of his enterprise, when Franz Heidel killed him with his sniper rifle in front of the warehouse. Franz had no idea about the wide-ranging realm in which Abu Bakr operated. All he knew that there will be an Arab in front of the warehouse in Villach and he must be killed. It was Franz’s job to pick out the right person. That wasn’t difficult, because one Arab, dressed in ill fitting and untidy western clothes opened the door of the limousine, then an exceedingly well-dressed man stepped out and another Arab bowed in front of him.
Abu Bakr spoke Arabic, German and Italian. His parents were well off and traveled extensively in the Middle East and in the Mediterranean. They continuously pressured him to succeed in business. However, Fath was a mild person who preferred the Middle Eastern way of life. Proving to his parents that he was a capable businessperson wasn’t easy.
Because he studied German at an early age, thanks to his Austrian mother, he attended the University of Salzburg and earned a degree in business. During the last thirty-five years, Abu Bakr built his empire, stretching from southern Europe into northern Africa. The import - export business was profitable, but it was nothing compared with the white, female slavery activity along the Barbary Coast. His parents didn’t know about Abu’s secondary vocation. However, they were happy with his financial successes. He operated in an ideal strategic location, protected from prying people. Hotels, restaurants and souvenir shops are spaced around the harbor area. Beaches and historic pirate ships from the past are open to visitors. It is a perfect environment for the slave traders to hide. In addition, it is a tempting place for slave runners, even here, to abduct young females. However, slavers try to stay away, protecting their hiding places.
***
During the last five years, Fath Abu Bakr’s son has learned the business, and he was Fath’s right-hand man. Because the parents of Abu forced him to succeed, Abu used the same strategy with his son, Adil. But this strategy didn’t work with his son. Though he maintained seven wives and sixteen female slaves, he found escape in his homosexual activities. For that he kept anywhere from five to fifteen boys. He was taller than his father was and he preferred to wear western clothing. However, he does wear a jalabiya over regular clothing, if the occasion demands it. He was clean-shaven and to stay that way he needed to shave in the morning and in the evening. His thin aquiline nose nearly reached to his thin lips. Adil avoided unnecessary sunburn. For that reason, he rarely visited an outdoor swimming pool. When he went on a cruise in the Mediterranean in one of his vessels, he stayed below deck with a few of his male companions. He appointed his second in command to manage the import - export business, but he particularly liked the part of the business, dealing with white slavery. Adil controlled that himself — it had its obvious, special benefits. However, he also kept an eye on the import - export business, because that part was legal and it needed to be in the forefront.
Adil loved his father and he respected him, despite the fact that he constantly pressured him to succeed. He was shocked when he heard that someone assassinated his father. Though he knew the business well, it was still difficult for Adil to step in and run it. This tragedy changed his plans. His father’s death forced him to end his playboy’s style and think seriously about the business. Before he depended on his father, but now he had no one to lean on.
He was apprehensive. Will someone kill me too? I must change my life style — hire two additional bodyguards. And add bullet proofing to my limousine. Also, I must change my schedule. Don’t become a creature of habit.
These were the thoughts that Adil had after his father was murdered.
CHAPTER 3
Thanks to an overwhelming victory, the people of Tunisia elected Fuad Ben Trabeli as their new president. He campaigned under a multi-party system on a platform to further the democratic cause because this was the preference of most Tunisians. Trabeli was a likable, six-foot, good-looking Tunisian — dark hair, mustache, oval face and narrow nose. His mother was Italian and his father Tunisian. During his college years in Switzerland, he played soccer and he kept in touch with a couple of his teammates. Besides playing a good game of chess, soccer was his favorite sport. His major was political science and he practiced politics as the student body president during his junior and senior years. After graduation, he ran for local office in Tunis. He lost but he learned about campaigning. During his second try, he won and he became the youngest city manager ever in Tunis. Trabeli took notes. In 1952, national elections came up and he ran for president of Tunisia. He won again. Now he was the youngest Tunisian President that ran his country.
He was the People’s President.
Fuad Ben Trabeli made substantial changes in his country. A majority elected him shortly after Tunisia gained its independence. He was trying to shed colonialism and the influences of the monarchists. He allowed women to attend school and they were free to wear modest western clothing. Furthermore, he was aware that white slavery, particularly females, was a profitable business in his Republic. He had a good grip of his country, but the part that dealt with slavery eluded him numerous times. He couldn’t depend on his security forces. They were remnants from the previous president, something that he must fix later. He felt that they were on the take. Earlier, he didn’t know how to stop white slavery. Recently however, he got a lead from a close friend and team member of the soccer team that he met during his college days in Switzerland. His friend suggested to him how to begin attacking the problem of white slavery.
A fellow in Klagenfurt, Austria, by the code name, Sam, is doing certain favors for certain people for a hefty price.
***
Sam was in his home having his dinner, watching the local news on his black and white television, followed by What’s My Line. His mother prepared it for him — potato soup and crepe suzettes. It was a Friday and Fridays he didn’t eat meat. Most Catholics continued this custom after the Second World War. Normally, he hates Fridays, but his mother was an excellent cook and she always managed to prepare a dish that he liked. No one knows his real name, except his mother, his girl friend, Erika and his partner at the bookstore.
Sam had a long day in his downtown bookstore. Officially, that is what he does for a living. He buys and sells old books. His store is one level below ground and it smelled as if someone left seaweed in a candle store. Neither one of the two women in his life knows what else he does. On occasion, Erika takes trips for him, delivering sealed items. She knew that this was unusual — not what Sam normally does, but she never asked him what she is carrying at various drop off places, including post office boxes. Erica has a car and she uses it frequently, when she works for Sam. Sometime she uses Sam’s car. Sam rarely uses it. Because his home is on a side street, close to his business, he walks to work.
Sam likes living in the city. He likes the sound of his hard soles tapping the cobblestone roads, between tall buildings. It had a unique resonating sound and it makes him feel important — except tonight. Snow was still on the dark side street.
The phone rang. It is the black phone on the wall. He went to his small office, “Hello, who is this, may I ask?”
“This call will most likely surprise you. Please do not hang up on me. Are you the one called ‘Sam?’” asked the man on the other end, secretly, with a slight Arabian accent. Sam thought for a moment, should I acknowledge this call or should I hang up. Sam has experience in these matters. After all, this is his only source of communication with his clients. The fellow on the other end seemed convincing and sure of himself, though he had an accent. He doesn’t appear to be an actor or undercover agent.
“Ah, yes that’s what they call me. Who are you and what can I do for you?” responded Sam, cautiously, with a filter covering the mike.
“I am the President of Tunisia, Fuad Ben Trabeli.” Sam was in deep thought. He didn’t hang up the phone, but he didn’t answer either. The President of Tunisia? What the hell would he want from me? What should I do?
Time passed.
“Hello, is anyone there? Sam, are you there?”
“Yes, yes I’m here. Would you repeat that please. Ah — Mr. President?”
“As I said before, I am the president of Tunisia. I need your services,” said Trabeli, impatiently. Sam finally believed the president. He cleared his voice, “Well — what can I do for you, Sir?”
“One of my emissaries will call you. Meet him at a place of your choice. He will instruct you of my requirements and I know that you are the right person for what I have in mind. Do you have any questions?”
“Not really. Very frankly, Mr. President, right now I wouldn’t know what to ask. I’ll just have to wait for the call,” said Sam, excited, perplexed, his mind racing.
“Good. We’ll be in touch soon.” The president disconnected and Sam looked at his phone, still dumbfounded, shaking his head. He returned to his cold dinner and finished it.
“Who was that?” asked his mother curiously.
“What a strange phone call that was. I’m still trying to figure it out,” said Sam, trying to change subjects. “I think it was a wrong number,” looking at his mother sheepishly.
While he finished his dinner, he looked at his two telephones in the office. He kept one phone on his desk and he had the other mounted on the wall. He was glad that he had enough foresight to install both phones. The phone on the desk was for social calls, with the number listed in Klagenfurt’s phonebook. However, the second phone, the phone on the wall, was untraceable and that was the phone line that the Tunisian President used. In fact, all of his business calls, except calls related to the bookstore, are made, using the phone on the wall. Sam took his dirty dishes and placed them in the sink. His mother will wash them later. Then he poured himself a mug of Turkish coffee. He took a sip — it was stronger than usual — “Aahh”. He returned to the office, sat by his desk, shoe soles on the desk, and wondered how in the hell the Tunisian President got hold of his phone. I should’t wonder about that.
That’s my business.
Yes, Sam has connections. He works with a significant list of people who will perform a variety of services. Sam is an intermediary and that is his main income. He is of average height and average looks — his hair is receding and combed forward to cover the bald spot and that gives him a boyish look. He doesn’t stand out in a crowd and he doesn’t make an impression when he steps into a room filled with people. He usually wears a suit and a tie, particularly when he goes out for dinner with his friend, Erika.
“Did you see the man entering the restaurant,” asked the wife of a detective, curiously, spooning her soup.
“What man,” responded the detective, “I only saw an attractive woman.”
Sam liked it that way. People will notice Erika. She is attractive and ten years younger than he is. They have known each other for four years and they are planning to get married one of these days.
***
The following Saturday was a cold and miserable day. After dinner, Sam was going to check up on his manager at the bookstore. Perhaps he sold a few books. He still had six copies of Herman Melville, ten of Alexander Dumas and a box full of the original Sherlock Holmes. It seems that after all these years these novels are still his best sellers. He looked for his snow boots, when the phone on the wall rang.
“Yes, who am I speaking to?” asked Sam cautiously.
“I am the emissary of Fuad Ben Trabeli. Am I speaking to Sam?”
“Yes, you are,” said Sam surprised to hear from the President’s emissary so soon.
“Where can we meet?” asked the emissary. Sam thought for a moment, “I’ll be in the confession booth of the catholic garrison-church, down town.”
“Downtown, Klagenfurt, I presume?” asked the emissary.
“Of course, where else. I’ll be there a six in the afternoon.” At this time, the confession booth is usually empty.
“That is agreeable with me.” The emissary disconnected and so did Sam. Obviously, the emissary was already in town. But that didn’t trouble Sam. In fact, he liked the idea. The sooner he will get this started, the better — just another contract and hopefully, a sizable commission.
Sam knew every corner and niche of the old church. He was an altar boy in his younger years and he did odd jobs for the priest. Early on, he found out that he could enter the church through a tunnel, built in the seventeenth century, from across the street. Then it was a dirt road, partially covered with gray cobblestones. The tunnel was an escape route from invasions of foreign armies. The town folks hid in the church and when invaders raided it, the folks escaped through the tunnel. Invaders couldn’t enter the church over the top wall, because the builder imbedded sharp glass particles, interlaced with spikes, on all flat surfaces. That was all right and it kept undesirables out.
Sam knows the back entrance to the two-part confession booth. It was a solid structure, built from eighteenth century mahogany wood and it smelled of myrrh. Uncomfortable benches hugged the back walls of the confession stalls. When he was fourteen, he played tricks on the girls that went to confession and he found out private things about them in school — being religious, they confessed all their sins. And that included his art teacher. Sam liked his art teacher. She was young, she wore tight, and short, light skirts and he could see the outline of her skimpy panties when she bent over and helped another student in front of him. That turned on Sam to no end. He couldn’t help himself. He played with himself and ejaculated in his lunch bag, when she wasn’t looking. Then, one Saturday evenings, his art teacher entered the confession booth, while Sam was attending, and confessed that she had sex with the principle of the school and she was asking for forgiveness. Sam forced her to relate detailed information to him about the place where she had sex and about the positions that they used to achieve their orgasm.
“Why do you have to know the details, Father?” asked the art teacher, perplexed.
“According to catholic doctrine, this is necessary to impose the correct punishment,” said Sam, grinning from ear to ear.
She explained that to him to the best of her ability and she said that dog fashion was her favorite position. Sam tried to visualize it and again, he couldn’t contain himself. He jerked off and this time his sperm squirted on the wall of the confession booth, slowly dripping to the floor. That felt so good that an involuntary sound escaped him, almost giving away his identity.
“What was that?” asked the teacher, turning her head to hear better.
“Nothing.” He cleared his throat. “For this sinful behavior, you will say twenty-five rosaries in front of the altar,” said Sam, disguising his voice, holding paper in front of his mouth.
“But, Father, that is way too much. That will take me two hours to finish,” said the disappointed woman.
“How long were you engaged in your sexual activity, my dear,” asked Sam, still playing with his penis.
“About one hour.”
“Then two hours is as light punishment. According to our religious doctrines, double punishment is less than normal.”
“All right, Father I’ll do that,” said the teacher, reluctantly. Then she walked to the altar and prayed.
***
Sam lounged in his soft chair. While thinking about his younger years and the diversions he had, he dozed off, dreaming about Erika. Someone screamed on his television. He woke up and he looked at the clock on the wall: five-forty-five. God damned, I’m going to be late. He donned a windbreaker, put on his slippers and ran to the building that contained the entrance to the tunnel. While he ran, he pulled his key from his pocket, unlocked the door and ran through the barely illuminated, rat-infested tunnel, breathing heavily. At this time of the year, it was an unfriendly place, damp and cold. Sam shivered. When he reached the church, he entered the priest’s cubicle of the confession booth from the rear entrance. The emissary was there, waiting.
“You are late,” said the emissary, perturbed.
“Sorry. I got into heavy traffic. People are still learning to drive their VW stick shifts. An accident blocked the avenue.”
“That’s too bad,” said the emissary, testily, “and that doesn’t concern me.” Sam observed through the slots in the partition. The clergy arranged the confession booths smartly. The priest’s side was dark, but the confessor’s side had a narrow beam of light shining on the face of the person through an artificial crack in the wooden ceiling.
“Tell me, what’s on your mind,” said Sam. He could see the emissary clearly and Sam remembered his dark face. He was an extremely well dressed Arab, oval face, curly short hair and a finely cut mustache. The emissary explained in detail what President Fuad Ben Trabeli had in mind, combating white female slavery, starting with the warehouse in Villach and what the slave runners are using it for. Actually, that was all that the emissary knew. When he finished, he asked, “Do you have any questions?”
“Not for now. How can I get in touch with you, if I need something?”
“Call the president’s office and ask for the emissary.” Sam heard the emissary stand up and leave. Sam remained in the booth another ten minutes then he left quietly the way he came.
CHAPTER 4
Peter Benner lives in Ferlach, Austria with his wife Hilde and their four-month-old son, Paul. His father passed away in 1950. Peter inherited the gunsmith’s business, including the home next to it. For five years, his mother suffered with pneumonia and she died in 1952. He loved his mother. When he needed help with his schoolwork or with a social issue, his mother was always there to give him advice. Though his mother was a self-centered person, she always had time for her son.
Peter misses his parents. His father helped him with the work in the gunsmith shop and on occasion, they went quail hunting. They were friends and they enjoyed their time together.
It was Friday, a cool morning in March. In Peter’s backyard, a few stubborn snow patches turned to ice at night, waiting for the spring sun to melt them. Peter and his wife sat by the oak kitchen table, drinking their morning coffee, ready to plan for the last day of the week, when someone knocked on the door. Hilde rose and went to open it. “Hi Franz. Come in have some coffee.”
“Don’t mind if I do,” said Franz, with a soft voice. Hilde passed a cup of black coffee to Franz. He added a spoon of sugar and stirred the coffee longer than it should take. Peter looked at his wife, raised his brow, and then looked at Franz, waiting for him to stop stirring, but he didn’t.
“So, how did it go yesterday?” asked Peter, wrinkling his forehead. Franz put down his spoon carefully on a napkin, taking his time and then he drank a sip.
“Well Peter, it was surprisingly easy. If Abu Bakr would have arrived later, twilight could have been a problem,” said Franz, somewhat uneasy.
“What would you have done if it were too dark?”
“I would have waited — try another day.” Franz sipped more coffee, looking at Peter, concerned about his answer.
“That would be a wise choice.” Peter handed Franz a brown envelope. “For a job well done.” Franz didn’t count what’s in the envelope. He shoved it in his back pocket and finished the coffee. “Thanks Peter. Well, I had better go to work. Say, where did you put the double barrel shotgun?”
“It’s on your bench.”
“All right, I’ll take care of it.” Hilde watched Franz leaving. He is a big, tall person and enormously strong. When one looked at him from a distance, one couldn’t help but admire his good looks. Weak in math, but unbelievably dependable. Although Franz is one year older than Peter, they went to gunsmith school together. After graduation, Franz went to Salzburg to make his fortune. Unfortunately, he met the wrong people and became addicted to drugs and he drank unusually large amounts of beer. As a last resort, he returned to Ferlach, his hometown, looked up his old friend and asked him for advice. Peter gave him a job and helped him getting off the drug habit. Miraculously, he reduced his beer intake automatically. He is not addicted, but occasionally he drinks a bottle and he enjoys it. Now Franz was eternally grateful that Peter put him on the right track. Together, they keep the gunsmiths’ business going and on occasion, they administer their own kind of justice, secretly aiding the local and foreign authorities.
For this episode, they call this their Unlawful Justice, controlling the Slave Market.
About a year ago, Peter put away a drug dealer, a remnant of the establishment of the Second World War and other undesirable characters. Then he worked by himself. This time he is working with Franz Heidel and they are going after slave dealers, also known as human traffickers, particularly a group that is kidnapping white females and selling them in North Africa. For this dangerous enterprise, Franz will be of tremendous help to him. Occasionally, Hilde participated in background work and securing alibis.
Hilde stood up and walked around the table. She sat on Peter’s lap. “I’m worried about us. What would happen if we ever were caught, dear?”
“I think that the law might look the other way. Right now, I’m more worried about Abu Bakr’s henchmen,” said Peter, smiling and flashing his white teeth. Hilde couldn’t resist. She kissed her husband. She loves him. Actually, she has loved him since they met in Sunday school, holding hands, since they were fourteen. Then he was a scrawny kid and but at eighteen he developed into a handsome, muscular rogue. He was a late bloomer — tall, blond hair, blue eyes, square chin. These two are a perfect match. Hilde complements Peter. She is also tall and attractive — still slightly plump from giving birth. Peter loves her long, dark hair. It always smells clean and fresh. She is working out to get her shape back and she is making great strides. Peter held his wife around the waist and gently directed her to rise.
“I’m going to the store, check out things and run some errands,” said Peter.
“I’ll miss you.” Hilde kissed her husband and went upstairs to check on her crying son. He needed his mother for a diaper change and a bottle.
Peter went to the shop, thinking about this day and the workload. Three men, including Franz, worked on repairs and three men worked on new shotguns. Peter walked to the end of the shop. He unlocked an old oak door and looked in. Shelves lined the walls, with all sorts of spare parts on it. Only Peter and Franz knew that one shelf on the left swiveled and exposed steps going down into a cavern. He made sure that the latch was tight, and then Peter closed the door. While he did that, he looked at Franz, raising his eyebrows. Franz knew what Peter was thinking — tonight after work, they will go down and talk. Then Peter left the shop and drove his Alfa Romeo to Klagenfurt to the main bookstore. He picked up a detail map of Villach, Austria. It is about 32 miles from Ferlach. Peter returned home and had lunch. After lunch, he spent time with his wife and son, waiting for 5:00 p.m. They went for a walk in the back yard. The small, ice covered snow patches were melting fast. On the far end of his yard, between evergreens and apple trees, Schnee Rosen grew. Hilde found them in a wooded area near the river Drau and she replanted them. Peter and Hilde loved these hardy, white flowers. Every early spring, they watched them piercing their way through ice and snow and they could never figure out, where these delicate flowers got all their energy. His ancestors were so impressed with the flowers that they named the valley they lived in after it. They called it Rosental. Paul cried and Peter picked him up. Then he lifted him high and Peter turned with his son. Paul loved it and smiled, drooling on his dad.
“Be careful dear. Don’t hurt my baby,” said a worried Hilde. She took her son away from her husband and placed him in the black, large-wheeled baby carriage. Still, it was a picture of tranquility. It has all the signs of a happy family. As they returned to their home, they saw their employees leaving, except Franz.
“Good night, Mrs. Benner, see you Monday,” said the employees.
“Good night, all. Have a nice weekend.”
