
        
            
                
            
        

    Annotation

    Nick Carter watched the ship — a U.S. Navy cruiser. It was aflame; over a thousand men were dying on it.

    One of America's most trusted allies had caused the carnage. A terrible accident, the U.S. said and everyone forgot about it. But then came the next «accident» and the next, and the pile of corpses grew higher.

    It was Nick Carter's job to find out why. But between Nick and the answer lay a scientifically perfect espionage plot, fueled by crazy revenge, clouded by friend killing friend.

    There was only one way to get at the truth. Nick had to set himself up for another "accident," a purely personal one…

   

	Nick Carter	I
	II
	III
	IV
	V
	VI
	VII
	VIII





  

   Nick Carter 

   The Executioners 

  

  
   Dedicated to The Men of the Secret Service of the United States of America

  

  
   

    I 

   

   The U.S.N. Paycock was the latest of the guided missile heavy cruisers in the South Pacific Joint Defense Fleet. It held fourteen hundred men, weighed twelve thousand tons, had six 8-inch guns and two twin missile launchers equipped with the «Terrier» S/A supersonic missile. The twin launchers were capable of firing two missiles per launcher every thirty seconds. They could fire four missiles in eight-tenths of a second. The U.S.N. Paycock was a magnificent piece of fighting equipment and cost 225 million dollars to build.

   On the night of June 4, 1969, she was knifing through the blackness of an almost moonless night in the South Pacific. The men on the shrouded bridge could occasionally glimpse the dark bulk of the other vessels taking part in the joint Australian-American naval maneuvers. Captain Wilbur Foreman was on the bridge, watching as his helmsman began a slow turn to port, as called for, at precisely zero hours and fifteen minutes. All ships were sailing without lights, under battle conditions, as the radarman, peering into his green screen, frowned.

   "Vessel bearing in on us on the port side, sir," he called out Captain Foreman looked out the port window and saw the huge bulk of the Australian aircraft carrier Downing, one of the Australian «Majestic» class carriers, twenty thousand tons loaded. She might be swinging a little wide, he concluded.

   "Hold your course," he said to the helmsman, who did so. Then, with the sudden totality of disasters that happen at sea, the huge bulk of the aircraft carrier struck the U.S.N. Paycock amidships, moving through her the way a knife moves through butter. Men screamed, engines exploded, sailors dived into the sea in an effort to douse the flames that engulfed their bodies. The blow had destroyed the ship's electrical system, and it was impossible to close all the bulkheads by hand. The U.S.N. Paycock went down quickly. There were survivors, but not many.

   Aboard the Australian carrier the thick bow had taken the brunt of the crash, and her bulkheads were quickly closed. On the bridge, the radarman leaned his head against the screen of his instrument, trying to shut out the sounds of those dying outside. His name was Burton Comford and at the naval inquiry he testified that his radar screen showed plenty of distance between the ships. It was concluded that radar could be misread, that electronic eyes could malfunction, and outright negligence could not be sustained. But Burton Comford had been the man assigned to operate and interpret the signals of the electronic eyes that were to guide the giant carrier.

   It was a month later, almost to the day, that the joint military maneuvers of the combined Pacific Defense Alliance took place along the lovely white beaches of Papua. The White forces, the "attackers," had established a beachhead. The Blue defending forces, commanded by Australian Major Ronald Singleton, were over the ridge, waiting for an air strike by their defense planes. On the right of the beaches were the New Zealand and Philippine troops; to the left, the Americans with British support. The Australian Air Force planes were equipped with live bombs which they would drop offshore at pre-set targets. If the targets were struck, each hit would be equated with a predetermined number of «attacking» troops knocked out and credited to the defenders.

   It was a fairly typical war-games exercise. Major Ronald Singleton, commanding the Australian defense forces, scanned the sky for his planes and suddenly saw them come swooping in. The squadron leader, coming in high, gave the command to drop bombs, and the squadron followed suit. Major Singleton looked up and saw the tiny objects, growing larger by the split-second, hurtle down upon the beach. Their thunder was pierced by the screams of the totally unprepared and unprotected men on the beaches.