***
Hilde was in the kitchen and she finished loading her wicker basket. In it, she had a white, starched tablecloth and linen napkins, a loaf of homemade, dark bread, salami, smoked ham and cider, and knives to cut the bread and the meat. She donned a light sweater and passed the basket to her husband.
“We’ll be back in a little while,” she said to Mary, the housekeeper. Mary didn’t know where they went, but she had an idea. They are doing something out of the ordinary. That’s part of their business, she thought. She has a good job and she wants to keep it that way. Peter went to the shop. Hilde followed, trying to keep up. Franz waited by the oak door. He held a large key in his hand.
“Let’s go down,” said Peter, impatiently. Every time they get ready to plan for the other business, Peter gets nervous. Fortunately, that lasts only a short while. Franz unlocked the door. They stepped in and then he turned on his flashlight. From the inside, he locked the door, leading to the shop, while Peter swung the shelf, exposing steps going deep below ground. Franz went first, shining his flashlight down the steps. It was a long way down. They walked slowly and carefully. Then Franz turned to the right and they walked another long stretch on packed dirt, a short stretch ahead illuminated by flashlight. Franz turned right again, found a light switch and turned on an overhead light. Now they were in a cavern filled with stalactites. By the near wall were a table and chairs and by the far wall Peter installed a convenience outlet. Earlier, Franz plugged in a heater. He adjusted the control knob, warming the cavern and reducing the humidity and the mildew smell, turning the cavern into an idyllic and cozy setting. When they talked, they could hear the echo bouncing from wall to wall. A bunk stood against the sidewall. Before he married, and before he brought Franz into the picture, Peter frequently stayed down here to study and plan his earlier assassinations. When he got tired, he rested on the bunk and covered himself with a thick and warm blanket. Sometimes he ate his lunch down here; bread, butter, sausage and cider. On occasion, he also reaped one or two turnips and a few carrots from a farmer’s field on top of the hill, wiped off the earth remains and ate them.
Hilde opened the basket. She put the tablecloth on the table, passed out the linen napkins and placed the other food items on the table.
“Help yourself,” she said, smiling, showing dimples on her cheeks. Everyone cut bread and sausage. Hilde precut the smoked ham earlier. They enjoyed the food. The cavern was quite. All one could hear was an occasional smack, eating the savory salami or a slurp, drinking the 6 percent cider. Eventually, Peter looked up into Franz’s direction. “Tell me about the warehouse, yesterday evening.”
“All right. After Abu Bakr collapsed, everyone ran around aimlessly, trying to figure what to do. Four young women ran from the warehouse, obviously escaping. Barefoot, they ran down the street and turned into a side street, as if they knew where they were going.”
“How do you know they were young?” asked Hilde curiously.
“Only young women, perhaps between fourteen and eighteen could run like this.”
“I see.”
“I have a question for you, Peter.”
“What is it?”
“How did you know this Abu Bakr used this warehouse to hold women captive?” Peter collected his thought, and then started, “Two weeks ago, in February, I received a message from Sam down here in the mail chute. Here, I show you,” said Peter. He went to the filing cabinet, next to the mail chute and pulled out an envelope. He pulled out a note and showed it to Franz. Franz read it:
P. O. Box 6699
Dear Gregory,
The President of Tunisia requested our services to stamp out white slavery in his country. His initial investigation showed that slave runners abduct young females and sell them to prominent Muslim men in southern Europe and in his country. He started the investigation that led him to a warehouse in Villach. They dropped the investigation, because his Arabs are darker skinned, making it difficult for them to work underground. Furthermore, he doesn’t trust them. Fath Abu Bakr, a Tunisian businessman, has a foothold in Villach. He needs to be eliminated. If you accomplish that, I will know that you are working the problem. How you proceed from here on is strictly up to you.
I got this information from an emissary of the president. The pay will be excellent — by the head.
P. S. You have to organize and direct the operation. You may have to penetrate or go under cover. Passports will be available, per your specs and call the emissary or me if you need anything else.
I attached a phone number. You can also send your reply the normal way.
Sincerely, Sam
After Franz read the note, it was quite in the cavern. He looked up at Hilde and Peter. “He is still calling you by your code name. This is, by far, the longest note that you got from Sam. So, I guess we’re in it.”
“He only knows me by my code name and yes, we are in it. All the way to our … elbows. How do you feel about it, Franz?”
“The pay is excellent. I suppose we’ll investigate and travel a lot.”
“It seems that way, Franz. Tomorrow is Saturday. I’ll put my answer in the newspaper. I’ll tell Sam that we’re in.”
“I suppose, he knows that already,” said Franz, smiling, raising his brow.
“You might be right,” commented Peter, finishing off his cider. While the three friends finished the victuals, Franz stood up and walked to the wall. He opened the swivel rock that hid the opening to the chute, and looked in, “So, you’re still getting the messages from the post office above?” asked Franz, curiously.
“Yes, this method of communication still works. I’m not changing it.”
“Peter, did you ever meet Sam?”
“No, I never did and I never will,” said Peter, determined. Hilde cleaned up and then they returned to the shop. Franz went home, “I’ll see you Monday. If you need me sooner, call me, and thanks again, my friend.”
CHAPTER 5
On Monday morning, Peter and Franz went below and they sat by the table in the cavern. They took the rear entrance to avoid questioning by the hard working gunsmiths in Peter’s shop. Each had a mug of coffee and they studied the city map of Villach. They found the warehouse and the street where the four girls disappeared. Interestingly enough, a hotel was only one block away from the warehouse. On the back of the map, they advertized dance nights, Mondays, Wednesdays, Fridays and Saturdays. Because the hotel was less than a half mile from the Vassacher Lake, it was a most popular hotel. It drew young and old to this vacation spot. People spent the day by the lake — ice-skating in the winter, sun bathing and sailing in the summer. A few went fishing. Franz pointed out to Peter where the four girls turned during their escape. According to the map, only two houses were on this side street.
“That shouldn’t be too difficult to find,” said Peter, confidently. “Do you want to take a ride now? Or, do you have a better idea?”
“Let’s go. Villach is the obvious place to start. Let’s just hope that we get lucky. We can take my truck. It’s less obvious. I parked it behind your shop.” Peter and Franz left the cavern the same way they came in — through the alternate tunnel. It leads to the back of Peter’s property and exits behind large shrubbery, far from his home. Two years ago, Franz dug the tunnel. It was part of his drug rehabilitation. Whenever Franz needed a fix, he screamed and operated the pick and the shovel twice as fast, until he was too tired to think. He crawled to the bunk and fell asleep, forgetting his fix. Peter knew what Franz thought. “I bet that you still remember digging the tunnel.”
“Yea, I sure do. I developed bigger muscles. It’s all your fault, my good friend.” Peter gave Franz a friendly push and they picked up the pace to avoid getting sentimental. They stopped by Peter’s home. “Hilde, I’m going with Franz. We’ll be back soon.” Hilde knew that they were involved with their secondary work.
“Be careful, both of you,” she said, concerned. From Ferlach, Franz drove west. They drove through some of Austria’s most beautiful countryside, filled with resort areas, lakes, rivers and trout streams. They saw Austrian chalets along the hillside and cows grazing in the pastures. One hour later, they arrived in Villach. He remembered his way to the warehouse. Franz parked the truck one street away, under a large linden tree. Both put on caps and a full mustache, and they slipped on thin rubber gloves. They took flashlights, their 0.38 caliber pistols with homemade silencers screwed to the end of the barrel. Peter sandblasted the internal silencer blades, absorbing additional noise and improving silencer efficiency. He learned that during his engineering classes. Carefully, they walked down the cobble stone road, with their rubber-soled shoes, and approached the main entrance of the warehouse. Peter tried to open the door. Someone locked it. Franz checked the window next to it. It was also locked.
“Did you hear that?” asked Franz.
“Hear what? I didn’t hear anything.” The friends stood quietly and listened. A few seconds later, an old car drove on a side street. It was a backfire and its echo resonated.
“It must have been the car,” said Peter, relieved.
“Probably a VW. They backfire frequently.”
They continued searching for a window that wasn’t locked. Franz tried the next window. He pushed it carefully and it opened. It was rusty and it squealed but no one heard it. They climbed in. Enough light shone in through the dirty windows that they could see. They stood there and listened. No one was in. The first floor was nearly empty. Overhead, a series of rusty beams crossed the width of the room, providing a place for chains and hooks for lifting merchandise. In the back, the occupants left a van, parked near the door. They drove it into the warehouse through the back door. Franz checked the van, using his flashlight.
“Someone customized it, said Franz.” They installed heavy locks on all doors, barred windows with steel rods and someone mounted benches with cushions and restraining belts on each side of the van. Nothing of value was in the glove compartment.
They left the van and on the right, they saw steps leading to the second floor.
“Let’s go upstairs,” said Peter, disappointed. They walked up the steps. A heavy-duty door on top was closed, but it wasn’t locked. This floor was entirely different — not luxurious, but functional. Couches stood along one wall, a bathroom and two open showers were along the opposite wall. Heavy steel bars covered the windows, with thick, drawn curtains in place. An area for eating was in one corner. In the other corner, someone had an office, constructed with windowed partitions. Peter looked at Franz. “Let’s go see what’s in the office.” It contained a desk with a phone, torn inkpad stuck to the desk, chairs, filing cabinet and a TV in the corner, rabbit ears mounted on the wall. Franz checked the desk — nothing of value, except a magazine. Peter opened the crooked and corroded file cabinet drawers. He pulled and pushed a few times, before it finally opened. All he found was a bottle of bourbon, a pad of paper and pencils. Someone wrote on the pad and then tore off the page. Peter picked up the pad and looked at it from the side. He saw imprints on the top page. “Look at this, Franz, someone wrote something on the pad.”
“That’s what pads are for,” said Franz, smiling, shaking his head.
“Wise ass” Peter took a pencil and carefully rubbed it across the pad. Then he pulled off his right glove, used his finger, and wiped over the imprint. Clearly, he saw an address. Below he saw a name and a phone number. Peter put his glove back on.
Grand Hotel
Ossiacher ZeileVillach, 2 9500
Adil Abu Bakr
71-330-146
“This is the address of a hotel in this neighborhood. I bet it’s the same hotel that we saw on the city map. The phone number must be from Fath Abu Bakr’s son, Adil. It’s a Tunisian number. Most likely, they got ready to call Fath’s son to tell him that his father is dead,” said Peter, proud of himself.
“Right. Good work. What else could we check?” asked Franz, looking around in the room.
“How about the beds?” Both went to the beds and tore off the sheets and mattresses. When Franz removed the last mattress, a picture dropped on the floor. Peter picked it up and they looked at the picture of an attractive young girl, no more than sixteen. Franz looked at it, “Peter that could have been one of the girls that ran away, last Friday. Of course, I am guessing.”
“We better put the beds together, in case they come back,” said Peter. As they started to place the mattresses and the sheets, they heard a noise downstairs.
“Someone is coming,” said Peter. He drew his caliber 0.38 gun and hid behind a bed. Franz did the same, behind a bed on the other end, establishing a crossfire setup.
They waited, anticipating.
The van’s engine started. The person gunned the engine and then shut it off. He made sure that the engine started. Then he ran up the steps, taking two at the time. Peter saw him first; he had black hair and dark skin and went straight for the desk. Why would he do that? — it was empty. He ripped out the middle drawer and turned it over. Then he plucked a piece of paper from the bottom of the drawer.
Franz stretched his neck to see better. He overextended himself, slipped and fell on his rear.
The man heard the noise and he turned. Peter had only one remedy to get out of this sensitive situation. He stood up, aimed and fired at the Arab. Peter’s bullet found the heart and the Arab’s knees faltered and he fell forward. The paper was still in his hand. He died instantly. His overcoat soaked up his blood.
“Sorry, Peter, I slipped — how stupid of me,” said Franz, embarrassed.
“What should we do with him?” asked Peter, more concerned about the dead body.
“Let’s put him on a bed and cover him up,” said Franz. Peter removed the Arab’s wallet and carefully pulled the paper from his hand. He put the wallet and the paper in his pocket. They dragged him to a bed; Franz singlehandedly lifted him on the bed. Then he took a picture of his face with his 35-mm camera — it might come in useful if for no other reason perhaps for the headcount. When he was done, they covered him with a blanket. Because the bedsprings were weak and worn, allowing the body to sag, one would not realize, at first sight, that a body was on the bed. The friends left the warehouse satisfied what they had found.
***
“Franz, let’s go to the street where the girls disappeared.” While they walked down, they removed the gloves and Peter looked at the picture. It could have been the picture of a female relative. He turned it over and saw writing: Love, your sister. The Arab’s wallet contained drivers’ licenses and money, both Shillings and Dinars. That was a dead end. It was just a dead lowlife Arab, working for Adil Abu Bakr. The note had an interesting message:
Have the van ready at the Grand Hotel, 3-15-1953, 2:00 a.m.
“Franz, on the fifteenth, we have a date at the Grand Hotel, around the corner,” said, Peter, pleased.
“I’m looking forward to it. Perhaps we can deliver another head. Are you going to tell Sam about the Arab on the bed?”
“Yes. Later today, I will send another message.”
Peter and Franz walked down the steps, when Peter stopped in his tracks and said, “How the hell are they going to have the van ready on the fifteenth? We just killed the driver and we took the note.”
“You are right — good thinking, Peter. I always knew that you are smart.”
“What should we do now?”
“Put the note back under the drawer and hope that another Arab will come by before Saturday. And put the dead body on top of the bed for everyone to see.” Franz ripped the sheets of the bed, picked up the dead Arab and dropped him on the floor. It sounded as if Franz dropped a two-hundred pound sack of potatoes from ten feet up.
“Take it easy,” said Peter, shaking his head.
“What for, the fucker is dead anyway.” Peter returned the sheets and the blanket to the bed. He was meticulous about positioning and stretching the blanket.
“That’s good enough, Franz, let’s go already. Sometime you drive me nuts with your shenanigans.”
Franz smiled, picked up the Arab, and this time he placed him gently on the bed, on top of the blanket for everyone to see.
“Is that better?”
I hope another Arab will visit the warehouse before Saturday,” said Peter concerned, ignoring Franz’s last remark.
“I’m sure someone will be back. They will miss him and that will force them to check up on him. Then, they will see their dead friend. I hope that they will look for the note. When they find it, they will act on it.” Peter nodded, but not too convincingly.
Franz and Peter left the warehouse and they walked down the cobblestone road. They found the side street where the four girls ran in. Chestnut trees lined both sides of the street, keeping the street dark and shady. Their roots lifted parts of the cement sidewalk. Franz tripped over it and nearly fell on his face. Only two houses were on this street. Peter knocked on the front door of the first house. The friends waited. Perhaps no one is home. Peter knocked again — this time with more force. Eventually, an elderly man opened the door, “Yes, what can I do for you, but I’m not buying anything.”
“We are not salesmen. We just want to ask you a question,” said Peter.
“Ask!”
“Last week, Thursday evening, three girls ran into this street. One of them is my sister. Did you see them?”
“No, I didn’t. By the way, last week I was in Vienna, visiting my daughter.”
“I see. Do you live here by yourself?” asked Franz, frowning.
“Yes, I do. My wife passed away five months ago. It’s no fun, living by yourself, you know. That’s why I visit my daughter from time to time.” Franz looked at Peter, raising his brows — that’s a dead end.
“Thank you for your help,” said Peter, impatiently. They walked to the second house, a Cape Cod, with a porch in front, fresh gray paint on the floor. An attractive, tall woman in her thirties with bright red fingernails answered the door. This time Franz asked whether the woman has seen four girls, Thursday evening, last week. At first, the woman didn’t answer. Obviously, she thought how to go on with the conversation.
“May I ask who you are?” said the woman, cautiously. The way she asked the question, Peter immediately knew that she saw the girls. Peter decided to try a different approach. “Last week Thursday, I saw four girls running down this street and they entered your house. I’m concerned about them.” Peter took the picture from his shirt pocket and showed it to the woman, “I believe, this was one of the girls.” The woman looked at the picture and said, “You know, it could be one of them. She looks familiar,” but she wasn’t too sure about herself.
“Can you tell us who the girls were and where they went?”
“Why do you want to know?”
“We want to be sure that they got home safely,” said Peter, persuasively. The woman looked at Peter and Franz. Apparently, she trusted them and she started, “They ran up my steps, barefooted and banged on my door. Their feet bled. I gave them old socks to put on their feet. Two of them used my phone and called their parents. A half hour later, the worried parents came.”
“Where were you the last two days?” asked the father of one girl, “You told me that you were going dancing at the Grand Hotel and that you would come right home.”
“We did, Dad. We left at one a.m. Outside, four Middle Eastern men grabbed us and chloroformed us. When we woke up, they had us locked up in a van. We were so scared, Dad. One girl cried most of the time. The van was dark and cold. We tried to get out, but they had steel bars inside and they locked the back door. We bounced around and I have still bruises on my back. Fortunately, they only drove a short distance and stopped by a warehouse. That’s where they held us for two days — with hardly any food. However, they told us to take showers, while they watched. One of the Arabs did something to himself. I’m too embarrassed to say any more, Dad. It was an unfriendly and disgusting place. Another Arab sat in the office watching us also. He had a whip. He said that he’ll whip us if we aren’t quite. That’s what he said. I have no idea what they were going to do with us. I asked him where they are going to take us. One Arab said that we are going into training. I asked him, “What kind of training?” And he said, “Shut up bitch, you will find out soon enough.” Then, Thursday evening, someone shot their boss. That’s when we had the opportunity to escape. We ran like hell.”
That was how the woman related the story to Peter and Franz, as she remembered it.
“Then what happened,” asked Franz curiously.
“What do you think? The parents took all four girls and left. I guess they took them home. By the way, they did thank me for all my trouble and the father said that he would report this to the police. He was a short man with glasses.”
“Did you get their names or where they live?” asked Peter, hoping to get more information.
“No, I didn’t — what for? I was glad that they left,” said the woman, relieved.
“I can understand that. Thank you for your help,” offered Peter.
“You’re welcome.” Peter and Franz left and returned to the truck. Both knew what their next stop would be.
CHAPTER 6
An Austrian millionaire built the Grand Hotel in 1923, close to the Vassacher Lake. It was a resort — a place where young and old relaxed and enjoyed the beautiful Austrian landscape. Some rented boats and went fishing. Others enjoyed the beach, covered with imported sand from the ocean. Sailing on the lake was another of their favorite past times. In the winter, ice-skating and ice fishing was a much-loved activity. An enterprising entrepreneur rented horse carriages for romantic couples. In the evenings, it was quiet and one could hear the clap, clap of the horses on the cobblestone road. Fridays and Saturdays big bands played dance music. The evening started and ended with a waltz, by Johann Straus. During WWII, the German SS confiscated the hotel and used it as one of their headquarters. In 1946, right after the war, an unknown foreigner remodeled parts of the hotel and that included a new dance hall. It has been in operation since then.
On the following Saturday, Peter, Hilde and Franz visited the dance hall of the Grand Hotel. They were curious about this place, especially since they heard horror stories about white slavery originating from the hotel. Peter was not sure that an Arab would find the note under the desk drawer and wait with a van in the parking lot of the Grand Hotel. If no one read the message, the van might not be there. However, all three were determined to be careful but regardless of the outcome, they also hoped to have fun. Both Peter and Franz carried their .38’s with silencers attached. They paid their cover charge, then Peter and Hilde found a table, strategically placed, while Franz sat by the bar. It didn’t take long for a waitress to come to Peter’s table. “What will you have, folks?” she asked, bored and unfriendly.
“Can you get us two highballs, please?” said Peter. The waitress left, dragging her feet. It was still early, nonetheless the place filled quickly. Only one table in the corner was still available, but someone reserved it. At ten, the band started playing dance music; starting with a waltz. Then they played rumbas, sambas, and polkas. The lights dimmed. Peter got up and danced with his wife. When they stepped on the dance floor, it was nearly empty. Slowly the dance floor filled with couples. Hilde saw two kinds of folks; couples just like her and Peter, trying to enjoy themselves dancing to a few melodies and couples thrown together for the night, looking for action. Some slid majestically along the powdered floor, while others hopped, skipped and jumped, pushing boisterously across the dance floor. After two dances, Peter and Hilde sat.
Franz was still at the bar. He ordered a beer. He drank it slowly. A working girl sat next to him, looking him over. She was a paid dancer.
“Would you like to dance?” she asked Franz, smiling at him.
“No, not now, thank you. Perhaps later.”
“Then, how about buying us a drink?” she asked.
“What are you drinking?”
“Bourbon and a glass of water.”
“Waiter, get us two bourbons, please,” said Franz, bored. The waiter poured Franz’s bourbon from a bottle of the shelf behind him. Then he reached below the bar and poured the dancer’s bourbon from another bottle. Franz noticed that. He tasted his bourbon. It appeared normal strength. While the dancer looked to the dance floor, Franz switched the two shots of bourbon. He picked his up and toasted. The dancer did the same. She drank hers, coughed, and choked. “What did you give me?” she asked the waiter, pissed.
“The regular stuff.”
“No, you didn’t, you idiot. Taste it,” she said.
“How can I do that? You drank it all.”
“How about a refill,” said Franz, amusing himself, “and this time pour both of them from the same bottle.”
“No thanks, I don’t care for more,” said the dancer, disgusted. She got up and walked away.
“Bitch,” said Franz, knowingly, under his breath, while he watched the dancer approach another sucker at the end of the bar.”
Peter and Hilde finished another waltz. They enjoy dancing.
“Can we sit? I’m a little tired,” said Hilde, somewhat uneasy.
“No problem. I’m warm and I need a drink. In fact, I could soon use some fresh air, being a non-smoker.” The dance hall was warm, hazy and the smell of sweat and cigarette smoke filled the atmosphere, though ceiling fans operated at full speed. A few men still danced, wearing their jackets. Others got comfortable in their shirtsleeves. Hilde looked over to the table with the reserved sign. “Peter, look who is sitting by the table in the corner.”
“Two Middle Eastern men,” said, Peter surprised. “I wondered who would eventually sit there.” They dressed in light colored suites, starched shirts, colorful designer ties and they were unusually good looking. Peter and Hilde kept watching them, without arousing suspicion. A waitress served them drinks. They kept looking at the row of dance girls, lined up, waiting to be asked to dance. They talked to each other, deciding what to do. Eventually, one Middle Eastern rose and walked to the youngest and prettiest girl. He asked her to dance and she agreed. After the dance, he took her to his table and bought her a drink. Then the second man danced with another good-looking girl and she sat joining the other couple. The girls were happy and content. Their demeanor gave forth evidence that their date will take care of them. They did not worry. Nothing can go wrong. The band played a rumba. Both couples went dancing and they danced well. The waitress brought them another round. Then they danced again. The Middle Eastern men knew how to deal with women and they, in turn, felt comfortable. Peter looked at his watch. It was one-thirty a.m. He remembered the note that the Arab found under the middle drawer of the desk. He hoped that another Arab found the same note later. Franz looked at Peter and he motioned to him to check outside for the van. Nonchalantly, Franz walked to the toilet. It was in the hallway on the way to the front entrance. Then he walked to the front parking lot. On the left, in a dark area, Franz saw the van and the driver was behind the steering wheel, lighting a cigarette. Franz returned to the bar. When Peter looked at him, Franz nodded, raising his brows for confirmation. Peter understood. He looked to the table in the corner. He noticed that the Arabs were restless, sliding in their chairs, looking at their watches, finishing their drinks. The Arabs smiled at the girls and talked to them persuasively. Then they stood, smiling at the girls, heading for the door. The girls followed. The two couples went toward the van. Franz threw money on the bar and then he walked behind them. Peter and Hilde got up and followed Franz.
“Start the truck, Franz,” said Peter. “We’ll follow them. I hope that they’ll drive to the warehouse.” The van left the parking lot and fortunately, the driver drove to the warehouse, however slowly, checking the surroundings. Franz stayed clear, headlights off. He parked his truck before he reached the warehouse and he kept the engine running.
“Hilde, move to the driver’s seat, keep the engine running and the doors locked. We may have to take off in a hurry,” said Peter. Franz and Peter looked around the corner. The van driver stopped the van behind the warehouse. One Arab jumped out from the back of the van and used a key to open the garage door and the van driver drove in. The Arab quickly closed the garage door.
“Shit,” said Peter, “that’s not good. Let’s go to the front, to the same window.” Both put their rubber gloves on. Then Peter tried the window and luckily, it opened. No one checked it since last week, Thursday. Franz went in first. Both stayed low. The Arabs carried the girls to the second floor. Obviously, the Arabs chloroformed them in the van. Peter and Franz drew their 0.38’s. Quietly, they followed them up the steps.
“You take the one on the left and I’ll take out the one on the right.”
“What about the third one, Peter?”
“We have to do the best we can,” said Peter, somewhat uneasy. Peter reached the top first. His hands shook. Franz was nervous, wiping perspiration from his forehead. One Arab turned and shouted something in Arabic. Before he finished his sentence, both Arabs had a caliber 0.38 projectile piecing their bodies and they silently dropped. The third Arab reached for his weapon, trying to rip it from his holster, but both Peter and Franz simultaneously fired their guns. Because of the double impact, the force of the bullets lifted him off his feet and then he fell back. The girls regained conscientiousness and they screamed, ready to escape again. They were frightened and their bodies shook.
“Shut up, we are here to save you,” said Franz, aggravated. Peter quickly, emptied the Arab’s pockets and he took all their weapons. He found a paper bag to carry the wallets, passports and guns. They left the bodies where they were, but they took pictures of all three faces. They might need them for their report.
“Can you walk?” Peter asked the girls.
“Yes, yes, we can walk, said both girls, crying.”
“Let’s go, quickly,” said Peter. They ran down the steps and to the back door. Franz tried the side door. It was still open. Then they ran around the corner and Hilde pulled up. Peter sat in front and Franz with the two girls sat in the back seat of the Mercedes truck.
“Where are we going?” asked Hilde, wondering which way to turn.
“Where do you live?” asked Peter, “We’ll take you home. Is that what you want?”
“Yes, please take us home. We are neighbors. We live close by — we walked to the dance hall,” said the girls. Hilde followed the girl’s directions and drove them to their homes.
“Are you going to tell your parents what happened to you?” asked Hilde.
“No, we won’t, but we’ll never go back there again.”
“Do you have any idea what the Arabs were going to do with you?” queried Peter.
“No, we aren’t sure.”
“They were going to sell you as white slaves,” said Peter. “That will give you something to think about. You had better be more careful the next time and stay away from Arabic-looking men.”
CHAPTER 7
The night before, late in the evening, Inspector Bruno Schultz returned from Napoli, Italy. He wrapped up a complicated murder investigation. The murderer hailed from the Czech Republic. He raped and afterwards killed a woman in the outskirts of Villach and then escaped to Napoli. Schultz was on his tail. He found fingerprints on her purse and consequently he identified the criminal. When he cornered him, he turned him over to the Italian police and they transported him to Vienna, to face justice. Fortunately, this person didn’t have immunity. Schultz was the only man at the Villach police station, with enough international crime solving experience to chase this criminal. In addition, Schultz speaks Italian fluently, definitely an advantage for solving this case. He learned Italian during the Second World War. It was a high school requirement. He was tracking criminals for the last four years in England, Italy and North Africa.
With his new Underwood typewriter, Schultz typed the last lines of his five-page report. He still remembers when he hand wrote all his reports. Technology is wonderful, Schultz thought. In addition, he just got himself a black and white, 10 inch, television. He was happy that he learned ten-finger typing in a typing class at the University of Villach. He wasn’t as fast as some secretaries, but still it was a tremendous improvement over hand writing. During his tenure at the university, he studied criminology, with a minor in philosophy.
“It’s good to have a background in philosophy when you are dealing with criminals,” his counselor advised him, in his sophomore year. After graduation in 1948, Schultz married Agatha, a philosophy major and she was the student leader in her senior year. She had an eye on him since she met him in their junior year.
Why?
Because he was tall, athletic and good-looking — dark hair, brown eyes, expressive face and a scar, reaching from his chin to his ear from one of his confrontations. That was fashionable. Usually only doctors had scars — it was a status symbol for them. Some doctors obtained the scar from dueling with sabers. Other carried self-inflicted scars, because they were chicken, not able to engage in dueling.
With his right hand, Schultz pulled the last page from his typewriter, looked it over and he was satisfied. He signed it, happy that it was complete. He looked at the clock on the wall — 12:30. It’s time for dinner. He rose, donned his coat, when the phone rang. Not now, he thought. He returned to his desk and answered the phone, “Yes. This is Inspector Schultz.”
“Inspector, I have tried to talk to you all last week. My name is Rudi Lessing.”
“Last week I was out of town, on a case. What can I do for you, Mr. Lessing?”
“I would like to make an appointment, later today, if possible. It has to do with a matter of grave importance.”
“Can you come in at three?”
“How about at four, Inspector. That’s when I get off work.”
“All right, Mr. Lessing. I’ll see you at four,” said the inspector, frowning.
***
Schultz waited in his office. He could have been home today, right after he dropped off the report from his last case. He looked at his watch — 3:55. He waited. Lessing should be here at any minute. I wonder what the hell he wants. Someone knocked on the door.
“Come in,” said Schultz, unhappy. The door opened slowly and a fragile, gray-haired man, dressed in a baggy suit, wimpy looking, peeked around the door. Bruno Schultz stood up, held out his hand, and squeezed Lessing’ hand. Lessing took it like a trooper though Lessing’s handshake was weak. He wore bifocals and his hairline receded.
“Have a seat, Mr. Lessing. Did you leave work early?”
“Yes, I did. I work in an accounting firm.” Rudi Lessing twisted the chair and pulled it closer to Schultz’s desk. He sat lower than Schultz did. Schultz engineered it for his interviews, by cutting two inches off the legs of the interviewee’s chair. That gives Schultz an added edge. Lessing looked up and he leaned forward and stretched.
“Today my office supervisor left early. So, I snuck out to get here on time,” said Lessing, grinning from ear to ear. Quickly, however, Lessing’s smile vanished and he assumed a bearing of grave importance.
“What can I do for you?” asked Schultz, impatiently. Lessing unbuttoned his jacked and paused before he started, “Two weeks ago, my daughter and three of her school friends went dancing at the Grand Hotel, you know, by Vassacher Lake. On Mondays, they have a teenage, early dance. Normally, they came home before twelve. Well, that evening they didn’t come home. My wife and I ran down to the dance hall, but when we got there, it was closed. Next day we returned to the dance hall, but only the cleaning people were there. We asked questions, but no one knew anything. They just shook their heads and they were no help at all. We worried to no end. What could have happened to our daughter and to her friends? Both, my wife and I were restless and we couldn’t sleep. We kept looking for the girls, when two weeks ago a woman called me. She had my daughter and her three friends in her house. We took our Packard and drove down to meet her. That’s when the kids told us what had happened to them. Then I finally made an appointment with you, Inspector.” Mr. Lessing paused to get his breath, looking inquisitively at Schultz.
“Say, what happened to them,” asked the inspector, curiously.
“Four men drugged them and held them hostage, until Thursday evening, two weeks ago. You have no idea how happy my wife and I were, when we saw my daughter and her friends. And that’s why I’m here, Inspector. I think that foreigners are involved in white slavery and they are using dance halls to abduct young girls. Anyway, that’s what I think, but I could be wrong, you understand. Of course, I’m not an expert in this field — accounting is my specialty,” said Lessing, relieved that he finally talked to the inspector. Inspector Schultz took notes. “Is there anything else that you want to tell me?”
“Yes Inspector. If it wouldn’t be for someone killing their ringleader, I might have never seen my girl again. The girls told me that they escaped from the warehouse and ran to the house two streets down, while there was confusion down stairs. They were trying to figure out what had happened to their ringleader.”
“I see. Do you know who killed the — ahhh … ringleader?” asked the inspector.
“No, I don’t know that. But my daughter told me that another Arab ran up the hill across the street. She saw that while she escaped,” said Lessing, proudly.
“Is there anything else that you can think of?”
“No, Inspector. That’s it, in a nutshell. What are you going to do?”
“I don’t know, Mr. Lessing. I have to investigate. But I know one thing.”
“What’s that Inspector?”
“The ringleader of the white slavery ring is dead,” said Schultz.
“Thank you, Inspector. I appreciated it if you would look into this case.” With that, Mr. Lessing left the inspector’s office and he went home to his wife, happy that he talked to the inspector.
***
Bruno Schultz reviewed what Lessing told him.
“White Slavery in Villach, Austria?” That was hard to believe!
He kept records of missing people. Could there be a connection between missing people and slavery? He just didn’t know. Then he remembered a newspaper article, confirming Lessing’s statements:
March 5, 1953.
Ringleader killed — Local white slavery ring exposed.
Schultz called Lessing and asked him if he read the article in the paper. Lessing said that he did read it. Then Schultz told him that he would work on the case to find out what’s behind it and that he should frequently check the paper for updated news.
The following morning, Bruno went to the local Newspaper, The Villach News. He looked for the person who wrote the article.
“How did you get the information?” asked Bruno.
“From the precinct captain,” said the news reporter. Bruno thanked the reporter and drove to the police station of the local precinct. He found the captain and he showed him the newspaper article.
“Oh yea, I remember him. His name was Fath Abu Bakr. We believe that he was from Tunisia,” said the captain, casually.
“Are you looking for his murderer?” asked Bruno, raising his brows.
“No, not yet. Right now, we have a heavy workload. I don’t have the extra manpower, investigating the murders of foreign nationals. Moreover, the officers that I do have are working over time. By the way, Inspector, I have additional information. It might help you during your investigation. Monday, March 9, we found another Arabic man, dead in the same warehouse, this time on the second floor, shot through the heart. Someone threw him on a bed upstairs. Then, on March 15, we found three dead men n the warehouse, also on the second floor.”
“Why would anyone have a bed in a warehouse?”
“That’s a good question, Inspector. When I checked on the four girls, they told me that the Arabs held them upstairs. They were going to train them to be slaves. They had showers, toilets and beds up there.”
“It there anything else that you can tell me?”
“No, not really. Like I said, I didn’t have the time to check out this case. I hope you can.” The precinct captain rose, and held out his hand. Bruno shook his hand, thanked him for the information and left. He looked at his watch. It was still early. He went to the Precinct library to get a book on Tunisia. When he returned to his office, the phone rang.
“This is Inspector Schultz.”
“I must see you in my office, as soon as possible,” said Captain Stone, Schultz’s boss.
“I can see you in fifteen minutes.”
Schultz sat across from Stone, two telephone books under his butt. The captain used the same technique that Schultz used to talk to his people. “Schultz, I’m putting you in charge of the White Slavery case. I hear that a fellow by the name of Lessing talked to you about it. Is it true that Arabs kidnap our women in your precinct and sell them into slavery?”
“That’s what Lessing said. I would have to investigate,” said Schultz, frowning.
“That’s what I want you to do. But, be careful. Don’t create an international incident — you know what I mean!”
“I understand perfectly, boss. Is there anything else?”
“Not right now. Let me know when you have something, Bruno.” Bruno Schultz left Stone’s office. He walked slowly along the old worn, gray marble corridor. Looks like I’m stuck with another international case. Where do I begin? At the warehouse, I suppose!
***
The night before, Bruno Schultz reviewed his notes. He stuck his booklet in his coat pocket and went to the office. Someone made coffee. He smelled it before he entered the office. He poured a cup — black and no sugar. Then he sat by his desk. International cases are sensitive, creating impossible situations. Investigators spend many hours at various embassies. The job: apprehend the criminal, but don’t step on anyone’s toes. Diplomatic immunity is another problem. Bruno checked his 0.38, police special — make sure it’s loaded, shoved in his shoulder holster thinking, this gun doesn’t understand diplomacy. He had a box of spare ammo in his pocket. He stood up and donned his trench coat. It’s only eight degrees centigrade. He usually parks his VW behind the station. He bought it six months ago. Black paint, red interior, stick shift, air-cooled engine. He was amazed how well it performed last winter. The address of the warehouse was on the first page of his notes. Bruno parked the VW around the corner of the warehouse. He was nervous and he slowly walked to the front door, looking at the warehouse — two floors. The owners locked the front door. Then he tried the windows on both sides of the door — locked also. In the back of the warehouse, one window was unlocked. He climbed in. He slipped and tore his coat. Shit, who is going to pay for that? I guess, I’ll have my wife sew it up. She recently bought a foot-operated sewing machine.
No one was in. Downstairs was empty. He walked up to the second floor. It was also empty. In the far corner was a room. It could have been a bathroom. Someone removed the toilet and the sink, leaving holes in the floor and on the wall where drainpipes protruded. A strong sewer odor wafted from the pipe openings. Sewer liquid soiled the wood floor around it. Bruno stepped back and held a handkerchief in front of his nose. A second room was also completely empty. A calendar hung on the wall, showing that this could have been an office. Bruno convinced himself that the owners abandoned the Warehouse. He checked the floor and he found drops of blood, verifying that someone bled. Bruno shook his head; that was a dead end.
Now what?
When he left the warehouse, he remembered the hill across the street. After he walked across the street, he climbed the hill. The ground was still soft and wet, but the snow melted a few days ago. On top of the hill, Bruno looked down to the other side. A secondary road wound its way around the bottom of the hill, disappearing behind the hill farther down. A city employee cleared out an area with enough room for a couple of cars to park there. Bruno walked down. He noticed various old tire tracks. On the other side of the road, he saw a small trout creek. Fly fishermen park their vehicles here to go fishing. Recent a heavy downpour washed out the tire tracks and it was impossible to recognize any. While he returned to his car, he realized that it won’t be easy to find the killer (s) of the Arabs. What should I do next? Sitting in his car, he looked at his notes. Lessing told him about the dance hall, but today the dance hall is closed. Tomorrow is Friday and the dance hall will be open. That’s where he will go tomorrow. He looked at his watch. It’s still early. Today he could visit the people that helped the girls.
He drove down the side street. No one was home at the first house. He knocked repeatedly. Then he walked to the near window and looked in, his hands on the side of his face, to see in. It’s completely deserted. Sheets covered the chairs. A security light burned in the corner. Before Bruno had a chance to look further, he heard a woman calling, “Can I help you.” The voice came from the house next door. He walked over. “Is there anyone home over there?”
“The owner went to visit his daughter in Vienna. Can I help you?”
“I’m inspector Schultz and I’m investigating the murder of Arabic nationals.”
“I see. I’m not sure that I can help. I don’t know any of them. But a fellow by the name of Lessing visited me and he told me that ….”
“I know about him. He told me his story. Do you have any other information that would help me solving this mystery?” The woman thought, then raised her finger, “Yes. Two men asked about the same thing,” said the woman, proud that she could help.
“What did they look like, Ma’am?”
“Both were tall, strong and young. They wore caps and sprouted dark mustaches.”
“What color hair?”
“I don’t know — they wore caps — I couldn’t tell,” said the woman, perturbed. “You know, I was glad that they left. I live here all by myself, you know and I was afraid.”
“I understand. I’m sorry Ma’am. Another thing. Did they have an accent?”
“No, they didn’t. They were locals. I could tell by their dialect. One of them showed me a picture of a girl. It looked like a girl that was here.”
“Do you know where he found the picture?”
“No, I don’t know that — why should I?” The woman pressed her forearms in front of her, raising her bosoms to keep them warm and suggesting to Bruno that she was ready to return to her home.
“That’s true. Thank you for your help. I appreciate it,” said Bruno, happy he got this much information. It was getting late and Bruno was cold and hungry. He had the shakes but he remembered that Agatha had dinner ready for him — Wiener schnitzel, sauerkraut and dumplings — his favorite dish. The thought brought a smile too his face. He went down the street to his VW and drove home.
***
Friday, at nine-thirty in the evening, Bruno took Agatha dancing to the Grand Hotel. With the exception of two dance instructors, the floor was empty.
“Say, Bruno, I think they hired instructors to get folks moving,” Agatha mused.
“That is very possible,” said Bruno, nodding.
“Let’s dance.”