   "Not here, you bloody fools!" the Major screamed into his radio. "Stop them, dammit!" he yelled at the radio command post. "Stop them! They've released bombs too soon!"

   But no giant hand could hold back the deadly bombs hurtling through the air, no magic command could call them back. The ambulances carried away the bodies for hours and hours-shattered bodies, dead bodies. There were New Zealand bodies, English bodies, Philippine bodies and American bodies.

   The name of the Australian squadron leader was Lieutenant Dodd Dempster, and in the investigation that followed he showed that his computer had erred in time, distance and ground speed computations and that the malfunctioning of the instrument was to blame for his premature «release-bombs» order. Lieutenant Dempster said his visual observation of the beach had been unclear. No further formal charges were brought, pending continued investigation. But angry accusations flew through the air, mostly of casual attitudes and inefficient operations on the part of Australian Command. There was a lot more highly charged talk behind the scenes than found its way into the record. A number of our people were growing disenchanted with the Aussies.

   The third incident occurred in September, during the Australian-British field maneuvers that had been planned six months back. The exercise concerned the defense of fixed installations — in this case an ammunition plant just north of Clermont in Queensland. The British had been assigned the defending role, and a line of Australian tanks advanced toward the defenders grouped in front of and behind a major supply of live ammunition inside a low-roofed building. They were using new, big, fast tanks, and at a pre-set point the tanks were to turn and withdraw, having either accomplished their simulated objectives or having failed to do so.

   The line of clanking dragons started to wheel, all except the one on the right flank, the last of the line. Those watching waited for the driver to turn his metal monster. Instead, they saw the top hatch open and the man leap from the tank, falling in a rolling somersault and, gaining his feet, streak for safety. So did most of the onlookers as the big tank headed straight for the ammunition depot.

   The bulk of the British forces, grouped on the other side of the building, didn't realize what was happening until the tank smashed into the stockpile of live ammunition. The earth erupted in a fireworks display straight from hell. And once again, the ambulances worked overtime to carry away the dead and injured. Once again, the voices of anger grew louder and more demanding.

   The driver of the tank said his steering mechanism had jammed. There was no evidence left to check his story. He was dismissed from the service for having lost his head and panicked when he should have tried to halt his tank in time. His name was John Dawsey. But his dismissal didn't still the angry voices. Nor did it bring back the dead English soldiers.

   Three tragedies — and I saw them again as they happened — just as I had during those days at AXE offices after Hawk called me. Every detail was imprinted on my mind. I'd seen the film clips that were available in some instances. I'd read the accounts of hundreds of eyewitnesses and participants. I'd digested thousands of pages of reports, accounts and testimony. Through the eyes and words of others, I felt as though I'd been at each one of them.

   The big BOAC airliner was nosing down to land at Brisbane now, and I saw the twinkling lights of the Australian capital. But as we dipped lower, my mind again flashed back to AXE headquarters at DuPont Circle, Washington, D.C. I'd finished all that Hawk had given me on the three tragedies, and we sat in his small, neat office, his steel-gray eyes snapping at me — his leathery, New England minister's face belying his role as Operations Chief of AXE.

   "It would seem that the Aussies are out to wreck the whole damn South Pacific Defense Alliance," he said.

   "That's asinine," I commented. "It's their chief defense against the Chinese Communists."

   "Whether they're out to wreck it or they're suffering from a gargantuan attack of inefficiency, the same end is being reached," Hawk snapped. "You read the confidential reports attached to the stuff I gave you. The whole working alliance is about to fall apart. But still the Aussies haven't stopped this kind of thing and they haven't come up with any satisfactory answers to why the mistakes happened. All the effort, time, work and millions the United States spent on establishing this secure working defense is about to blow up in our faces. I want you to get over there fast and find out what's going on."

   "Anything else?" I had questioned. Years of working with Hawk had made me know certain things. He didn't send me, or any AXE top agent, on vaguely defined missions. There was always something concrete, no matter how seemingly insignificant, that took it out of the «suppose» category. I sat back while he gazed up at the ceiling and unwrapped a fresh cigar, which he would chew rather than smoke.