“All right.” They danced the tango and the mambo. The dance floor was slippery and the couple slid on the floor effortlessly in a large circle. Bruno liked this idea — why not have a little fun while working. The hall was sparsely populated, but it was still early. By eleven, they had their third drinks and the dance hall was full. A large orchestra of exciting appearance provided musical stimulation for a mixed crowd. At the far left end, girls lined up, waiting to dance. They didn’t wait long. An abundance of well-dressed men lined up to dance with them. This was the custom. The bar was full with young men, willing to buy drinks for attractive and bosomy females, with long legs and short skirts. The males had no idea that the bartender served two kinds of drinks — alcoholic beverages for the males and tea for the dancers, employed at the hotel. That’s the rotten part of the business. The atmosphere at the hall, apart from the occasional strong, cheap perfume and sweaty odor, was one of casual informality. In the upstairs, balcony section, men sat with women, enjoying their conversations. These women projected an aura of superiority, looking down, showing that they managed to move to the next phase in the dance hall conquest. In a corner on the right, a table was still empty. A tall clip, with a card attached to it sat in the middle. Bruno and Agatha noticed that, but they couldn’t read it.
“It’s probably a reserved table,” said Agatha, knowingly.
“You might be right,” replied Bruno, humoring his wife. They rose and danced another tango. Agatha loved the tango, because it is a highly stylized dance and it is good exercise. Bruno knows most of its variations. They learned it in dance classes at Arthur Murray just two years ago. When they sat, Agatha noticed that two men sat by the table in the corner. “They have darker skin and they are extremely well dressed.”
“They might be Arabic,” said Bruno. The waitress brought Bruno another drink. She dragged her feet.
“Tired?” asked Bruno, smiling at her.
“You got it. It’s a long night. And I didn’t get too much sleep last night, plus the tips are coming slowly. My baby kept me awake most of the night,” said the waitress, faintly returning a smile.
“Who takes care of your baby when you are working?” asked Agatha.
“My mother — and she is getting tired of it. I don’t know what I’m going to do?”
“Yea. That could be a problem. Say, who are the two men in the corner?” asked Bruno.
“They are two new guys. They work for the manager and come in here to dance. And they usually walk out with girls,” commented the waitress, knowingly.
“I want to ask you something,” said Bruno.
“What do you want to ask? Make it quick. I have to go back to work.”
“Who owns the dance hall? Do you know?” asked Bruno.
“I don’t know that. We all work for the manager. That’s all we know.”
“Thank you. We’ll be seeing you.”
“Right,” said the waitress and she left for the bar.
Later, Bruno looked at his watch. It was one-thirty a.m. The two Arabs danced with two young, white girls. They danced an additional two dances and they appeared nervous. They talked to them convincingly, using hand motions for reinforcement, and then they rose and left with them though the back door. Bruno nudged his wife. “I’m going to follow them — see where they are going.” He reached in his billfold, in the left breast jacket pocket, and gave the waitress a handsome tip. Then Bruno and Agatha left through the same door. The Arabs entered a van, dragging the girls along. They were objecting to this treatment. Bruno and his wife rushed to their car and they followed the van.
“It’s obvious to me that the Arabs forced the girls on the van,” said Bruno, moving his jaw.
The driver drove across town to the old section of Villach. When they reached an old, three-story red brick building, the van stopped. Two men carried the girls into the building. Someone turned on lights on the second floor, indicating that no one else was there previously. Bruno parked his car a safe distance away. He turned off the engine and waited. A half hour later, three men went to the van and drove away. The light on the second floor was still on. Bruno waited another fifteen minutes. Then he told his wife that he would investigate. He reached in his glove compartment, took his off-duty pistol, and shoved it behind his belt.
“Be careful, dear. I don’t know what I would do without you,” said Agatha, concerned. Bruno laughed and shook his head. How many times have I heard that before? Then he went to the front door. He turned the knob and the door opened. I’ll be a son of a bitch — they left the door open. He looked in. No one was on the first floor. He slowly walked up the steps to the second floor. The stairs squeaked. Bruno stepped to the side of the steps and held on to the railing. That was quieter. The door upstairs was partially open. Bruno pushed it slightly — just enough that he could see in. Two girls, tied up, sat on two beds, crying. An Arab sat in a chair, smoking and reading a magazine. He looked at the girls, provoked. “Shut the fuck up, already. If you don’t, I’ll beat the crap out of you.” The girls tried to stop, but they still whimpered.
“What are you going to do with us?” asked one girl, with renewed energy.
“Shut up or you’ll find out right now.” The Arab stood up and walked to the near girl. He stood in front of her and slapped her across the face. She screamed. The other girl also screamed and kicked her feet, pulling on the ropes that confined her. He stepped to the other girl and punched her across the chin. She passed out. He threw the girl on the bed, unzipped his pants and let them drop to the floor. Bruno saw enough.
He opened the door. The hinges squealed. The Arab turned, surprised and he pulled his gun from his shoulder holster. Bruno was bigger and much stronger than the Arab was. He knocked it aside and punched his nose. Fortunately, the Arab’s gun jammed and the dropped pants confined his movements. Simultaneously, Bruno pulled his gun, aimed and fired at the Arab. A loud cracking sound reverberated though the old brick building, waking the girl. A stream of blood ran from the Arab’s chest. He collapsed, his eyes rolled and then he died. Bruno took his wallet and checked the other pockets. Next, he freed the girls and helped them to his car. When Agatha saw what her husband is doing, she slipped into the driver’s seat and started the VW engine. Bruno carefully helped the girls into the backseat and he sat in front. Agatha was nervous, but didn’t waist time; she knew exactly what to do. She floored the pedal and took off in the direction of her husband’s police station. While she pulled out, the van returned to the brick building.
“Let’s get the hell out of here,” said Bruno to his wife, anxiously. Agatha put the pedal to the metal, and loose gravel flew, propelled by the rear tires.
At the police station, the girls called their parents. They came and picked them up, thanking the inspector for his service.
“Stay away from this dance hall,” was the advice that Bruno gave to the girls.
When he arrived at home, he checked the Arab’s wallet. He lived in Port El Kantaoui, Tunis. Also, he had a large amount of Tunisian money on him. Bruno kept it. It will come in useful if he takes a trip to Tunisia, and it will save his department some money. Later Bruno found a docking slip and he found out that he lived on a boat with two other Arabs. He might check that out later. The following weekend he reported to Captain Stone about his involvement with slave runners.
Monday morning, Bruno went to the Bureau of Records in Villach. He checked ownership of the Grand Hotel. The owner was Fath Abu Bakr. That was of no surprise to Bruno. He realized that the clerk didn’t get around to update the record.
“Is this the owner of the Grand Hotel?” Bruno asked suspiciously.
“Let me check,” said the clerk. He went to his desk and checked the stack of mail.
“I guess not,” said the clerk. “The owner is Adil Abu Bakr, Fath’s son.”
“And what is his residence?”
“This update came from Tunisia, the town of Sousse to be exact,” said the clerk, proudly.
“Thank you,” said Bruno and he returned to his office. He has lots of planning to do. The same week, Wednesday, a cashier’s check for fifty-thousand Shillings arrived. A person of means made it out to Inspector Schultz and it came from Tunis, the capital of Tunisia. Schultz placed it in the center drawer of his desk. Then he locked the desk. He was contemplating what to do with it. He would have to work two and one half years to make that much money. He did have a good idea where the check came from.
This case promises to be interesting. He has to catch the assassins of the Arabs and at the same time, an Arab of means appears to be paying him for taking out a slave runner of white females. Schultz had many unusual cases, but this one, no doubt, is the strangest case that he is working on.
CHAPTER 8
While Rudi Lessing talked to Inspector Schultz about the abduction of his daughter and her friends, Peter and Franz went to their favorite place, the caverns, to check the content of the paper bag. They were curious whether they made a hit or whether they just ended up with useless information. The slave runners had three passports that cleared them for Austria and Italy and all three were Arabs of Tunisian nationality. That was nothing new. Their billfolds contained large amounts of Austrian, Italian and Tunisian money in large bills. Peter kept the money — it will be useful if they’ll take a trip. Franz checked three guns, all made in Spain. However, one Arab had a docking slip from Genoa, Italy. This seaport is beautifully situated on the Italian Riviera and it is the chief sea port of Italy. The effects of war damaged it badly, but the Italians were still rebuilding it, with the help of American dollars. Engineers redesigned the docks for large and smaller boats. The city is also a commercial and industrial center. Manufactures of iron and steel, chemicals, petroleum and airplanes use this international port. With all these activities, it was an ideal location for Fath Abu Bakr, and now Adil, to use it as a stepping point from Europe to Tunisia. Because he used his own boats, it was expedient for him to transport white females to the northern part of Africa.
Franz studied the docking slip:
Boat ownerFath Abu Bakr
Type boat:40 ft twin-engine cruiser
Dock numberC67
He placed the slip in front of Peter. “We should drive down there and check out the boat. What do you say, Peter?”
“Sounds like a good idea,” said Peter. “By the way, let’s look at the Arab’s billfold again. Who knows what else he may have in there.” Franz took the billfold and flipped through it. In the last compartment, he found a yellow slip. He slid it to Peter. “Look at this, Peter.” Peter checked it turned and twisted it and he concluded that this is another docking slip.
“Do you know what that is?”
“No, I don’t. That’s why I gave it to you” said Franz, perturbed.
“It’s another docking slip. For Porto Cervo, that is Service Port in English.”
“Where the hell is Porto Cervo?” asked Franz.
“I’m not sure. How do you expect me to know everything?” Peter rose and got a thick atlas of the European continent from the mildewed bookshelf, standing in the corner. He checked the index and found that Porto Cervo is located on the north east coast of Sardinia. Then he read from the atlas, “Porto Cervo is the busiest and best-equipped port in Sardinia. It has over 700 docks and with full mooring services. And it is situated on the famous coast of Smeralda.” Peter paused and looked at the map again. “I found it. The island of Sardinia is halfway between Genoa and Port El Kantaoui. That makes sense. It must be a stopover.” After Peter finished reading, the friends were silent but their minds were active. Eventually, Franz asked, “Are we going on a trip?” Peter leaned back in his chair and looked at the ceiling. This assignment is now taking on an international flavor. To be successful, he has to organize it well and put the proper resources in place.
“Yes Franz, I believe we are going on a trip but first I need to talk to Sam. He has to get us a cruiser and funds, if we are going to Port El Kantaoui.”
***
The following Saturday Peter placed an ad in the paper, and he signed it with his codename Gregory. He was concerned. Will he get a response?
Sam
Need to talk.
Gregory
On the same Saturday, Sam called Peter, with a distorted voice. “What do you need, Gregory?” Peter was surprised to hear from Sam so soon.
“Well Sam, this assignment branched out. I have a lead in Tunisia. I’m going to need a seaworthy cruiser, docked in Genoa, Italy. And I could use advanced funds, for passports, docking fees, gasoline, hotel rooms and amenities. By the way, did you get my latest headcount?”
“I got your headcount. The money will be delivered the usual way — Box 6699. I’ll talk to my contact about a cruiser and funds. Anything else, Gregory?”
“No, nothing else. If I need something else, I’ll call. Thanks.” Both cradled their phone. Peter was taken aback that the conversation went well. Will he get a cruiser to sail to Tunisia? Only time will tell.
***
Peter decided to let the hunt for the Arabian slave traffickers slide and catch up on his gunsmith work. Franz has six repair jobs waiting for him. The other four gunsmiths are busy fabricating shotguns and rifles. New orders are coming in from Austria, Switzerland, Germany and Italy. And four days ago, he received an order from Hellis’ gun store on Edgeware Rd., in London, England. A Lord needs his Holland-Holland, 12 gauge, shotgun repaired. The left sear won’t hold the hammer on the left, while the right barrel is being discharged. That means that both barrels go off, when the Lord fires the right barrel, nearly separating his arm from his shoulder socket, with the Lord landing on his skinny posterior.
Why is the business growing so fast?
Because of Peter’s motto.
Deliver quality products on time and at a reasonable cost.
The word is spreading. He has a large sign in front of his shop:
Peter Benner
International Gunsmiths Inc.
Also, he advertizes in all major newspapers and hunting magazines in Europe. Peter has to make a decision. He went to the caverns with a liter of cider, two glasses and he took his wife along.
“I can’t keep up with the workload and I can’t afford to fall behind. What should I do?” Hilde sat back in her chair and took a sip of the cider. She shivered.
“Turn on the heat, Peter,” said Hilde to buy time. Peter reached for the heater and flicked the switch in the up position. Both stared at the heater coils, tuning slowly red, radiating heat waves and generating a low frequency sound. Hilde saw the low frequency radiation emanating from the heater coils. She moved her hands closer to the heater to warm them. Then she rubbed them slowly and started, “I know what to do Peter, but I’m not convinced that you’ll agree.”
“What do you have in mind?”
“I think that you should hire at least two good gunsmiths — the kind of men that are flexible and can do a variety of tasks. Then invest in at least three new machines — a lathe, a mill and a drill press.”
“If I do all that I’ll run out of room.”
“I know that. You have to build an addition — make the work area at least twice as big. The office area is good. You don’t need to fix that.”
“You have a lot more guts than I have, and with my money,” said Peter, frowning. “So, you think I should expand?”
“Definitely. It will give you peace of mind and it will positively influence your customer base. But most importantly, it will afford you to pursue you other activities without unnecessary encumbrance.”
That’s what Peter did. During the next three days, he talked to a contractor. He made a proposal for the addition. After Peter approved it, the contractor finished the job in four weeks. Simultaneously, Peter ordered three machines and they arrived two weeks after the addition was finished. During the interim time, all gunsmiths worked ten hours per day, six days per week to keep up with the workload. And he hired two master gunsmiths. Both came from Ferlach’s gunsmith school.
CHAPTER 9
One and one half weeks after Peter talked to Sam, a note was in the chute in the cavern. He was surprised to hear so soon from Sam.
Gregory,
An Allchorn, 1950, steel craft is docked in the public docks of Genoa, Italy in dock Number A26.
It is 42 foot long, with two gas tanks and twin engines. Below are the galley, the head and sleeping accommodations for five.
The keys for the vessel are in this envelope.
We attached operating funds.
Good luck
Sam.
Peter read the note. He liked the idea that the boat has a steel hull. It is a reliable boat, built in England, by Allchorn boat builders. They have been in business since 1861 and they are still building exceptional boats. It will give him the security and comfort that he desires, considering that the steel hull protects the cruiser. The internal walls are teakwood. The benches for the dining table are covered with soft upholstery and plush carpeting covers the floor. It was surprising to Peter that the president of Tunisia was able to obtain a reliable cruiser on such short notice, built in England and docked in Italy.
Now Peter was anxious to take a trip to Italy to look at his boat. He was there before, in Milano, on a summer vacation with Hilde, before they had their baby. But this time he will go to Italy without his wife.
On the same day, Peter, Hilde and Franz went to Klagenfurt, Carinthia’s capital, to get their passports stamped at the Tunisian Embassy. Hilde may not need her passport for this work, but Peter decided to get her passport stamped. If he needs her, she will be ready. The transit visa stamps for Italy were still good. Early the following morning, Peter and Franz left Ferlach, driving in the direction of Genoa, Italy in Peter’s Alfa Romeo. Peter installed a special, out-of-sight compartment below his car, accessible from the top. That’s where kept two 0.38 revolvers and one, disassembled, 0.284 Magnum high-powered rifle with scope, each specially wrapped to hide that they are weapons. Peter and Franz added homemade silencers to all weapons. A gunsmith in Peter’s shop added a twelve round ammunition clip to their rifle. It has no name and no ID number. The rifle is one of a kind, manufactured during the dark hours in their shop. Franz polished the barrels of the revolvers to eradicate the original barrel signatures.
On this trip into the unknown, Peter left Hilde at home. It might be too dangerous; perhaps not during the relaxing trip from Ferlach to Genoa, but in Genoa, when Peter and Franz will attempt to chase down Arabs. While Franz was driving, Peter pulled out a map of southern Europe. He estimated that the tip to Genoa is about 350 miles. With hard driving, they could do this in one day, but they decided to stop over in Venice and go sightseeing. They took the Autobahn-South from Villach to Tarvisio, across the Alps and then to Venice. They parked the Alfa Romeo near a canal. Then they hired a gondolier and he took them on a relaxing cruise. Fortunately, both, Peter and Franz spoke Italian. They learned it going to school in Austria, during WWII. That was their foreign language requirement, because Italy, with Mussolini being its dictator, was an ally of Germany. Fortunately, they didn’t have to learn Japanese. Gondoliers are a fountain of useful and useless information. According to him, Venice was founded in 421 AD. It was built on several islands of a lagoon, and linked by bridges. The Venetian merchant Marco Polo made Venice famous during his trip to China. After the middle ages, Marco Polo met with Genghis Khan and right after that, the plague killed half the Venetian population. In spite of this, Venice succeeded in becoming a leading sea power of the Mediterranean Sea. Fortunately, Venice was not bombed during WWII, precluding the need to rebuild, because Italy’s enemies respected this attractive city. Franz signaled Peter that he is hungry and Peter responded, “Me too. Let’s eat something.”
“Can you recommend a good restaurant and a place to stay overnight?” asked Peter.
“There are many good restaurants in Venice,” said the gondolier. “I’ll drop you off by your car. Then I’ll point you to a hotel and restaurant. Would you like that?”
“Yes, that would be wonderful,” volunteered Peter. Thirty minutes later, the gondolier dropped off Peter and Franz. They had no idea how he got to the Alfa Romeo so quickly. He must have taken a short cut, between narrow channels and under three bridges, in the murky, dirty, smelly water. However, let no one say a derogatory word about Venice, the romantic Italian city.
“Nice Italian car,” said the gondolier, smiling.
“Thank you. I bought it in a Klagenfurt dealership.” The gondolier pointed to a three-story building across the plaza.
“Excellent hotel — good food and nice white women from Europe,” said the gondolier, knowingly. Peter and Franz looked at each other, realizing that they might be accidentally closer to white slavery activity than they realized. If it wouldn’t have been for their previous activities, they may have never realized that white slavery might be driving this prostitution ring. Franz smiled at the gondolier and asked, “Who do I talk to about a couple of white, attractive women?”
“Talk to the manger. He is a nice man and he will accommodate you. He usually stands behind the counter. Tell him that you got the information from a gondolier.” Peter paid the gondolier and he gave him a nice tip.
“Thank you for the ride and the information,” said Peter, as they left the gondola. Peter drove the car across the plaza to the restaurant, chasing a swarm of pigeons, interrupting their evening excretory activities. He parked in front. A carhop approached them and told them that he will park the car for the night, holding out his hand for the tip.
“I’ll park my own car,” said Peter, “just tell me where.” The carhop felt robbed of his tip, but tried to be courteous.
“Ah, you can park your own car. There is no law against that. Have a good evening,” he said knowingly, approving of Peter and Franz’s decision to patronize his hotel.
The dining room is a retreat of Venetian style; wood paneled walls, nice table settings with white linen tablecloths, soft upholstery, plush carpeting and decent service. Both had a typical Venetian’s dish; Adriatic Fish Stew over Angel Hair Pasta, washed down with a bottle of local, Italian wine. During their dinner, two musicians played romantic Italian melodies. A deep cup dangled from the hip of one musician and that was for the tip. After dinner, they finished their wine. For a few moments, it was quiet. The friends were engrossed in their own thoughts and about the trip from Ferlach to Venice. First, they took in the beautiful sceneries while driving, weaving from side to side, and avoiding bad drivers. Now they sat by a table, enjoying the wine and the dinner, no one would have thought that humans are involved, practicing slavery. And this is the twentieth century, but it still exists. Why are humans subjecting other humans into bondage?
Greed!
That is unfortunate, but it is a sad reality. And how easy it is to cover it up.
“Do you hear dance music in the adjacent room?” asked Franz.
“Yes, I do. Let’s go see,” said Peter, curiously. Peter paid for the dinner, using his expense account money. They left the dining room and drifted into the room next door. It was as dance hall. An Italian band played tangos, rumbas and Italian melodies.
“You want to sit by the bar?” offered Franz.
“Fine with me.”
The bartender, germinating a goatee, black hair and pointed nose, came quickly. He was going to make a sale. “What will you have? May I suggest our best champagne and our local caviar,” hoping the foreigners would go for it.
“No, thanks, just a glass of local wine and some local Venetian cheese,” countered Peter. The bartender mumbled something under his breath, but Franz heard it. He said, “Cheap Bastards.”
“Fuck him,” said Peter, appropriately, and the waiter heard that too. Slowly, they sipped their wine and nibbled on the cheese.
“Their local cheese is excellent,” commented Franz.
“They probably imported it from Austria,” noted Peter, sarcastically. “Are we ready to get a room?”
“Sure, why not. Then we can also talk to the manager.” They left the bar and Peter looked into the depths of the dance hall. “You won’t believe what I see, Peter.”
“What do you see?” asked Peter curiously.
“Look across the dance hall.”
“I’ll be god damned! Three Arabs sitting with three young, white, girls. What do you suggest we do, Franz?”
“We can’t be in two places at the same time. Let’s get a room,” suggested Franz. Peter stepped up to the service counter. AWe need a room, two beds and companionship for all night, in thirty minutes. Can you handle that?”
“Yes, I can. Pay up front for both.” The clerk handed Peter a scrap of paper with the total. Then he took the paper and tore it up.
“That must be their accounting system,” said Franz, frowning. Peter shook his head and paid. The clerk slid the key in front of Peter. “Room 326, in front.”
“Do you have a room on the first floor in the back?” The clerk checked his key board — that is his system.
“Yes, Room 121, in the back. That’s the only one left on the first floor. Why do you want a room on the first floor, may I ask?”
“Do have to tell you. Use your imagination. I may have to leave in a hurry. I can’t say anymore. Do you understand what I am saying, Giovanni?”
“I understand,” said the clerk, knowingly smiling. “My name isn’t Giovanni. It’s Juseppi.”
“Jussepi — Giovanni. Who gives a shit,” noted Franz, thoughtfully. Jussepi switched the keys, giving Franz a dirty look. This crook found his match. Peter and Franz went to their car. They made sure that no one is around watching. Then they took the handguns, hid them under their shirts, and went to room 121 in the back.
CHAPTER 10
Peter and Franz waited in their room for two girls. They sat on old chairs with worn and greasy upholstery, drinking soft drinks, looking at the door. Both had one objective in mind — Defeating White Slavery. They knew that they won’t eradicate it, but at least they will make a dent in the slavery market, particularly in Tunisia. It was a cause they committed to and so far, it had led them to killing five Arabs.
“I’m going to the desk, to get a newspaper,” said Franz.
“Hurry, the girls should be coming soon.” Five minutes later Franz returned. He had today’s local paper, translated The Venice Sentinel. He flipped through it, couldn’t find anything of interest, folded it and tossed it on the bed. Peter picked it up. He never went past the first page, “Look at the headline, Franz, in the international column.”
Austrian police inspector killed a person of Arabic nationality, who held two white girls as potential white slaves.
The reporter continued: The inspector questioned why an Arab would hold two girls hostage. The reporter seemed curious, too. He wrote that the Arab drew a gun at one Inspector Bruno Schultz. A confrontation followed and, while Schultz defended himself, he shot the Arab. Toward the end of the article, the reporter noted that Schultz took the girls to the police station and called their parents. It was an emotional scene with both parties crying. Then they promptly took them to their cars and drove them home.
The reporter did not mention slavery or nationality again. An exact transcript related the encounter as the reporter interviewed Inspector Schultz:
R. Inspector, where were you before you shot the Arab?
I. I was with my wife, in a dance hall.
R. What got you suspicious?
I. I have experience in these things — the way the Arabs dragged the girls along, leaving the dance hall.
R. What happened then, Sir?
I. The Arabs drove across town with the girls in a van. I followed them. They stopped by an old warehouse. Then they carried the girls in. I thought they were dead. I waited. A half hour later two men returned to the van and drove away. I grabbed my pistol and went into the warehouse.
R. Didn’t you say that you killed an Arab?
I. That’s right. A third Arab was upstairs. I pushed the door open. The Arab heard the door squealing, and he jumped, with his slacks dropped to the floor. I believe that he was engaged in rape situation. He pulled his gun and pointed it toward me. I knocked it aside and punched him — I think I broke his nose. He still had his gun in his hand and tried to use it against me. Then I drew my gun and shot him. That’s about it.
R. What did you do with the girls?
I. Didn’t I just answer that question?
R. Right. You took them to the police station and called their parents.
I. Exactly.
Franz studied Peter’s face as he read and digested the words.
“Sounds like Herr Schultz knows a little more than he let on, eh?” said Franz.
“I must say, the article raises more questions than it answers”
“I think so, too — and we’d best keep an eye out for our inspector friend!”
Peter looked at his watch. “The girls should be here any minute.”
“What are we going to do?” asked Franz, concerned. “I saw two Arabs in the dance hall. They worry me.”
“I think that we should stay low, right here in Venice. There’s a great risk of exposing our identity. We can’t forget our main objective. But, we can try to free the girls. How about if we let them ‘escape’ through the window?” said Peter.
“I like that.”
Peter and Franz waited another fifteen minutes, before there was a knock on the door. Are they playing games with us? Peter opened the door and looked out. Two pretty girls, no more than sixteen, stood outside with a menacing Arab close behind.
“You’ll have them all night — money up front. I‘ll pick them up in the morning,” said the Arab in broken Italian, with a snarl, holding out his hand.
“We paid for the girls downstairs. You are double dipping us you prick. You think we are stupid or something?”
“Sorry, I didn’t know.”
“You think you can cheat us, just because we are from a foreign country? said Franz.
“It works most of the time,” said the Arab boldly, smiling.
“Shifty bastard,” said Franz.
Peter glanced at the man’s eyes, said nothing, and then he closed the door. He locked it and propped it shut with a chair wedged against the knob, assuring that no one would barge in. The girls huddled next to the door, obviously frightened and shaking. Franz waved them on, pointing to the sofa. They walked over and sat close to one other, watching Peter anxiously. He went to the cooler, looking for a drink. The cooler was full, stocked with wine, liquor and non-alcoholic beverages — that was surprising. He filled two glasses with soda water and gave them to the girls. They looked at each other in confusion. Normally, men grabbed them, abused and mistreated them. While they were in training, the slave runners exposed them twice to brutal lesbians.
They watched as Peter filled two glasses with wine, one for Franz and one for himself. The men drank and locked eyes. Franz raised his eyebrow. The girls sipped from their glasses. They were unsure of themselves and they crossed their legs. This is different. They held each other’s hands. Is it possible that this evening will be different? The room was quiet. It smelled of stale furniture, the walls needed painting, and the bedspread was soiled. It looked as though none of the four was ever going to speak.
How should I start a conversation, thought Peter. He looked at the girls. Both were pretty, with long clean hair, short dresses and blouses, and no bra. They smelled of fresh-but-cheap perfume and heavy makeup. The makeup didn’t cover the lines under their eyes from untold sleepless nights.
“What’s your name,” asked Peter after what seemed an eternity of silence. He looked at the teenager closest to him.
“I’m Bessy and this is Aggie” stammered the one closer to Peter, pointing to the girl next to her. Peter noted that she had a Swiss accent, most likely from the French section of Switzerland.
“Where are you from, originally, I mean?”
“We are both from Bern, Switzerland,” said Bessy, sipping from her drink. Peter remembered from his geography lesson that Bern is a small, charming, medieval city, French background, and it had many hotels and dance halls. It would be a perfect place, difficult to trace slave runners, while they abducted innocent, white females to sell them into slavery. That prompted Peter’s next question, “How did you end up in Venice?”
“Two Arabs kidnapped us from a Bern dance hall. Before we knew it, we were on a boat, sailing to Tunisia. While we were on the boat, five Arabs raped us and taught us how to talk and respect Arabic sheiks. One fucked me from the back and another forced me to suck him. They always did it in front of other Arabs. It was horrible,” said Bessy, tears in her eyes, ending up in a crying spell.
“So, you spent time with Arabic sheiks, before you came to Venice?”
“Exactly! It was absolute hell,” volunteered Aggie, sighing.
“Where did they keep you?”
“We aren’t sure. Somewhere south of Tunis, in a luxurious hotel. After that, they moved us to a desert. We spent four days in a tent. It was hot and we couldn’t take showers. Desert critters ran into the tent and bit us. We screamed, but no one came to help us. They also had boy slaves and they used them as camel jockeys. In between times, the camel owners used the boys for sex. When a boy was too weak or too filthy, they just killed him and buried him in the hot sand. I’m telling you these Arabs are real pigs,” said Bessy, thinking about past events, wiping tears from her eyes and her whole body was shaking.
Peter and Franz sipped from their drinks. They visualized the atrocities that the Arabs were capable of doing. The room got quiet. They heard someone coughing outside. Peter stood up, walked to the door and opened it. The same Arab stood outside, revolver in his hand. Peter waved at him and closed the door. Then he turned off the light and went to the window. Carefully he slid one curtain just enough to see out. No one was there. Could the Arabs be that careless and not watch the rear window?
“What are we going to do with you?” asked Peter, concerned.
“What do you mean by that?” asked Bessy, deadly afraid.
“What would you do if we let you escape?”
“Escape! You would let us escape. You just paid a fortune for us, to stay the night. We would go home, but we couldn’t get far. We have no money,” said Aggie, disappointed.
“Let me worry about that. I tell you what. Tonight, at eleven-thirty, both of you jump out this window and go back to Switzerland. We’ll give you enough money to get you there. Tomorrow get decent clothes, a car and drive back home. And, take off that horrible make up. How does that sound?” proposed Peter.
“That would be wonderful. But, why would you do that for us?”
“We have our reasons. Just promise me one thing”
“What’s that”
“Don’t tell anyone who helped you. But if they interrogate you, an inspector for example, tell them that an old philanthropist from England and his butler helped you. Can you do that?”
“No problem. Thank you so much,” said Aggie, crying again. She stood up and hugged Peter and Franz. Then Bessy did the same.
Forty-five minutes later, Peter turned off the lights again and looked out the back window. No one appeared to be there. “Franz you go first. Aggie, Bessy, you follow.” Franz opened the window and lowered himself to the ground. He walked a few steps to check the surroundings. It was quiet. The moon illuminated the back of the hotel, casting ghostly shadows — an undesirable situation for Peter and Franz. They waited. A cloud was moving toward the moon, blocking its light.
“Aggie, Bessy, go,” said Peter. Though they were weak and tired, they swiftly climbed down. Franz grabbed them. Peter followed. He gave the girls enough money for hotel rooms, food, clothes and transportation. The girls were eternally thankful and they hugged both Peter and Franz again. Then they ran toward the street and disappeared in the moonlight. That was the last time they saw the girls. The friends returned to their room, carefully removed the chair from the door and went to sleep. At six in the morning, the guard knocked on the door. Franz rose from his bed and opened the door.
“I’ll take the girls now,” said the guard. He stepped in the room and looked for the girls.
“Where in the hell are my girls,” said the guard. Franz stepped back, surprised look on his face. Peter sat up in bed. “You are playing games with us. When did you come in and take the girls?”
“I didn’t take the girls,” screamed the Arab, impatiently.
“They were here, before we fell asleep,” said Peter, looking sheepishly at Franz.
“Yea, there were here before I went to sleep, added Franz. “They tired me out with all this activity and I fell asleep.”
“One of two things must have happened, then. Either you took them earlier, without telling us or they escaped,” rationalized Peter, smartly looking at the Arab.
“As I told you before, I didn’t take them, god damned,” screeched the Arab.
“Then they must have escaped” said Peter rising and walking to the window. “Look, the window is open. We sure as hell didn’t open it.” The Arab walked to the window and checked it. He swore in Arabic under his breath and he had a worried look on his face. He will have to face the consequences.
“Don’t you have guards posted outside?” asked Franz innocently, glancing at Peter. “I sure as hell would have a guard out there.” The guard smashed the gunstock on the end table, swore again in his native tongue, looked at Franz and Peter one more time and left the room. Franz walked to the door and closed it. Then they laughed at each other — they pulled off another one.
***
They showered, dressed and continued their trip to Genoa. Peter was driving the Alfa Romeo and Franz gave the directions. He cleared his throat, and acted important, talking gibberish.
“Tell me already,” said Peter, impatiently. Franz smiled — Peter needs him.
“Well here it is, my friend. Look for a sign that says Verona. That’s straight west from here, about sixty miles. Then you drive another forty miles to Brescia, continuing west. We’ll stop there for lunch. It’s supposed to be a beautiful, ancient city, at the foothills of the Alps — good skiing. Of course not now, my friend, the snow has melted, but you know that already. Over there, being farther south, it’s already spring.”
“All right, all right. I hear you and save me the shenanigans, my friend. What do you think, I’m stupid or something?” Peter shook his head and twisted his mouth. Franz continued, “I found something else interesting. Would you believe that Brescia is a rectangular city and Pope Paul VI was born there.” Peter played along. What else could he do? “No shit, Sherlock. Tell me, smart ass, what else did you find?”
“Ah, they have an excellent restaurant, right along the highway. It’s famous for linguini. They have a special way of preparing it. They use fresh shrimp.”
“What else could you use,” asked Peter, trying to ensnare Franz.
“They could use frozen shrimp, my friend.” Peter shook his head again. “You got me and you are making me hungry, Franz,” said Peter smiling, and he drove faster. At noon, they arrived in Brescia. Peter quickly found the restaurant. He parked the Alfa and they walked in. A waitress, curvy, red lips and black hair smiled at them and ushered them to a table by the window. “Che cosa avete?” (What will you have?)
“We are hungry. Can we have your specialty — Linguini with shrimp,” said Franz, looking at the waitresses’ rear, swaying from side to side, as she walked away. “I should take her back to Ferlach.”
“She’s married. Can’t you see the rock on her finger?”
“That’s not where I looked” said Franz, disappointed. Peter frowned. The lunch was delicious and afterwards, Franz was driving.
“Now we go south-west, about one-hundred miles,” said Peter, studying the map. Before they reached Genoa, they drove south over the Apennine mountain range. Because of the crisp mountain air, Peter donned a sweater that he kept in the back seat. Red and yellow flowers grew along the side of the road. An abundance of small shops and restaurants lined the hillside. Cows, ringing bells hanging from their necks, grazed higher up on the hill. When they reached downtown, Genoa, they saw a statue of Christopher Columbus. The harbor of Genoa was his birthplace, conveniently located at the Ligurian Sea.
“We had better start looking for the docks,” said Peter, worried.
“I’ll just keep driving south. I can’t go wrong. We should see the sea soon,” said Franz, looking at Peter. “By the way, what’s the dock number again?” Peter reached in his pocket and pulled out a crumbled slip of paper. “Dock A26. We are looking for an Allchorn, steel boat.” An hour later, they reached the docks. Franz drove up and down. Dusk set in and a chill was in the air. The dock numbers were weathered and hardly visible, washed out from the sea. Finally, he found A26. Franz parked the car near the dock. Peter found the key for the boat. A cruiser, coming in from the sea, docked three docks to the right, creating small waves, splashing against the Allchorn. Peter noted that his boat was nameless.
“What should I call the cruiser?”
“Don’t know.” Peter thought a moment. “I’m going to call her ‘Seadog’.”
They walked to the boat and Peter unlocked it. It smelled musty. It must have been closed for some time. They opened the portholes and turned on the fans. Peter smelled for gasoline fumes — none were present. Someone filled both gas tanks. Then he started the engines. The boat buckled under the power of the engines. When the batteries were fully charged, Peter turned the engines off. The friends went below.
“What a comfortable atmosphere, I could live here forever,” said Franz as he opened the cooler in the galley. He grabbed two sandwiches and two beers. The friends sat and relaxed, eating their late snack, enjoying the tranquility that surrounded them. After they ate, they showered. Both were tired from the long trip, but they had trouble falling asleep. Small waves tapped the boat and every time another cruised came into the harbor, it made the Seadog rock from side. They kept staring at the ceiling, but eventually their fatigue got the upper hand and they fell asleep. During the next two days, Peter and Franz familiarized themselves with the harbor and the Seadog. They also looked for Fath Abu Bakr’s boat. It was still docked in dock number C67. Peter went on board and he found it locked up. They observed it for three days, but no one came near it.
CHAPTER 11
The night before, Inspector Schultz went to bed late, and decided to sleep in on April 1. He took a day off work and he told Agatha to answer all phone calls. He was tired of April fool jokes. He heard Agatha calling him, “Bruno I have your coffee ready and I baked fresh bread.” Is that a joke too, thought Bruno. He rose, stretched to crack his spinal column, donned his robe and walked down to the kitchen. He was surprised. His wife made fresh coffee and she baked sweet smelling rolls. Bruno love his wife’s rolls, he cut them in half and added apple marmalade, his favorite homemade preserve. Agatha makes it and she uses the apples from the trees in the back yard. The previous owner of the property planted eight apple trees, four cherry trees and two plum trees. Agatha loves her yard and she is making ample use of it. She also had a small garden where she grew carrots, cabbages and turnips.
While Bruno enjoyed his continental breakfast, he looked at the Villach news, the morning newspaper. His neighbor’s boy delivers it every morning. Bruno was disappointed. He skimmed the paper from front to back — nothing new. Then he looked at the international page, hoping for a newsworthy article. He was about to toss the paper in the wastepaper basket, when he thought that he saw the word ‘slavery’. What is that? That is exactly what he is working on. He read the article. A reporter in Bern, Switzerland interviewed two girls. Apparently, they went through hell in Italy and in Tunisia, serving as prostitutes for men of various nationalities, but mostly men of the Muslim faith.
Bruno looked at his notes. His first encounter, relating to slavery, was in Villach. He interviewed a fellow by the name of Lessing. Arabs held his daughter and her friends captive. Two young men with mustaches also inquired about the girls. Why would they be interested? In addition, Bruno found out that the Arab that he killed at the warehouse hailed from Port El Kantaoui in Tunisia. And, he remembered that Adil Abu Bakr is the new owner of the Grand Hotel and that he has a boat docked in Genoa. Could he also be the ringleader of the white slavery ring? Inspector Schultz sat back in his chair and sipped from his coffee. Agatha looked at her husband and she knew that he was about to tell her something important. “Can I have more coffee, dear?” Bruno disappointed her. She was hoping for something more important. She poured the coffee and Bruno added sugar.
“I think that I’m going to take a trip.”
“Where to, this time?” asked Agatha, curiously.
“To Bern, Switzerland. I’m going to see a reporter.”
“When are you going to leave, dear?”
“Tomorrow morning. You have to take me to the airport. I’ll make reservations in a few minutes.”
***
Bruno took a direct flight from Villach to Bern. At the Bern airport, he rented a VW. This is the car that he familiar with. Then he drove to the Bern Sentinel. He drove slowly and admired the architecture of the city. Bern is charming, with buildings of the olden days and steep, rust-colored roofs. Built onto a steep-sided peninsula surrounded by the River Aare, it has barely changed during the last five-hundred years. Hills are all around, and woods line both sides of the he steep riverbanks.
He crossed the fast-flowing river and as he looked up, he saw the majestic Alps. At the Sentinel, he found the reporter that wrote the piece about the girls. Bruno got their address and their names. Fortunately, the girls lived on the same street, not too far from the newspaper. He knocked on the first home. An attractive, young girl opened the door. She looked at him suspiciously, barely opening the front door.
“I’m Inspector Schultz, investigating an incident in Venice. May I speak to either Bessy or Aggie?” said Bruno, trying to be friendly.
“I’m Aggie. My friend Bessy lives two houses down the street. What can I do for you?@ asked Aggie cautiously.
“Can I come in? I would like to ask you a few questions about your ordeal in Venice.” Aggie hesitated. “We have told all that we know to the reporter and to the local police.” Aggie was hoping that she wouldn’t have to recite all the ugly memories again to this inspector.
“I’m just interested what happened in Venice,” said Bruno, hoping that she will ask him in. Aggie didn’t mind talking about Venice. That was the only pleasant memory that she had of the whole ordeal, during her enslavement period.
“Come in, but I don’t have much time.” Bruno followed Aggie to her living room. Aggie’s grandmother sat in a rocker knitting a sweater. She was listening to classical music.
“So, what do you want to know, Inspector?”
“I want to know what the two people looked like that saved you.”
“Oh, I see. Well, an old philanthropist from England and his butler helped us escape through the window,” said Aggie, unsure of herself.
“Can you perhaps tell me what the philanthropist looked like?” Aggie thought for a while. “He was old and so was his butler.”