   "Two months ago, the body of a Chinese was washed ashore at a point near Hinchinbrook Island along the Great Barrier Reef. He was wearing scuba gear, and an autopsy showed he'd died of an embolism."

   "Which indicates he was operating from a submarine and they hadn't properly decompressed him from his last time out," I commented, musing aloud.

   "He had fifty thousand dollars in Australian pounds in a money belt under his scuba suit," he said. He just let it lie there and watched me pick it up and chew on it.

   "Opens up a whole Pandora's box of possibilities, doesn't it?" I said finally. "Any follow-up to it?"

   "Not a damned thing, unless you want to use your imagination and go anywhere with it," he had answered. Like the three sudden tragic accidents, he meant, without saying so. "Major Rothwell of Australian Intelligence has been told you're on your way. He's headquartered at Ayr on the coast. He's happy to have you come, so you'll have no problem there. I'm sure he'll fill you in on any details you want. The whole thing' so barbaric, the aumeiode-named our mutually mysterious enemy. The Executioners'."

   I stood up. "What if it's nothing but damned inefficiency?" I asked.

   Hawk had gazed up at me, his eyes expressionless, his face stone. "I'll be surprised," he said. "And I haven't been surprised in a long time."

   I turned off the mental reruns as the big airliner touched down at Brisbane, but I was still thinking about the import of the three tragic events. Three accidents — each of them involving Australia's allies in death and bitter resentment. I couldn't completely rule out the inefficiency possibility, but it seemed, as Hawk had pointed out, a sudden attack of the disease. If it wasn't that, there was the long arm of coincidence to be considered.

   Now there was a word I'd never thought much of. Experience had taught me that there were very few coincidences in life — real, honest ones — and in the espionage game there were just about none. But if it wasn't inefficiency and if it wasn't coincidence, then it also wasn't amateur night. Only the professionals, the good ones, the top layer of espionage people, can set up and handle an operation of real subtlety and complexity. Not that the pros don't make mistakes. It's just that even their mistakes have a certain touch to them.

   But the stewardess was bidding everyone goodbye, and I stopped musing and got off the giant airliner to change to a smaller, twin-engined turbo-prop job for the last leg of the trip to Ayr. That part of the flight was short. At the Ayr airport I took my two bags — one more than I usually carry — and got a key to the public lockers. I took the larger bag, the one carrying the equipment Stewart at Special Effects had given me, and put it into the locker.

   "I don't have any idea what problems you might meet," he'd told me when he gave me the stuff. "But Australia is an island and you might find yourself at sea, literally. What I have here requires a helper to operate, but you might find it coming in handy. It's a new development, of course."

   After he briefed me on the stuff, I'd put it in a special bag and gone off with it, and now, here in Ayr, I'd decided not to carry it along with mo. I hadn't any idea what I might run into, and the stuff would be safer here.

   A famous New York jeweler once shipped one of the world's most priceless diamonds to himself in an ordinary package through the U.S. mails. Instead of a lot of elaborate precautions which in themselves would have attracted attention, it was a master example of using the very ordinary to cloak the very unordinary. It stuck with me. I closed the public locker and slipped the key into my pocket. Later, I'd transfer it into the small hollow inside the heel of my shoe.

   I went outside, hailed a cab and gave him the address of Australian Intelligence. I spent the ride watching the Australian girls on the streets as we went by them. They had a quality of their own, I quickly decided, a forthright directness. They walked with their heads up and they smiled quickly. They were dressed in mini skirts and had strong, well-formed legs, beautiful bustlines and good, clear skins. But mostly it was that heads-up quality that made them stand out.

   The cab slowed and then stopped outside a small, gray building and I went inside. Security guards halted me at once and I presented my credentials. The picture changed immediately. Major Alan Rothwell, K.C.B., shook hands vigorously. A thin man in civilian clothes, he had quick, bright eyes and a small moustache. I had some difficulty keeping my eyes on the Major. There were two desks in his office, and behind the second one was as eye-filling a dish as I'd ever seen anywhere, any time. I was grateful for the Major's quick introduction.

   "This is Mona Star," he said. "Mona is my right hand. She knows as much, perhaps more about this office than I do. She's one of our civilian security employees. In fact, you'll be working more with Mona, actually, than with me."

   I tried not to smile too happily at that prospect But Mona Star had been quick to read the pleasure in my eyes, and her own glance was unabashedly interested. She was tall, red haired and green eyed, and as she stood up to shake hands, I saw the gorgeous line of her legs, long and firm and curving gently to wide, rounded hips. Her breasts must have put a terrible strain on the Australian brassiere industry.

   "I've been terribly excited since I heard you were coming over." She smiled at me.

   "I confess we all have been, Carter," Major Rothwell added. "Hawk and I've been friends for a good long while, you know, and when we talked about the problems here, and I asked if he could help us, he generously agreed. Sending an agent of your reputation was more than I expected of him. Fine chap, Hawk."

   I smiled. The Aussies were an open, direct lot. I didn't tell him that Hawk's interest was motivated by something more than purity of heart and good fellowship.

   "Of course, I don't really think the problem is anything more than our own internal inefficiency," the Major went on. "But if it is, we're just not up to coping with it. The English have been in the intrigue game for generations, and of course the Europeans live with the stuff all the time. And you fellows seem to have developed a knack for it. But we just haven't got the know-how yet. Not against anything like The Executioner."

   I nodded, accepting his honest admission, and caught Mona Star's speculative appraisal of me. Her eyes held open interest and something else, almost anticipation. I smiled inwardly. I never let play interfere with work, but a little play in between work was good for the soul. I returned my attention to Major Rothwell.

   "Three key men were involved in the tragedies," I said. "I presume you have their military files and have studied them thoroughly."

   "I sent three of my investigators directly to their base commanders to examine the men's records," he said. "I have the reports my men turned in right here."

   I grimaced. That wouldn't do for me. Reading the reports of three separate investigators left too many open spaces. Each man would make his own interpretation of what was significant in the record of the man he was investigating. I wanted direct comparisons of the actual files on each man.

   "Sorry." I smiled at the Major. "No good. Please have each man's complete file here in the morning. I want to study them together, at one time, in one place. I'm not going to look for the big things. It's the little things that count in this business, Major, because suddenly you find out they're not really little things."

   Major Rothwell turned to Mona, and I saw she had already picked up the phone and was dialing. He smiled at me.

   "See what I mean, Carter?" he commented. "She's thoroughly efficient." He glanced at his watch. "Normally, we re not here anywhere near this late, but we had everybody put on overtime to wait for you. We've rented a small cottage for you at the edge of town. It's roomier and a bit nicer than the hotels. And closer to our offices, too. A car is outside for your use."

   "Much obliged," I said. Mona's cool, crisp voice cut into the conversation.

   "All the files you want will be delivered here in the morning, Mr. Carter," she said. Major Rothwell stood up.

   "I suggest we call it a night and get a fresh start in the morning," he said. "Mona will show you to the car and to the cottage. I'm expected at my club. See you tomorrow, Carter."

   Much of the British style was still part of the Australian military, I realized. I waited as Mona gathered her things and then she was beside me, smiling up at me.

   "No one told me you were so bloody big and good looking," she said as we went outside to where a cream-colored Anglia stood at the back of the building in a small parking lot. Mona handed me the keys to it and went around to the other side.

   "No one told me the Major had an assistant that looked like you," I countered as I slid into the driver's seat, filling up the front of the small English Ford. Mona was nestled in the opposite corner of the seat, the mini skirt revealing the slow, lovely curve of her thigh. Her very large and very deep breasts were, in their way, as direct and frank as the openly interested expression of her eves.

   I followed her directions and headed the little English Ford down a broad street through light traffic.

   "I try to leave the office behind when I walk out the door, Yank," Mona said. "But I think there's something I should tell you. From what I've seen, I'm convinced that all this is nothing more than our rotten, blundering incompetence and inefficiency. It's just taken till now to start erupting all over the bloody place."

   I smiled at her. She was echoing Major Rothwell's thoughts with greater conviction. Perhaps one of their troubles was that they'd rather blame themselves than face the unpleasant and unnerving fact that outside forces were at work under their very noses. I held back comment and she didn't say any more about the matter. We had reached a cluster of neat, small wooden cottages, freshly painted, and Mona told me to stop. She handed me another key.