“About how old was he? Was he tall or short? What color hair did he have?” Aggie thought for a moment. “He was very old. He must have been at least forty. He was tall and thin and he had brown hair. Is that what you wanted, Inspector?”
“Yes that’s exactly what I want to know, Aggie. I have one more favor to ask of you.”
“What’s that Inspector?”
“Do you think that you can get Bessy for me?”
“I’ll try.” Aggie called Bessy and she was home. She handed the phone to the Inspector. “Hello Bessy. I’m Inspector Schultz. Could you come over to Aggie’s home? I have to ask you a few questions about the incident in Venice.”
“I’ll be right over.” The inspector walked to the front entrance of Aggie’s home and waited. “Aggie, please wait inside.” A few minutes later, Bessy came running down the street.
“Hello Bessy. I’m Inspector Schultz. This is about the philanthropist from England and his butler. You know the fellows that rescued you from the slave traders in Venice” Schultz looked at Bessy. She appeared confused — what does he want from me?
“Yes, Inspector, what do you want to know,” asked Bessy, confused.
“Can you tell me about how old the philanthropist was? Was he tall or short? And what color hair did he have?” Bessy scratched her head, trying to recall the philanthropist’s looks. “Well he was old — about sixty. He was short and plump and he had gray hair. He helped us escape and he was such a nice man. His butler was old too.@ Bessy looked at the inspector. He looked bewildered. Something isn’t right.
“Please come in.” Bessy sat next to Aggie.
“Hi.”
“Hi, care for a soda?”
“Yes.” Aggie went to the kitchen and removed two bottles of soda from the icebox. They poured the sodas into glasses, drank and they looked at the inspector.
“I asked both of the same questions and both of you gave me two different answers. Was the philanthropist young or was he old — was he short or was he tall, fat or thin. Aggie said that he had brown hair and Bessy said that he was gray. Aggie said he was forty and Bessy said he was sixty. What gives? Girls, why don’t you tell me the truth. I have to remind you that falsifying information is a criminal offence.” Both girls were silent, looking at the floor. Then they looked at each other. Bessy nodded at Aggie. Aggie started, “Two young fellows rescued us. Both were tall and good-looking, perhaps twenty-two. One looked stronger than the other did. Can you add anything, Bessy?”
“Yes, I think I can. They talked just like you talk, Inspector. I mean, they talked with the same dialect. And they told us not to reveal their identity. Well, we tried. After all, they rescued us from slavery. And they gave us money, so that we could buy clothes and get home,” said Bessy, glad that she told the truth.
“Now, that I believe. Thanks for the information.” Bruno turned to leave. He turned by the front door, “By the way, where did Arabs abduct you?”
“Right here in Bern. In a dance hall, down the street from us,” said Aggie willingly.
“Thank you, ladies. And please be careful where you go dancing in the future.”
“We will never again visit this place,” said a determined Aggie.
Bruno drove to the end of the street and found the dance hall. He could start another investigation right here, but he won’t. He has already too many leads to follow in Austria, Italy and Tunisia. While he drove back to the airport, he realized that the boys with the mustache and the boys that freed Aggie and Bessy are most likely the same two individuals.
He had another idea.
The following day, Bruno drove to the Bureau of Records to get a visa for Tunisia and one re-issued for Italy. Then he checked how many and to whom the clerk issued passports recently. When he came across two individuals, all of whom ordered passports for Italy and Tunisia, he pulled his pencil and note pad and wrote:
Peter Benner, Ferlach
Franz Heidel, Ferlach
Hilde Benner, Ferlach
The following morning, Bruno drove to Ferlach. Asking questions, he quickly found the home of Peter Benner. Surprisingly, he was the owner of a profitable gunsmith business. Hilde was at home.
“Mrs. Benner, can I speak with your husband?” asked Bruno, standing in the doorway, anticipating a confrontation.
“I’m sorry, Inspector. My husband is out of town, on business.”
“Do you know where he went?”
“I’m not sure. The business leads him to many places, mostly in Austria,” said Hilde, studying the inspector’s face, but the inspector didn’t reveal an emotional expression. “I have one more question, “Do you know Franz Heidel, Ma’am?”
“Yes, he works for my husband,” Hilde said, concerned.
“May I speak to him,” asked Bruno.
“I’m sorry, he isn’t here today.”
“Will he be back tomorrow?”
“I don’t know, Inspector. You know, I don’t keep track of Peter’s employees. I have enough trouble keeping up with my domestic chores.”
“Thank you for your trouble.” Bruno left. He knew that Hilde Benner knew more than she indicated. She was being a good wife. After all, she also had her passport stamped for Tunisia. He realized that Benner used her on occasion for his work, but not this time. These are the thoughts that Bruno had as he drove back to Villach. It was a long day and he was tired. However, things are looking up. He knows who the two young men are. What is their interest in slavery? And who would they be working for? Inspector Bruno Schultz has lots of work to do. Right now, he has more questions than answers.
CHAPTER 12
While Inspector Schultz decided to sleep in on April 1, Adil Abu Bakr sat on the balcony of his villa in Sousse, facing the Mediterranean, a gigantic umbrella protecting him from the nonexistent sunlight. It was a warm, humid and overcast day. He was still in his robe, while he sipped from a cool drink. The two boys that he slept with limped to the shower to recuperate from last night’s torment. Then he looked through his binoculars, checking the beach ahead of him, covered with sun-starved Europeans, waiting for the sun to break through the cloud layer. Two of his bodyguards walked up and down the balcony, keeping a sharp outlook, watching who might be approaching the villa. In the evenings, many Europeans are looking for sex. Adil has monopolized the traffic of prostitutes in most hotels along the coast, as well as in the neighboring cities. After a murderer assassinated his father, he added an additional hotel to his empire and he is constantly looking to expand his empire.
When cruising in a boat on the Mediterranean Sea, one can easily see his whitewashed villa, with blue painted shutters. It protrudes majestically above the other structures along the coastline. On this day, the sea was calm, except that a few water skiers created small waves, reaching all the way into the well-protected port. Farther out, sailboats reaped the benefit of a breeze, tacking back and forth, as they sailed lazily parallel to the shoreline. Others rowed for exercise. It was a picture of tranquility.
The Phoenicians founded the city in the 11th century B.C. The city allied itself with Rome during the Punic Wars, thereby escaping damage or ruin and entered a relatively peaceful 700-year period. No doubt, it is old and later, it had periods of violent history. Many buildings still show the scars of war activities. After WWII, the city quickly recuperated from the burdens of the war and became a favored tourist destination. Clean beaches, excellent climate, reasonable hotels, all contribute to tourism and that changed the living mode in Sousse and in the surrounding territory. The strict Muslim life styles are slowly changing. At one time, Tunisian men forced their women to cloak themselves, when venturing away from home. Today, however, the same women are walking about freely in the city and men allowed them to attend school. This contributes to the idea of free and open life in this Arab environment. Most women don’t know about slavery and about slave traders living in their midst.
Adil’s father built his villa three decades ago. He loved the central coast of Tunisia, the landward breeze and the smell of the sea. It is one of the holiest cities of Islam, with famous mosques, catacombs and an ancient coliseum. In short, it was a perfect place for Fath Abu Bakr to practice his illegal enterprise, and it continued with his son Adil, after his father=s premature death.
Near the center of the city, he owned a four-story, rectangular structure with a large courtyard, completely isolated from the outside world. Fath named it the compound. Around the courtyard, comfortable cells for the slave women that weren’t sold are found on three sides. Fath believed that he must always give buyers the impression that he keeps his slaves in good health. On the fourth side, the one closest to the entrance, was the prayer hall. Though it might appear primitive, it is a holy place for the Muslims. They will pray, facing east, while engaging in the sale of slaves behind them facing west, however hypocritical it might appear.
The slaves are shipped on boats from various European countries — the land of the infidels — to Port El Kantaoui. Unbelievably, the Muslims do have a need for the infidels. Then slavers transport them in vans to the compound in Sousse. Through the main gate, closed and unidentified vans drove in, laden with white, Christian female slaves. Fath’s slave runners abducted most of them in Europe. Now Adil is following his father’s practice.
It still works.
This is where Adil or one of his slavers displays his female slaves for both rent and sale. Sheiks, Sultans, businessmen, gentlemen and breeders waited for the slave runners to unload their cargo. At this stage, the females were naked, stepping from the vans. They left their robes in the vans. Some were still drugged and others showed signs of mistreatment, but all were attractive; some had shaved heads, as well as their pubic region for sanitary reasons. Slaves must be beautiful, before an Arab buyer looks at them. This was also a predetermined condition before an Arab asked them to dance. For some Arabs, however, dancing for them was not a prerequisite to purchase a slave — they had other eccentric motives in mind.
During a slave sale, the temperature in Tunisia was generally warm. Sometimes it got over 100 degrees F, behind the confines of the compound walls. The cobblestones absorbed the heat, radiating additional unbearable and uncomfortable conditions. Recently, Adil installed powerful fans to create air movement, normally absent in the coral. Showers are located in the last room of the compound. Slave boys stacked fresh towels and sweet smelling perfume on a table, but clothing was not required because the slavers displayed the girls naked. Different buyers bought the slaves for different reasons. The most prevalent reason was sex. The buyers and renters walked up and down and checked the slave’s teeth, breasts, vaginas, arms and legs.
One middle-aged attractive looking Sultan, wearing his traditional jibbah, saw an unusually beautiful, sixteen year old, black-haired girl at the end of the lineup. She was partially hiding behind the other girls. He walked up to her and pulled her to the forefront. This was her first time at a slave sale, right after her basic training. She was clean, tall and she smelled of perfume. He wanted to be sure that she was able to engage in passionate orgasm before he made a decision to purchase her.
“What is your name?” asked the Sultan.
“My name is Georgina,” said the slave girl, shaking.
“Where are you from?”
“I’m from Venice, Master.”
“May I examine you, Georgina?” The girl couldn’t understand why the Sultan asked her such a question. Her previous owner told her that Sheiks and Sultans do whatever they want. And when they pursue their disgusting fantasies, do not argue with them, because they might produce a whip and flog you until blood oozes from your back. Apparently, this creep was different. He must have other stomach-turning, perverted thoughts, giving him satisfaction.
“Yes, you may, Master,” said Georgina, having no other choice.
“Good.” Georgina looked away, expecting the worst.
“Look at me. I want to study your face.” Georgina was embarrassed, but she slowly lifted her head and looked in his piercing, fire spitting, narrow set eyes.
The Sultan began by stroking her face with his left hand. Then he slowly moved his hand over her breasts. Her nipples hardened. That is not what she wanted, but the poor teen ager couldn’t help herself. After all, she is sixteen year old, starting in the prime of her life. She was shaking and the Sultan noticed it. With his right hand, the Sultan reached in his jibbah and arranged something. She could only guess what that was. Then he slowly moved lower with his right hand. He kept talking to Georgina, analyzing and evaluating her reactions. His left hand was still on her breasts, squeezing them slightly. Eventually the same hand moved lower, stopping at the center of her muscular abs. He had difficulty controlling himself.
“You must be working out,” said the sultan with a soft and shaky voice. Georgina didn’t answer, but she was breathing heavily. Now the Sultan went for the kill. He moved his left hand inside her thigh. Georgina shook violently and arched her body forward. She could barely contain herself. The Sultan had perspiration dripping from his forehead. Georgina’s inner thigh was wet and she shook violently. The sultan worked his right hand under the jibbah and he moaned. Georgina looked down and she saw drops of white liquid on the hot cobblestones, nearly boiling. It was hot enough that you could fry sunny side up eggs on it. Finally, he let go, and sighed, satisfied. Slowly, he turned to the slaver. “I’m going to buy this slave. She is what I want.” The slaver was a good businessman and he said, “It will cost you.”
“Price is no problem,” said the Sultan, content.
Occasionally, slave buyers had other reasons for buying slaves; they were additions harems, household help, farm workers, dancers and companions; however, these instances were rare alternatives.
These are the activities that Adil inherited and pursued. On this day, later in the afternoon, he had an appointment at the compound in the middle of the city. He wanted to see how the auction progressed and he needed to ask his slave drivers and his lieutenants a few questions. Dressed in a western, white suit, black shoes and gray tie, no one doubted who was in charge. The driver of his limousine waited for him in the backcourt of his villa. Three bodyguards accompanied him. It took the driver less than one hour to get to the compound. It is nestled between two parallel streets near Ave Mohamed Karoui. The driver tapped his horn and a gatekeeper looked through a slot. When he was satisfied that he knew the folks outside, he opened the first gate. They drove into a tunnel-like enclosure with another gate in front of them. Once the gate behind the driver closed, another gate in front of the driver opened and he drove through it into the courtyard. With this unique arrangement, no one could see in and observe the activities inside. A bodyguard stepped out and opened Adil’s door. He stepped out, flanked by two additional guards. One checked his piece to make sure that it is in a position to draw it quickly, in case of trouble. Adil walked to the end of the courtyard. A slave trader, working for Adil, sat behind a large table. On this day, Adil scheduled to auction off his excess females. He accumulated an abundance of them in European dance halls. They are a burden on his budget and he must unload them quickly. About thirty-five, white females, naked, stood in line next to the table. All were tall, lanky and beautiful. Every one of them could be a star at the Ziegfeld follies. Yes, Adil’s dancers knew how to pick them. A group of wealthy buyers stood across from the girls.
“How is the bidding going?” asked Adil curiously, bending down to the slave trader.
“The Sultan, over there bought the black-haired slave. Three men are competing for the other slaves, I think the pasha, standing in the background with the gray dishadasha, and the green turban will win,” said the slave trader. He was right. About twenty minutes later, the pasha outbid all other bidders and they concluded the bargaining. Two of the pasha’s men dragged a wooden case to the front of the table, filled with money. They always pay in cash. The pasha’s men loaded the slaves into four vans and they left one by one through the double gate. Adil was satisfied with the exchange, but he had another item of grave importance on his mind.
That item might undermine the profitable slave running business.
***
Later the same day, after the auction’s conclusion, Adil, his bodyguards and his lieutenants stepped into the conference room of the compound. This is where he held most of his meetings. It was a safe place — fortified, secured and well guarded. He sat at the end of the highly polished mahogany table. Ice-cold water, in pitchers, condensation dripping from the sides, was available for the thirsty and the AC units operated at full blast. He looked down at his notes and he was gravely concerned. The lieutenants looked at Adil and they knew that he wasn’t happy.
“Do you know how many of my men were killed recently?” asked Adil, looking across the table, at every one of his henchmen. No one answered, because no one knew exactly. Finally, he focused on his second in command. “Do you know, Tarek?” Tarek Clayton sat back and tried to tally the number of slave runners that were killed in March.
“Three?” Tarek said, unsure of himself. Adil leaned forward. “Someone or perhaps more than one killed six of my front line men. Through private sources I found out that a police inspector killed one of them. I understand that he killed him in Villach, Austria, near one of our dance halls in one of my warehouses and you obviously know that this is where a murderous infidel mercilessly gunned down my father.”
“I had no idea … That many?” countered Tarek.
“Yes, that many” shouted Adil, perspiration on his forehead, despite the blasting AC units. He could hardly contain himself. “What will happen to the slavery business? Add another six months — that could be seventy-two of my men in one year. And that could be anyone of you. Something must be done and it must be done quickly.”
The conference room was quite. One slave runner cleared his throat. Adil looked up at him and the slave runner slid down in his polished seat.
“What are we going to do about the killings? I need recommendations. Who wants to start?” fired Adil at his people.
No one volunteered, then Tarek took the lead, “Your father had our people strategically placed in most dance halls. Then, someone else also placed people to observe us. Both were of Arab nationality. We ended up fighting in Austria, in Italy and in other European countries. Suddenly, the watchdogs left, sometime this February. I have no idea why. But, as you know, immediately after, the murders started. Adil, can you figure out what could have happened?” Adil was in deep thought. He turned his head, looking at his men then back to Tarek.
“You gave me an idea, Tarek. Perhaps we made too much noise, competing against each other in foreign lands. People get wise. Perhaps this someone hired new people, like locals in Austria or in Italy to fight us. We have to find out who is behind all this. Someone that wants slavery stopped.”
“I know of one person that wants slavery stopped,” said Ahmed, one of Adil’s bodyguards. “I just heard him last month on the radio. He gave a long speech.”
“Who the hell is it?” Adil said, impatiently flexing his jaw.
“Fuad Ben Trabeli, the President of Tunisia,” said Ahmed Sellami, continuing, “and he said that he would do something about it.”
“Like what?”
“He didn’t say, but he acted as if he knew what he was going to do.”
“If you are right, Ahmed, he must have hired someone — perhaps local people,” said Adil, thoughtfully.
“That is entirely possible. So, now that we have an idea, what do you want to do, Adil?”
“I’m going to retrain my dancehall people. Ahmed, it will be your job to train them. Keep their eyes open in the dance halls — look out for the unusual, you know, people that linger too long and hang out, not particularly interested in dancing. Look for people that look suspicious. Perhaps people that don’t dance but they look and watch. Then when the dancers take the girls to the trucks, the drivers should be on guard — check whether someone is following. And if someone is following, shoot the infidel pricks. And make sure that you use silencers.”
“We don’t have silencers on our handguns, Adil,” said Ahmed, frowning.
“Find a reliable gunsmith that you can trust and he’ll mount them for you.”
“I will investigate this.”
Adil sat back and looked at his men. “Any other ideas? — anyone?”
It was quiet in the conference room. One bodyguard leaned back and the chair squeaked. Everyone looked at him.
Silence.
“Well, if there is nothing else, that’s it. Oh, by the way, Ahmed give me a report on your progress next week. Use as many of my men as you need,” said Adil with finality. He stood up and left the conference room.
CHAPTER 13
Yesterday was a lazy day for Peter and Franz. They enjoyed a beautiful Mediterranean day, taking short walks and sitting at the stern of the Seadog. Peter had a beer and Franz drank ice tea. The smell of saltwater and fish was in the air. A few cumulus clouds dissipated into the blue sky. They took one last trip down the dock planks of the Genoa harbor toward the slip of Fath Abu Bakr’s Boat. The harbor was still and the water was clear. They stood there and looked for the last time at the boat in dock number C67. It looked deserted, as it undulated and pushed against the bumpers, hitting the dock.
Now the boat belongs to Adil. He inherited it, just as he inherited everything that Fath owned and worked for all his life — both the good and the bad.
Previously, they checked for three days, looking for some activity by Adil’s boat, but there was no one in sight.
“Do you think that we should try to get in through one of the windows?” asked Franz, frowning.
“I don’t think so. They may have deterrents in place — you know, tape, strings or some other gimmick, perhaps explosives that will let them know that someone entered. I don’t want to take that chance.”
“Right. I agree.”
“Let’s find a phone, Franz. I should call Hilde — see what’s going on at the home front.”
“Not a bad idea,” said Franz, creating folds on his forehead.
They left the docks and found a restaurant across the street. Peter got the operator on the phone and he gave her his home phone number.
“One-hundred-twenty-five lire, please,” said the operator. Click ….
“Hello,” said Hilde, surprised that she received a call from Italy.
“Hi. How you doing?”
“I’m fine. How about you? Is everything all right, dear?”
“We’re fine. Franz is standing right here, next to me. We’re ready to cruise to Sardinia. We might stay there overnight and gas up. Then sail to Port El Kantaoui in Tunisia.”
“Be careful Peter. I wish I could be with you on the boat. It all sounds so exiting. Oh, Herman said he wants to talk to you, when you call,” said Hilde. “I almost forgot.”
“Get him — I’ll wait.” Hilde went to the shop and told Herman to pick up the extension.
“Peter, are you there?” asked Herman Schneider. He is Peter’s foreman.
“Yes, that’s me. What’s up?”
“This morning, first light, a darker-skinned man came to see me. First, I thought this would be a hold up. Then I realized that he is sincere about repair work. He wanted silencers installed on all his handguns. I told him that I have to talk to my boss. He will be back tomorrow.”
“You did right, Herman. Was he a colored man or what?” asked Peter curiously.
“No, no, he wasn’t colored — more like middle eastern — he could have been an Arab. I wasn’t sure what to do.”
Peter related the news to Franz.
“Son of a bitch. Are we lucky or what?”
“What do you mean, Franz?”