   "Number five," she said. "You'll find it nice enough, Mr. Carter."

   "Try Nick," I suggested and she smiled.

   "All right, Nick," she said. "Now how about driving me to my place? Just go straight and you'll run right into the Castle Apartments. It's a development just outside of Townsville."

   We reached the apartments, the typical angular cluster of apartment buildings, not as tall as the ones in American cities but otherwise very much the same.

   "I hope you won't be too busy to come up for dinner some evening, Nick," Mona said. The green of her eyes glowed softly, almost like a traffic fight telling me to move ahead.

   "I'll see to it," I said quietly, obeying traffic signals.

   Before turning in that night, behind the locked door of the small but neatly furnished cottage, I took Wilhelmina out of her special shoulder holster with the watertight flap. Of all the girls I'd ever known, Wilhelmina had always been the most reliable. Her 9 mm. slugs spoke with total authority, her fast, hair-trigger firing action a reassuring item to have working for me. When I'd put a drop of oil on the takedown latch and the recoil spring, I put the Luger back into its holster. Taking off my shirt, I unstrapped the thin leather sheath from my right forearm. From the narrow casing I drew Hugo out, the pencil-thin stiletto of tempered steel lying in my palm, a beautiful and deadly friend. Razor sharp on both edges that tapered to a perfect point, the blade had both balance and weight for unerring accuracy when properly thrown. Both weapons were more than just tools of the trade. They were a part of me. I wiped the blade off with a drop of oil and strapped the sheath back onto my arm, point upwards. At the proper pressure, Hugo would drop into my palm for instant use. Like all old friends, they were good to have around.

  
  
   

    II 

   

   Part of this business is to know how to dig. Hawk was fond of saying that a good AXE agent had to have the strength of a bull, the courage of a lion, the cunning of a fox and the ability to dig like a mole. I was at the mole part with the pile of records Mona Star placed in front of me the next morning at the Australian Intelligence offices. They'd given me a small side office where I could be isolated and unbothered. Mona, wearing a white skirt with leather buttons and leather loops, topped by a black blouse, set all the files in front of me and started for the door. She paused, one hand on the knob, and noted the expression in my eyes as I watched her.

   "What are you wondering about?" she asked.

   "How the hell the Major gets any work done with you around," I said. She laughed and closed the door behind her. It had been a fair question. She was one helluva distraction. But I closed off that part of my mind and concentrated on the thick folders in front of me.

   I worked through lunch without stopping and late into the afternoon. I read every damn sheet and evaluation and report first — then I went back over them and started to pick out certain items. I made a list of questionable factors for myself on a notepad, under each man's name, and when I'd finished I had a few hardline items that were of more than passing interest. I sat back and examined what I'd noted.

   First the Navy man, Burton Comford. He was a chronic troublemaker. He had been involved in numerous scrapes in bars. He was known to run down the service whenever he got a few drinks too many. He had received various punishments for his on-leave behavior and been bailed out of civilian jails three times.

   The driver of the tank that malfunctioned and blew up the ammo dump had also been involved in numerous scrapes. He had been up for several disciplinary actions by his superiors. A dissatisfied personality, he harbored aggressive hostility toward almost everyone, resenting their lives, their jobs. I'd also noted with great interest that John Dawsey and Burton Comford had both been involved in incidents at the same bar, a place called The Ruddy Jug.

   The third man, the Air Force lieutenant, had nothing on his record to connect him with The Ruddy Jug, but he had exhibited the same dissatisfied personality as the other two — on his own level, of course. His record showed that he had twice applied for permission to leave the service, and his application had been denied each time. Then he'd requested extended leave which was turned down. Following that, he had taken sick leave for unusually long and frequent periods. According to evaluation reports, his general rating had gone down steadily.

   I found my fingers tapping the top of the desk. Three tragic «accidents» and three men, each one of them a confirmed complainer, dissatisfied with his lot in life — each one of them ripe for trouble. It was a thought that stayed quietly on the mind, like an unhatched egg — and led to numerous possibilities. I got up and opened the door of the little office to see Mona putting on lipstick.

   "Coming out of your cocoon?" she smiled.

   "Don't tell me it's that late," I said.

   "You've been in there all day," she answered. "How about telling me what you've come up with while you drop me off at my place?"

   Major Rothwell had apparently already left. I shrugged and started for the door with Mona at my side. Her breasts brushed against me as I opened the door.

   "Ever hear of a bar called The Ruddy Jug?" I asked as we drove toward her apartment. "It's in Townsville."

   "Yes, it's a rough kind of place, mostly used by servicemen and working blokes," she said. "Townsville is about fifteen miles past my place. It's a copper town — copper refining and smelting, fabrication — even some copper jewelry."

   "I might drop in and do a little checking around there tonight," I said. "But first I'm going to drop in on John Dawsey."

   "The chap in the tank," she said quickly. "Don't think you'll get far, but good luck."

   We halted in front of the Castle Apartments and Mona got out and leaned back into the car, her firm breasts jutting forward temptingly.

   "Don't suppose you have time for drinks and something to eat," she offered. I gave her a slow smile that said something on its own. She was quick to get the message.

   "I suppose you're right," she said. "I'm not much for doing things in a hurry, either. Be careful, I've a dinner date coming up."

   "How could I forget?" I grinned at her and drove off.

   * * *

   Though John Dawsey had been dismissed from the service, his file showed an address to which they sent pay still due him. It was a Townsville address. As I entered the city I saw rows of dingy, gray houses, not unlike those in the mining cities of Wales. Though Townsville was Queensland's second largest city, there was a roughhewn air to it — an unfinished feel — the kind of a place where you feel that it's moving on to another chapter in its life. The address I had for John Dawsey turned out to be a house in the center of a staggered row of narrow houses — dull, dreary, and needing paint. A woman wielding a broom on the steps outside quickly told me that John Dawsey no longer lived there.

   "He's gotten fancy," she said, emphasizing the broad «a» of the British upper-class speech. She gave me his new address, 12 Chester Lane, which she described as being in the "new part of town." Armed with directions from her, I found it after getting lost only once. It was indeed very new, very suburban and very reminiscent of the more expensive American suburban developments. I located number 12, a low, ranch-style brick and frame house, just as darkness started to close in. I rang the bell. The man who answered smelled of beer. A flattened nose sat in the center of the heavy face, and his eyebrows were thickened with scar-tissue. He'd spent some years in the ring — a kind of constant belligerency was a part of his countenance. It turned to open hostility when I told him I was there to get some more information on the tank incident.

   "I'm out, digger," he growled at me. "They tossed me out and glad of it, and I don't have to answer a bloody question."

   I wanted information, not trouble, and I tried the honeyed approach first.

   "You're absolutely right, Dawsey," I smiled. "I happen to be making a check for the American government. We had a few people involved, and I just need a few minor points cleared up."

   He glowered at me but let me move inside. The place was furnished not tastefully but expensively. A bottle of stout was on the coffee table, along with a half-dozen catalogs for sleek motor cruisers. I glanced quickly at them and figured the least expensive to cost about eighteen thousand. On the page of one of the catalogs I saw a column of figures noted in pen. Dawsey poured himself another beer, pointedly ignoring me.

   "Let's get on with it," he muttered. "I'm busy."

   "Thinking of buying one of these?" I asked casually, picking up a catalog.

   "None of yer bloody business," he snarled, yanking the catalog out of my hands. I smiled pleasantly at him. "If you've any questions you better be fast with them," he said. "I'm busy."

   "Yes, picking out your new boat." I smiled. "Pretty expensive stuff for a man just out of the service, I'd say."

   Dawsey's eyes narrowed at once. He was a square man, not as tall as I and with a belt of fat around the middle. But I knew the type. He could be an ugly customer.

   "Get out of here," he growled.

   "New house," I said, looking around. "Expensive new house. Fancy boat catalogs. New furniture. You saved an awful lot of your service pay, didn't you, Dawsey? In fact, I'd say you saved more than you earned."

   "Maybe I was left a bloomin' fortune by an old uncle," he snarled. He was blustering now, but behind his angry eyes there was sudden alarm. I was quick to press the point.