“Don’t you see, Peter. The Arabs are changing their methods. They are stepping up their security. They are getting ready to fight back — probably at the dance halls. We’ll have to be careful, in the future. Change our methods. The ironic thing is that they picked your store to fix their handguns. Well you do have a good reputation.” Franz toppled over laughed heartily. “What luck, what luck, I don’t believe it. You are one lucky son of a bitch, Peter,” said Franz, still laughing.
Peter understood, still holding the phone in his hand, thinking.
“Herman, listen to me carefully. When the Arab comes back, add silencers to all of his handguns. And make sure that you mark all silencers — you know, stamp it with a new, untraceable mark. And keep the silencers short and polish the silencer blades. That will make them noisier and the sound will bounce off. Don’t forget to wipe off all finger prints, before you pack them. And don’t work too fast. Tell him that you have a big backlog. And charge him plenty — within reason, of course. Don’t tell him anything else; for example where we are. Someday I’ll tell you what’s going on. Do you understand me, Herman?”
“I understand Peter. Do you want to talk to Hilde?”
“Yea, give the phone to my wife.” Herman returned to the shop.
“What’s going on Peter?”
“You won’t believe it, Dear. The Arabs that we’re hunting, are asking us to mount silencers to their handguns. One of them will be back tomorrow. Please keep an eye on it, but stay away — especially the baby. Don’t let them see it.”
“I will, dear. Please be careful — and call soon. I love you.”
“I love you too.”
Peter hung up and the returned to the Seadog, still shaking his head.
***
Peter stepped on the cruiser. Franz stayed on the dock. Peter turned on the blowers to suck out gas fumes. Fortunately, this cruiser has no fumes lingering. It was tight and well built. However, Peter never took a chance, particularly when he filled her up. That’s when gas fumes linger, ready to explode. He started the engines. He was pleased — what a reliable boat. Franz released the lines and stepped on board. Peter backed out the boat. After he cleared the dock, he pushed the levers forward and the cruiser buckled under its own power. They were on their way. First, he headed to port, clearing protruding docks, and then he turned to starboard, for the same reason. After they cleared the confinement spaces of the port, Peter headed in a southerly direction. Frequently, at this time of year, the Mediterranean was turbulent, caused by two forces: the heat of the desert and the Atlantic Ocean. Peter revved the engines to 35 knots. A wave broke against the bow and splashed water on the deck. Salt water covered Peter’s and Franz’s faces and it took their breath away. Peter grabbed a towel from the head and they wiped themselves. When President Trabeli picked a cruiser for Peter, he knew what he was doing. The hull of the Seadog is made of stainless steel and will resist 9 mm Magnum bullets — a safe and reliable vessel. It cuts through waves like a knife cuts through warm butter.
“Franz, how long before we get to Porto Cervo, at present speed?”
“You are asking a guy that flunked trig?” said Franz, smiling.
“You did all right with multiplication and division.”
After a short pause, “About six to seven hours, Peter,” said Franz, frowning.
“That’s what I was thinking. Check out the cloud ahead of us. Does that look like rain?”
“It sure as hell does.”
Peter piloted the cruiser another hour, when they met the fallout of the rain cloud. Raindrops pounded on Peter’s face, washing off the salt. He began to shiver. At 35 knots, it felt ice cold. He told Franz to go below and pilot the boat from the cabin. Peter dried himself and then went to the galley to prepare lunch. They switched piloting, while they eat and drank cider. During the storm, the water turned dark green then dark blue and it felt like a large ocean, far removed from civilization. Normally, the Mediterranean waters were clear. Three hours later, the Sea calmed down and the sun broke through the remaining rain clouds as quickly as it turned dark earlier. The Seadog performed flawlessly. Now Franz went above to pilot the cruiser. One hour after they passed Corsica, Franz looked ahead of him, “Peter, I think I see Sardinia ahead.”
Peter found a pair of high-powered binoculars and checked. “You’re right. We’ll be there soon.” On the right, he saw a school of striped dolphins playfully swimming, keeping up with the Seadog. They like to swim in the deeper part of the Mediterranean Sea. In some places, it is over 3 miles deep.
“I see sailboats ahead,” said Peter, surprised.
“Most of them stay close to the shoreline,” countered Franz.
Franz turned the cruiser to starboard.
“What are you doing, Franz.”
“I’m going around a fishing trawler, crossing ahead.”
“I see. I’m glad you took a boating course,” said Peter.
The friends saw Porto Cervo’s shoreline. Now, the sea was clear, a greenish blue. Yachts and particularly sailboats, docked in deeper waters. They used small boats to go to shore. Old, white washed stone barriers, hundreds of years old, protected sunbathers, enjoying the Mediterranean sun. One area, off to the left was reserved for nudists. Franz headed for it.
“Where the hell are you going?” asked Peter, shaking his head.
“Check out the nudists,” said Franz, smiling.
“Get back on course, you imbecile.”
“O. K. boss.” Franz likes to keep Peter in a motivating mode and generally he succeeded without Peter becoming wise to it.
Franz found the entrance to Porto Cervo’s harbor. Farther in, they docked by the public gas station. Peter jumped off the cruiser and tied the mooring lines. He filled both gas tanks. Then Franz docked the cruiser for the night. It was getting late. They showered, shaved, dressed casually and went for a walk. They didn’t need a separate passport for Sardinia, because Sardinia is a constitutional part of Italy. However, they stayed in town, close to the Seadog. Porto Cervo is a charming sea town, laced by an aura of tranquility. It is located on the Coast of Smeralda. The experienced eyes of Peter and Franz didn’t detect any slavery activity. It was getting dark and both were hungry. In the distance, they smelled food, emanating from an old-fashioned Sardinian restaurant. The tables with umbrellas in front of the restaurant looked inviting. Although many Sardinians spoke an old, obscure Roman language, most also spoke Italian. Therefore it wasn’t difficult to order a typical Sardinian dish: spaghetti and lobster. Peter ordered a bottle of red wine.
“This is good wine. It goes with both, the spaghetti and the lobster,” said Franz, taking another sip.
“Yes, I like it too. I hope that you are totally cured from alcoholism. I forgot about that when I ordered the wine,” said Peter, concerned.
“Peter, I never had a problem with wine, just beer. But, I’m cured from that too. Don’t you remember.”
“That’s right. You drank too much beer. You did one hell of a job kicking the beer habit,” said Peter, nodding. “Not only that, but we also got you off drugs.”
“Yes. I have absolutely no desire to shoot drugs. Digging the long security tunnel for you, three years ago, definitely helped. I still remember, every time I needed a fix or a beer, my whole body shook. I screamed and dug faster.”
Peter smiled — he remembered well.
That was before Franz was ‘involved’. In those days, Peter took care of all the assassinations himself. His father left him this legacy. He was a cool cucumber. He set up the system of communication with ‘Sam’.
“Are you ready to go?” asked Peter, returning to the present.
“Yea, let’s go. I’m tired. Sleeping on the Seadog will be fun.”
Leisurely, the friends walked to their cruiser, showered and went to bed. Seagulls flying overhead, shrieking, kept them awake for a while. Eventually they got used to the noise and fell asleep
***
Peter rose at six and he was anxious to leave. The distance from Porto Cervo to Port El Kantaoui is about 300 miles. They will be sailing 8 hours to get there.
Franz still snored. Peter looked at him and smiled. Let him sleep — he will wake eventually. Peter started the engines and left the dock. One half hour later, he was in the open sea. It was a beautiful day and the Mediterranean was flat. He revved the engines to a maximum of 40 knots. That’s fast as the cruiser will go. A long-finned pilot whale kept up with the Seadog, then turned and disappeared in the depths of the Mediterranean.
“Why didn’t you wake me, old friend,” asked Franz concerned. Peter jumped.
“Good morning. Isn’t is a beautiful day, Franz?” Finally, Franz looked at the sky and agreed.
“I can make breakfast — then I could pilot the cruiser. But you have to wash the dishes.”
“We should have brought a maid, but Hilde wouldn’t like that,” frowned Peter.
“She trusts you. I hope that someday, I will find a beautiful woman like Hilde. If I do, she will be able to trust me.”
“Yes, she is beautiful. I love her. And, some day I hope to have another child — perhaps a girl.”
Peter switched to autopilot. The friends had breakfast on the lower deck. Later, Peter washed the dishes, while Franz tended the cruiser. A 70 Ft pleasure yacht crossed their path. Franz piloted around it. They waved — Franz waved back. The Seadog was an impressive sight, cruising at 40 knots, while the sun reflected off the shiny stainless steel hull. The wake was nearly 40 feet long, a water skier’s delight. The remaining trip to Port El Kantaoui was uneventful. They crossed a ferryboat, headed for Tripoli, while Peter piloted around the Cap Bon Peninsula.
During late afternoon, they entered the harbor of Port El Kantaoui. For a Friday evening, it was quiet. Peter checked the docks. He counted about one-hundred-fifty and a few were still unoccupied. Since it was a public place, the harbormaster assigned the docks on a first-come, first-serve basis. Of course, a few local privilege characters had assigned docks, paid on a yearly basis. Peter hoped that Adil and his henchmen had a few of these docks rented. It would then be easier for Peter tracking them down. Peter checked in by the gas dock with the harbormaster. First, he filled both gas tanks. They were near empty. Then he rented a dock for a few days, not too far from the gas dock. He wanted to be sure that he could observe traffic.
The harbormaster was curious — perhaps too curious. “Where are you from?” he asked in Tunisian. Peter and Franz shook their heads.
“We speak, German and Italian and some English,” said Peter smiling. The harbormaster decided on Italian. “How long will you be staying?”
“A few days. We are on vacation. And we were told that Port El Kantaoui is a beautiful and quiet place. It is a place where people mind their own business,” said Peter, smiling at the master.
“You picked a good spot,” said the harbormaster, ignoring Peter’s last statement. “We have beautiful beaches and excellent golf courses. Good restaurants, but nightlife is low key.”
“About restaurants — can you recommend a good one within walking distance,” said Franz, smiling faintly.
“One of the best restaurants is at the end of the docks on the other side of the street. They serve delicious Mediterranean seafood,” offered the harbormaster.
“Thank you for the tip. We are both hungry — didn’t eat since we had breakfast on board,” said Franz.
Franz stepped on the bridge, blew out the cabin and started the engines. Then he piloted the cruiser to their dock. He docked the cruiser; they took a shower, filled the water tank and unloaded their refuse. That’s all a part of their dock fees. Then they walked to the end of the docks. They found a delightful restaurant. A waiter placed them by an obscure table in the corner.
“Could we sit by the table over there?” asked Peter, pointing in the opposite direction. “We would like to have a nice view of the bay.”
“Of course. What is the matter with me? I can understand that you would like to observe our beautiful village and the boat traffic. Am I right?” asked the waiter sheepishly.
“We like to observe the sailboats. You have so many here. To whom do they belong?” asked Peter.
“Businessmen — most of them are on vacation. They also have powerboats. They come and go constantly,” said the waiter, knowingly.
“Why would they come here to such a quiet place — you know — no nightlife?” asked Franz, ordering a bottle of wine and placing 6,000 dinars on the table.
The waiter looked at the money and swallowed. He forgot to answer Franz’s last question. Then he nearly ran to get the best white wine that he could find.
“This is a 1935 Riesling,” said the waiter, smiling. I decided on white wine, since I’m going to recommend Mediterranean seafood. He poured the wine and waited for the friends to take a sip.
“Excellent,” said Franz, as he slid the money to the end of the table. “You seem to be a nice person that we can trust. Am I right?”
“Yes, yes, definitely. Frequently, I have strange looking Tunisians come in for dinner — usually two or three men. They treat me like dirt. But what can I do? I have to serve them. They make fun of me and they amuse themselves,” said the waiter, sadly, as he slipped the money into his back pocket and thought. I could use friend like this. They want something from me! That’s all right with me. I can use the money.
“Peter and Franz knowingly looked at each other. This might be a break that we were looking for — at least here.
“What’s you name,” asked Peter.
“Mourad Zitoni. That’s my name.”
“Can we call you Mourad” asked Peter.
“Yes, I like that,” said Mourad. Peter nodded and took a second look at him. He was tall, taller than most Tunisians, dark skinned and he had a good looking, narrow face. He sprouted trimmed sideburns and he had a gray streak in his hair, approaching forty. He turned and walked to the kitchen, his spotlessly white apron, flowing from side to side. Mourad was a local fellow. Peter could tell by his subdued demeanor. And he was sad, as if tragedy came upon him.
“What are you thinking Franz?”
“Mourad doesn’t seem to be affiliated with the slave runners.”
“I think you are right.”
Mourad returned with two plates of delicious seafood. The friends ate and drank their wine. Mourad brought a second bottle. Peter poured a glass for Mourad.
“Are you married, Mourad?”
“Yes, I have a lovely wife,” said Mourad, emotionally. “She is seven years younger than I am.”
“You act as if marriage doesn’t agree with you?”
“Oh, no, no. Marriage is fine. It’s my lovely daughter. She disappeared last year and she was only fifteen. My wife and I think about her every day,” he said sadly.
“Then, you don’t know what happened to her.”
“No we don’t know, but my wife had an idea. She heard in our local grocery store that two other girls also disappeared. One man said that criminals are operating a slavery ring. What can we do? We have no way of proving that.” Mourad sat and sadly looked at the floor. The door opened and three Tunisians walked in. Mourad saw them and he jumped up, anticipating mistreatment. He served them, but he tried to stay away from them. Later Mourad returned with the bill.
“It was nice serving you. Please come back. And thank you so much,” he said sheepishly, looking at the three Tunisians. They waved for him and he quickly walked to their table. One of the Tunisians said something to Mourad, but Peter couldn’t make it out.
Peter and Franz left the restaurant.
“We should follow them, when they leave the restaurant,” said Peter.
“I agree.”
The friends went for a walk. Because the village was small, filled with hotels and restaurants, it didn’t take them long to return. They waited, sitting by a bench near the restaurant.
***
Sousse is about 30 miles south of Port El Kantaoui and that is where Adil Abu Bakr has his home.
“Do you think that Adil ever visits this village?” asked Franz.
“How should I know? However, thinking about it, this place might be too small for him,” speculated Peter. “I bet this village had a long history of piracy and crime.”
Peter was right. Port El Kantaoui is the perfect place for criminals to hide. You could spend your whole vacation in this town, visiting beaches, pirate ships, and diving. However, some areas do assume the appearance of a ghetto — perfect places for slavers to hide. And, the town has two mosques, for the local folks to worship. The town is insignificant enough that many naive people will by pass it by and head for Sousse. But, there are signs that developers are building up some areas for vacationers. A pair of surveyors measured along a street filled with old buildings. People abandoned most of them long ago. The slave traders know the special quality of this town; it is beginning to assume an international flavor and the price structure is slowly climbing. Peter and Franz are positive that the slave traders reached even to this idyllic town, where they are hiding, to grab young girls for slavery, though they prefer white women.
CHAPTER 14
Three men left the restaurant across the street from the docks. They were the same men that Peter and Franz saw entering earlier. When they entered, they looked polished — their shirts starched, their suits pressed and their shoes shined. When they left, they were loud and they pushed each other around, shirts pulled from their slacks. It was obvious that they were drunk, but they acted in total confidence. They had no idea that two men from Austria were watching them. Who would ever think of such a thing?
We are here in Port El Kantaoui; the safest hideout in Tunisia, that’s what the slavers thought.
Carefully, the friends followed them, keeping a safe distance. The Arabs headed for their boat, wobbling from side to side on the narrow road. They had it conveniently docked near the end of the docks, facing the sea, in the event that they have to leave quickly. They stepped on their boat. It was a 35-foot, gray cruiser. The lights went on. Other boats in the adjacent docks were dark. Either no one was there or they all slept. It’s possible that other boats also belonged to Adil Abu Bakr.
“We better get our rods,” said Peter. “I think we’re going to have some activity.”
“Right you are,” said Franz.
Quickly, they returned to their boat. They strapped their gun holsters to their naked bodies, made sure that their handguns with silencers are loaded — safety off. At first, it felt cold to their skin. Quickly, however, they got used to the sensation, driven by their exiting prospects. Both put on their boat shoes, donned their tropical shirts and left the boat. Walking along the docks, they anticipated action. As they closed in on the Arabs’ cruiser, they heard a radio blasting, playing a Tunisian song.
“They have no idea that they will be dead in the near future,” said Franz, confidently.
“Don’t get to positive. Let’s step on the boat.” Both Peter and Franz stepped carefully in the middle of the cruiser to prevent it from rocking. He walked carefully to the cabin door and looked in. Franz shook his head and smiled. Then he returned to Peter.
“They are drinking again. I’m surprised that they didn’t pass out yet.”
“Good,” said Peter. “Let’s finish the sons of bitches.”
Peter went first. Then he waved for Franz. Both stepped down the steps into the cabin part of the boat and they stood there with their handguns pointing toward the Arabs. Perspiration formed on their foreheads, ran around their eyebrows down the side of their faces and their bodies were drenched in sweat. Peter used his left hand and wiped his face. At first, the Arabs didn’t see them. Then, one Arab looked in the direction of Peter and screamed. The other two Arabs jumped up and they looked in the direction of Peter. For a moment, it was quiet. Then PST, PST, PST and it was all over. Three Arabs went down. One fell on his face, one on his back and the third on top of the other two. Was it easy for the friends to kill three Arabs? In a way, it was because they are gunsmiths and professionals. Besides, the Arabs were stone drunk. Didn’t Adil just recently tell them to be careful? Obviously, they forgot.
Franz looked at Peter. “That was too fucking easy. Add three more Arabs to our head count. What do you want to do with them?”
“Start the engines, Franz and head carefully toward the open sea, and stay below. I’ll get the Seadog and I’ll follow you. When we are a safe distance out, stop and wait for me.”
“Right.”
Franz didn’t waste time. First, he looked up and down the docks, checking for human ordure and boat traffic. All clear. The keys were still in the ignitions. He couldn’t smell gasoline and he started the engines. Then he checked the bodies of the three Arabs. All were dead, thanks to the expert shooting of the two friends. After all, if a gunsmith couldn’t aim and shoot accurately, who the hell could? Perhaps a sniper, but in Ferlach, gunsmiths train the snipers on one of their shooting ranges. Franz shivered — he had never seen so many dead bodies since the end of WWII. Then he saw them lying on the street, decomposing in the hot sun. The smell was horrible. And while they decomposed, a local undertaker broke their jaws with a crow bar and removed gold fillings, using a pair of slip-joint pliers. Yes, looking and dealing with cadavers was nothing new for Franz and Peter. It just brought back old memories — the memories of their youth. Now Franz used a damp towel to wipe his face. He stayed on the lower deck and backed up the cruiser. Backing up and turning was easy — one lever forward and one lever back and he turned without moving the cruiser forward or backward.
It was dark — no moon, but the stars illuminated the ocean surface. He smelled the sea. He became accustomed to it and he liked it. He used the running lights only. After he left the docks and entered the open sea, he turned on the bow lights. Then he slowly headed away from the docks toward the open Mediterranean and waited for Peter. Ghostly shadows were in front of him dancing on the water surface. When he saw Peter, he signaled with a flashlight. Fifteen minutes later, Peter pulled up next to him. They tied the cruisers together and Peter stepped on the Arab’s cruiser. Fortunately, the sea was calm. Only one boat headed for the harbor far away.
“Let’s see what we can find,” said Peter, anxiously.
They could use another lead to continue their quest in reducing the manpower of the slavery ring. That was their mission — kill as many as they can, without Adil’s henchmen killing them. Peter and Franz took the wallets of the dead Arabs and placed them in a burlap sack.
“Boy do they stink,” said Franz as he imitated vomiting. They took all the guns that they could find and dropped them in the same sack. Then they checked all the drawers on the cruiser. All they found was a past date for a meeting in Sousse, auctioning off white female slaves. Other drawers had an ample supply of whiskey. Finally, Franz threw the bodies close to each other, faces up. He took his camera and said, “Smile.” The flash illuminated the slaver’s faces. Peter may need proof that they killed three more of Fuad Ben Trabeli’s archenemies.
Peter looked at a depth chart of the Mediterranean Sea. About one mile out, was a deep spot. Franz untied the cruisers and he piloted the Arab’s cruiser to the deep spot. Peter was right behind him in the Seadog and he verified the depth with his depth finder. Now it was dark — no one was in sight. The only light that they could barely see was a lighthouse beam, rotating at Port El Kantaoui. The ambient air was getting cooler and fog was setting in.