   "Maybe you'd like to tell me his name," I said. "Or where he lived."

   "You get the bloody hell out of here," Dawsey yelled, the bottle of beer in his hand.

   "Not yet," I answered. "Not till you tell me the secret of how to leave the service and make a bundle overnight."

   I saw his hand come down fast, smashing the bottle against the edge of the coffee table. His face was deep red, his eyes small and mean as he started around the edge of the table toward me, the jagged bottle in his hand still dripping beer.

   "Goddamn you," he snarled. "I'll teach you to come around here with your smart questions."

   He lunged and I twisted away from the jagged edge of the bottle as he thrust it at my face. I moved back carefully. I could have ended it with one shot from Wilhelmina, but I wanted him alive. No, not just alive, alive and worried and scared. He moved forward, and I saw he was on the balls of his feet, moving the way a fighter does in the ring. I'd made it a rule never to underestimate anyone. John Dawsey was not the man to violate that rule with, I knew. I let him move in again, swing with a wide blow and then catch himself. I saw he hooked with the bottle as he swung. I moved forward and he countered at once, hooking with the jagged glass weapon again. This time I shot a hard right under the hook. It hit him under the heart and I heard him gasp in pain. He automatically brought his right hand down and I caught him with a looping left high on the head. It opened up the old scar tissue with a thin, red line. He tried an uppercut with the bottle, coming up viciously with it. I sidestepped it, getting a fleck of beer foam in my face as it whistled past, and crossed a perfect right to the point of his jaw. He went back, over the coffee table, and sprawled across the sofa, the bottle falling to the floor. I knicked it out of the way and saw him start to shake his head. I waited a few seconds till his eyes cleared and he focused on me.

   "I'll be back," I said to him. "You better start getting the right answers together, pal."

   I slammed the door behind me, got into the Anglia and drove off. He didn't hear me humming to myself. I drove around the corner, stopped and hurried out of the car. I crossed the street, keeping clear of the beam of light from another house, and settled down at the foot of a young oak tree.

   Right now I figured he was throwing cold water in his face, straightening himself up, putting a dab of ointment on the opened scar tissue — and worrying. I gave him another minute. I glanced at my watch. Exactly fifty-one seconds later he came bursting out of the house to rush around to a small, attached garage. I did a fast fade, crouching low, and returned to where I'd left the car. I let him start his engine, move out of his garage and go past the corner before I turned the engine over.

   He was driving a little Sunbeam and I swung in behind him, letting his tail lights lead me as we moved through the surburban streets. When he moved into Townsville traffic, I switched on the headlights. He was an easy tail. He hadn't the faintest idea I was behind him and I was tempted to make bet as to where he was headed. When he pulled up in front of The Ruddy Jug, I paid myself off.

   I eased the car in between a number of others in a small parking lot and let him go inside first. Overhead, a red neon sign outlined the form of a large beer mug. Inside the place there was sawdust on the floor, booths at the sides and a number of round tables in the center of the floor. A bored pianist divided the music chores with a garish jukebox that stood at one side. A long bar took up one entire end of the place. It was large enough and crowded enough for me to stay out of sight while watching him at the same time. I slid into an empty booth and saw him make his way toward the bar and toward a girl, a hostess, at the end of it. She was pretty in an unpolished way, wearing a dress that was too blue, too tight and too shiny. But it was low-cut enough for the customers and her round, high breasts spilled out generously over the top.

   I saw a good sprinkling of sailors and soldiers among the customers — mostly, as Mona had said, hard-working men. Dawsey waited as the girl went to show a couple to one of the booths. When she returned, he immediately started talking to her, his red face strained and agitated. The girl listened while she looked out across the tables, smiling at customers she knew, waving at others. A waiter appeared at my elbow, and I sent him off with an order for whiskey and water.

   I could see the girl's lips moving guardedly, as she answered Dawsey. Suddenly finished, he turned abruptly and walked away from her, moving to the door through the crowded tables. My eyes swung back to the girl, but she had left the bar and I saw her against the wall, putting a coin into a wall telephone. She waited a moment, then spoke into the phone — hardly more than two or three sentences — and hung up. I leaned back and watched her move out to circle amid the customers.