“Bring the Seadog up close,” said Franz.
“What are you going to do?”
“Pass me an explosive package, and tie the boats together with the bowline. Keep the engines running. I’m going to arm the explosives with a two-minute time delay and drop it in the engine department.”
Peter tied the boats together. He found an explosive package and a time delay in the supply compartment of the Seadog and he handed it to Franz. Franz armed it and placed it on the bottom of the engine compartment. Then Franz threw all the whiskey bottles that he could find in the same area — glass shattered, whiskey covered the bottom of the engine compartment.
He flicked the time delay switch, closed the cover to the engine Compartment and jumped on the Seadog. Peter nervously released the line and rammed the speed controls forward, to get away from the Arab’s cruiser. At a safe distance away, he turned the Seadog, stopped and waited. BAM! The explosives went off. It was a muffled sound, because it was under water. The engine cover blew off, a flame shut up into the dark sky and then the cruiser slowly sank. Once the cruiser was below the surface of the water, air bubbles escaped from it cruiser, sounding like pressure cooker. A life preserver pushed through the surface of the water, propelled a few feet into the air, before it settled on the surface, and lazily floated on the waves.
“Let’s pick up the life preserver,” said Peter, worried. “Do you think bodies are going to surface?”
“I don’t think so. I locked them in the cabin. You saw it,” said Franz, looking worried.
“I hope that the explosion didn’t rip the cabin door open.”
“I locked it before I left,” said Franz and raised his shoulders.
Peter piloted the Seadog to the life preserver. Franz reached for a hook and lifted it into the boat. Then they waited. Franz shone a flashlight on the water, checking for debris. He found the cover for the engine compartment. He picked it up and hid it in the cabin. They waited another thirty minutes. When nothing else surfaced, they decided to return to their dock in Port El Kantaoui. They did it just in time, because the fog got thicker, making it difficult to see the lighthouse.
“That was a professional job,” said Peter, satisfied. “Let’s go to bed. Tomorrow we will figure out what to do next.”
***
It was Saturday morning. At ten, Peter and Franz were still sleeping. A noise woke them. Someone on the docks shouted and at first, they ignored it. They didn’t check the wallets that they confiscated the night before. In the first wallet, they couldn’t find anything of importance — just ID’s. However, in the second wallet, they found Peter’s address, noting that he might be a reliable gunsmith adding silencers to handguns. It was interesting that they would find this information on an Arab in Port El Kantaoui, on a cruiser. The friends were in deep thought, they both started, “I think I ….” They laughed at each other.
“Franz you start.”
“All right. I think I know something about the Arab’s movements. They travel to wherever Adil sends them, at any time.”
“Right. And all of them had gotten instructions to add silencers to their handguns. And they think that I am the best men to do that,” said Peter, amused.
“That’s poetic justice.”
Again, someone shouted. Franz rose and looked out the side porthole. Who the hell is making this noise this early on a Saturday morning? Six Arabs stood in front of a large cruiser, pointing at the empty dock. The same dock where Peter and Franz killed the three Arabs and then piloted the cruiser to a deep part of the Mediterranean. The slave runners are realizing that their cruiser disappeared. Calling the missing Arabs on their radios got no results. They tried for fifteen minutes.
“I wish I could understand what the pricks are talking about,” said Peter frustrated.
“I have an idea,” said Franz, “Let’s see if we could get Mourad to translate for us.”
“Good idea. Go to the restaurant and see if you can shake him loose for a while. The waitress could fill in.”
Franz left the Seadog, on the blind side of the cruiser to make sure that the Arabs didn’t see him. Then he ran to the restaurant. Fortunately, Mourad was there this early in the morning. A waitress was also there. One couple was having a continental breakfast. The remaining restaurant was empty. Mourad saw Franz and smiled at him.
“Good morning. Having breakfast?” ask Mourad.
“Not right now — perhaps later. We need your help by our cruiser. Could you come with me?”
“Doing what?” ask Mourad, concerned.
“Listening to a few Arabs and translate to us what they are saying.”
“That’s all I have to do! Let’ go.” Mourad said something in Arabic to the waitress. She nodded and then he left with Franz. They entered the cruiser the same way Franz left. The Arabs were still pointing at the empty dock and arguing. Peter opened the porthole and Mourad listened. Then he looked at Peter and Franz and he listened again.
“Fellows, I don’t believe what I’m hearing. They are talking about girls in their three boats. They were going to transfer them into another boat, but this boat isn’t here. They don’t know what happened to this boat. One said that they communicated incorrectly; perhaps the boat never arrived. They are confused. Now they are blaming each other for not being more careful. They’ll have to report this to Agil, or Abil …, or someone like that. Do you know who that might be?”
“The name is Adil, Mourad. He is their boss. By the way, how many Arabs are down there? Could you tell?” asked Peter, anxiously, looking at Mourad.
Mourad raised his hand, indicating to Peter to be quiet, while he listened. Mourad shook his head. Then he grabbed it in disbelief. Finally, he talked. “It appears that three boats just arrived and they were going to transfer girls to the boat that’s missing. Then this Arab was going to take them to Sousse and then transfer them to a van. Does that make any sense to you, fellows?”
“Yes, Mourad. That makes a lot of sense to us,” said Franz. “Do you know what these Arabs do for a living?”
“No, I don’t know that.”
“They are slave runners — you know — selling white women as slaves.”
“This is happening right here under my nose. I had no idea,” confessed Mourad.
“I think your town is a drop-off point. They brought girls in from three different areas. From here, they transport the slave women to Sousse, to the desert or to some other point that I haven’t figured out yet,” said Peter, knowingly. “Port El Kantaoui is more secluded and it is a much safer place for the slave runners than Sousse.”
“I’ll be damned. Do you need me for anything else?” asked Mourad, raising his brow.
“No, that’s it for now. Can we call you again, if we need you?”
“Yes, you sure can. I’m still indebted to you,” said Mourad.
“Make sure the slave runners don’t see you when you leave.”
Mourad left, using the blind exit of the Seadog. Franz and Peter sat in the cabin, watching the slave runners. They had a change of plans. They transferred eight or nine white females to the largest of the three boats remaining. All females were pretty. They were barely covered with dirty rags and they could use a shower. It appeared that the slavers reassigned the girls — shipped them to a different location. They could have been anywhere, but not in the desert. If the girls would have been transported from the desert, they would have been in a van, not in a boat. One Arab kicked a girl on her rear, because she was moving too slowly. Another one dragged two girls along the dock. They fought him and he called for help. A second Arab took hold of one of the two girls and pulled her to the along the dock. Then he lifted her and threw her into the cabin of the large boat. Another Arab pulled a slave girl by her hair and he dragged her to the common boat.
She screamed and fought with the Arab. Then she bit him. He returned the favor and slapped her across the face. Another Arab, who appeared to be in charge, shouted at the Arab who mistreated the girl. He made obscene gestures and then he let the girl go. If they are going to sell the females, they shouldn’t look damaged. Moreover, they should look clean.
“I feel like going up there and kill the fucking Arabs right now,” said Franz, nauseated.
“That wouldn’t be smart,” said Peter. “We must wait and follow the cruiser with the girls — find out where they are going to dock in Sousse.”
Both agree that was the best course to follow.
CHAPTER 15
Peter and Franz waited the remaining Saturday for the cruiser to leave with the white slave women. However, to their big disappointment, the cruiser didn’t leave. They could only speculate what the Arabs were doing. Perhaps it was too late for the Arabs to take a chance piloting their cruiser at night to Sousse, though it’s only a short distance south. They may have decided to wait, because on weekends, boat traffic was usually heavy, beleaguered with many inexperienced boaters.
Franz took a chance and ventured toward the cruiser holding the slave women, to hear what might be going on. He heard Arabs shouting and females screaming. One jumped on deck. All she wore was a towel wrapped around the body. She was ready to jump in the water, but an Arab grabbed her arm and pulled her back violently, as her towel dropped on the deck planks.
They treated the white slave women dreadfully. They abused them, beat them, dragged them and kicked them. Generally, they also used them for their own pleasure, before they delivered them to their new destination and this evening it was no different. While one Arab had his sex, the others watched. Then another one took over. Later, they found dry goods in one of the cabinets and threw them to the girls. One said, “Eat bitches, to get you strength back,” and he laughed, sardonically.
“We treat our dogs better than they do the women,” “Much better.”
An Arab filled the cruiser’s water tank. It seemed to Franz that they are using an overabundance of water. Also, an overflow pipe leading from the cruiser constantly discharged water, confirming his suspicions. It came to Franz that the women must be taking showers. That may be another reason why they didn’t return to Sousse on Saturday. If Adil planned to sell his slaves, he surely wanted the women to be clean. Clothes did not matter. In fact, at the slave market, they are required to strip for the buyers to see and fondle the white women slaves. Buyers generally like to touch the women’s behinds and their breasts to confirm that they are young and hard. They also checked their private parts for lubricity, before they decided to buy a slave. They discarded dry females or used them for kitchen help.
Franz returned to the Seadog. “Peter, I believe that they will leave with the women in the morning. I think we are safe to go to sleep. We could set the alarm for five.”
“You might be right. Let’s get something to eat first,” said Peter, smacking his lips.
The friends went to the same restaurant. Mourad wasn’t there. Just two young waitresses; possibly locals from a nearby town. They wore traditional clothing, denying Franz the pleasure of looking at their legs and asses. Neither saw the friends before. They had Mediterranean swordfish and tastira, a delicate mixture of fried tomatoes and eggs, seasoned with caraway seed and salt. After dinner they went home, showered had a beer and went to bed.
Night had claimed the Mediterranean Sea. The friends could hear the water slapping at the dock supports and at the boat. A few seagulls shrieked, settling down for the night. They listened and it calmed them as the cruiser slowly rocked back and forth. Eventually, they fell asleep, waiting for the alarm to wake them.
***
It rained.
Peter looked at the alarm clock. It was four-forty-five in the morning. He jumped out of bed, stepped on the dock. When he saw the cruiser with the slave women still docked, he was relieved. No one was in sight. The rain wetted his shoulders and he realized that Mother Nature is calling. He pulled out his penis and urinated in a high arc into the Mediterranean. When he returned to the Seadog, Franz was in the galley, starting breakfast. Appropriately, Peter washed his hands. Then he made two cups of coffee. After breakfast, they waited, watching the cruiser, anticipating action.
“Perhaps we should take the boat out to the Gulf and wait there. It might be less obvious. We could be fishing. Someone snapped rods into hooks on the ceiling. What do you think, Peter?”
“I like the idea. Let’s do it,” said Peter, anxiously.
Peter started the engines and they carefully and quietly left their dock. At the mouth, the harbormaster saw them. “Are you leaving, or are you coming back, fellows?”
“We are going fishing,” said Franz. “We’ll be back.”
“All right. But you have to pay me now.”
Peter docked the boat and thought, that’s all I need right now — lousy timing. Peter looked at Franz, shook his head and he knew exactly what Peter was thinking. Peter paid the harbormaster for five days.
“You are going to stay five more days?” asked the harbormaster, surprised.
“I don’t know how long I’m going to stay, but at least you won’t bother me every god damned day and treat me like a criminal,” said Peter, perturbed.
“I don’t treat you like a criminal. The problem is that too many people leave without paying me. I can’t chase them all over the Mediterranean,” blurted the harbormaster, irritated, speaking Italian. And, he used an abundance of sign language to make his point. Peter shook his head, and he responded, using one of his own, international hand signals. Franz untied the line and they left the dock area. Farther out, a good distance away, Peter stopped the engines. He contemplated leaving the engines running in neutral, but he didn’t know how long it would be before the Arabs would leave their dock. They are too unpredictable. Franz pulled the fishing rod from is supports. He rigged a large spinner and started fishing. Peter fetched the binoculars and watched the docks. In the western sky, the sun broke through the rain clouds. The rain has changed to a drizzle. It promises to be a beautiful day — later in the morning.
Franz caught a fish. He was ugly and he had never seen one like this before — didn’t know its name. He pulled it in, ripped the hook from its mouth and returned it to the Sea. Ouch! The dorsal fin was sharp and it cut Franz’s hand. He bled. He went below and found a tube of disinfectant cream and a band-aid in the first aid kit, mounted on the wall of the head.
“The Arab’s cruiser is leaving the port. Let’s get ready,” said Peter, exited.
Franz reeled in the fishing line. Peter started the engines and he pointed the Seadog south. The rain stopped, but heavy rain clouds were still lingering. Even now, the Mediterranean looked beautiful. Small waves thumped on the hull of the Seadog. On the starboard side, is the shoreline of the Golf of Hammamet and the sun broke thought the clouds. No doubt, soon vacationing sunbathers will patronize the white sands of the beach. Behind the beach, white villas, built high above sea level, reflected the sunlight. Striped dolphins jumped playfully out of the water.
“The Arabs just revved it up,” said Franz.
“I can see that.”
Peter pushed the levers forward and followed a safe distance behind. Franz fetched the binoculars and looked at the Arabs’ cruiser. An Arab used his binoculars and looked back at them.
“Peter, the Arabs ahead are watching us. Be careful,” said Franz, worried.
“Get the fishing rod and act as if you are fishing. But don’t use bait. We wouldn’t want to catch a fish now. That could be a disaster.”
Franz dropped the binoculars and got the fishing rod. He tied a piece of lead at the end and cast it in the Sea. “I’m trolling, Peter. Slow down a little.”
Now Peter looked with the binoculars. The Arab is not looking now. When he saw Franz fishing, he probably thought that they are just vacationers.
The cruiser ahead of them turned to starboard, heading for a lighthouse. They entered a large port and slowly continued straight. This must be a no-wake zone. Then they entered an inner port through a narrow entrance. Now they moved even slower. The cruiser turned to port and moved slowly into an area filled with docks. Peter stopped. What should he do? He could see the cruiser. Entering the dock area may be too dangerous. He is not worried about a gun battle. That, he and Franz could handle. Then they could free the slave women. But, would that be the end of the line. A confrontation now would tip off Adil Abu Bakr and he would force him to change his strategy. That is what Peter is hoping to avoid. Unfortunately, he had no choice. Either he goes into the harbor and dock, or he will lose his opportunity to see where they will transport the white slave girls.
“I have to take a chance, Franz. I will dock the Seadog inconspicuously and hope that the slave dealers won’t get wise to me.”
“I agree. That’s the only choice you have,” said Franz, twisting his mouth.
Slowly, Peter took the Seadog past the slave cruiser and headed for the harbormaster’s dock. Franz filled up the tanks and Peter requested a dock, not too far from the slave cruiser. Franz watched the slave cruiser and the he saw only one Arab pacing the planks. He seems to be a lookout or a guard. By the bulge under his arm and the way he held the arm away from his side, Franz knew that the criminal stashed a large piece, ready to use and most likely one of his silencers attached at the end of the barrel.
***
“Let’s lock up the boat and head for land,” said Peter, anxiously. The friends wore their boat shoes, old slacks, striped shirts and dark caps, to arouse minimum suspicion. That how most Muslims on shore are dressed. A group of them sat near a whitewashed wall of an outdoor cafe, on metal folding chairs in a circle, noisily arguing, most likely about politics. At least that’s what the friends thought. It’s now later in the morning and all rain clouds dissipated into eternity. It was a beautiful day with the sun quickly warming the air, intensifying the aroma of the sea and the locality. It is easy to understand why Sousse has become a favorite tourist destination. Everything that a vacationer desires is here: white beaches, good climate, nice hotels with prostitutes and slave girls as well as excellent restaurants. In addition, farther down is a nudist beach. What most people didn’t know that within their midst, a slavery ring is operating, buying and selling young, white females. They slavers snatched them up in dance halls, in taxicabs, frequently right off beaches and in some of the most unlikely placed such as bathrooms.
The friends took in the unique smell of midday dinner variations, drifting from the restaurant up ahead.
“Peter, I’m getting hungry.”
“Me too. If we go eat now, we might miss all the action,” said Peter, disappointed. “What we need to do is, rent a car — and fast.” Both returned to the cruiser, took their handguns with silencers and stuck them into their holsters under their loose fitting shirts. Also, they took two extra clips of ammunition. They stepped up their pace and fortunately, they found a rental agency around the corner. Because Sousse has a large number of vacationers, car rental agencies are in abundance. Peter found a Mercedes and rented it for a couple of days. The proprietor wanted to see their passport and friends showed them. Franz drove the car back to the docks and parked it. Peter went into the restaurant and bought two Tunisian-style sandwiches and two sodas to go. When they barely finished their sandwiches, a large gray van pulled up and parked close to the docks, the backdoor facing toward the sea. The driver, an Arab, left the van, fingered his piece, then his crotch and acted as the lookout. He lit a cigarette and sucked on it as if it was the last cigarette that he will ever smoke again. Then he choked, coughed and spit. He went to the back of the van, checked the inside and the back door lock. While the back door was open, Franz saw steel bars across the door. “That’s one of the slave transporters,” he said, deliberately, nodding.
“Right you are. Let’s sit and wait.”
The friends didn’t have to wait long. First, the driver returned to the van made a call, using his car radio. A few minutes later, one Arab appeared, dragging one young, white female. He pushed her into the back of the van. She objected, but the Arab was much stronger. The girl fell, bumped the shinbone and she started crying. The Arab shouted at the girl in Arabic and it couldn’t have been very nice. Then the driver closed the door and waited. A second Arab repeated what the first Arab did. Then a third …. Peter counted nine young, white girls, transferred to the van. All were dressed in traditional Tunisian, striped abayas, easy to remove. The last Arab went to the front of the van and sat in the passenger seat. The driver started the van and they drove away slowly. Sitting nervously, Franz was behind the steering wheel of the Mercedes. He started the engine and followed. The driver drove southwest for less than one hour when he arrived at a large enclosed compound. After a few seconds, a gate opened. The van vanished behind the gate.
Franz looked at Peter. “Now what do you suggest we do.”
“Let’s drive around the compound.”
The first wall was plain, at least ten feet high and dirty, built from mud brick. Franz turned down the next street to see the second wall and Peter saw an old tropical vine growing. Across the street, old olive trees lined the street, void of houses. The third wall was also bare and it needed white washing. When they reached the first wall again, the one with the gate, he almost drove into a limousine.
“Son of a bitch,” said Franz, “this looks like a limousine in Villach, by the warehouse. Don’t tell me that they are shipping limousines back and forth.”
“I doubt it. These Arabs probably have limousines in every European country,” speculated Peter. “Let’s go around the corner and park the Mercedes. Perhaps we could use the vines to climb that wall.”
Franz parked the car across the street, under an olive tree and locked the doors. The friends nonchalantly walked across the street. It was deserted. Franz took hold of a vine branch and pulled himself up, until he reached the top of the brick wall. He looked into the courtyard. Then he excitedly motioned to Peter to follow him. It didn’t take Peter long to be next to Franz. Peter whispered, “We hit the jackpot, Franz. Unfortunately, we won’t be able to do much here.”
“Right.”
“Do you think that we could come back some day? You know incognito — perhaps dressed like Arabs. We could climb the wall right here and use a rope ladder to go in.”
“That’s doubtful. Too many Arabs in there. Why tempt faith. For now, let’s just watch what they are doing.”
The friends watched and were disgusted and overwhelmed what they saw. On the far side, the white slave girls stood naked, each with a different expression, but all looked afraid. Some used their hands and arms, trying to cover their private parts. A tall, impressive looking Arab, clad in a white, spotlessly clean suit said something to an Arab standing next to him. That Arab bowed obediently, walked to the line of girls and with a heavy stick forced the girls to keep their hands by their side. On the other side, three sheiks in their dishadashas, with their traditional Jubbas, gold and silver embroidered, stepped up to the girls and checked them. One fondled their breasts, smiled and nodded. The second one checked lubricity of their vaginas. And the third must have been an ass man, because he walked behind the girls and grabbed their behinds to check for firmness. That completely humiliated the girls. Some cried. Others pleaded with the Arabs to let them go. One screamed with an Austrian dialect, “Please let me go. I am a mother and I have my baby at home. How can you do such a horrible thing, abducting me from a cab?”
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