   It had been easy to understand what I'd just seen. The girl was some sort of contact or intermediary. Dawsey had told her he wanted to make a contact and she had relayed his message. Now, I had to fill in the details. She was starting to make her rounds of the booths and I waited till she neared mine. She was good at her job. She was both adept and firm at eluding and turning aside eager hands and overzealous fans. She was friendly, welcoming, yet distant without being standoffish — altogether a neat job. I heard a number of steady customers call her by the name "Judy." Her manufactured gaiety was less contrived than that of most girls in her job, and under the makeup was a face that might once have been sweet. Now it showed the hardness of life in a certain tightness around the jaw. Her eyes, smoke-gray, were the eyes of one who had seen too much too young. But they were eyes that smoldered. She reached the booth where I sat and gave me a big smile.

   "Hello, digger" she said. "Welcome to The Ruddy Jug."

   "Thanks, Judy," I grinned at her. "Got a minute to talk?"

   "You're a Yank," she said, her eyes lighting with interest. "Sure. What do you want to talk about? What are you doing here in Queensland — vacation?"

   "In a way," I said. "What do you know about John Dawsey?"

   I saw astonishment leap into her smoke-gray eyes, but she made a quick recovery.

   "I think you've made some kind of mistake, Yank," she frowned at me. "I don't know any John Dawsey."

   "You always make phone calls for people you don't know?" I said casually.

   "I don't know what you're talking about," she snapped. She started to get up but I shot a hand out and grabbed her wrist.

   "Stop playing games, Judy," I said quietly. "Talk."

   "You ruddy cop?" she asked, warily.

   "I'm a friend of Dawsey's." I said.

   "Hell you are," she said, yanking her wrist away. She was on her feet, signalling across the floor. I saw two long-armed, heavy-set characters detach themselves from a corner table and head toward me. Judy was looking at me as I stood up, her eyes apprehensive.

   "He won't take no for an answer," she said to the two goons as they came up, and I smiled. She'd given me one of my answers without realizing it. She was strictly on her own insofar as Dawsey was concerned. If the two goons or the bar had been involved, she wouldn't have given them a phony story. They got on each side of me and I let them lead me off. I'd get back to little Judy.

   "Stay out of here," one of the goons growled at me.

   "I'll try and remember." I grinned at him. I saw him trying to decide whether he ought to give me something to help my memory. Maybe it was the fact that I towered over him, or maybe my complete acquiescence had thrown him off stride. Anyway, he decided against it and he and his buddy walked back into the bar.

   I was already on my way to the car. Dawsey hadn't waited around for the results of Judy's phone call, which meant he expected to make contact somewhere else — home, probably. I turned the little Anglia back toward number 12 Chester Lane. I found myself frowning as I drove past the house. It was completely dark and I remembered Dawsey had left the living room light on as he dashed out.

   Parking around the corner again, I walked back to the house. Moving carefully, I saw the door was ajar. I pushed it open slowly, listening. I heard nothing. Stepping into the doorway, I reached my hand around the door to grope for the light switch. My fingers had just touched the metal plate around it when the blow struck me, glancing but plenty hard. My head rang, but I twisted and dived to the floor, in the direction the blow had come from. I got my arms around a leg and pulled. A body came down, hard, on my back and a foot smashed into my ribs. I kicked out, fighting more by instinct than anything else, my head still spinning. It stopped as the second blow landed, this time full on the back of my skull. Groggy as I was, I knew a lead-weighted sap when I felt one. Then everything stopped and the blackness grew blacker until there was nothing.

   I had no way of even estimating how much time had gone by before I started to come around. I only knew that I was alive by the sensation of heat against my cheeks. Dead men don't feel anything. I kept my eyes closed and let my mind start to work. Long ago I'd mastered the art of staying apparently unconscious while I came around. It was a matter of control, of holding back all the normal reactions of groaning, stretching, opening the eyes, moving. I was being dragged along a metal flooring by both my arms and I heard an occasional loud hiss of steam and the clank of metal. I was in some kind of factory or plant. My mouth felt funny — I realized I was gagged. My ankles were bound together, too. I opened my eyes, just slits, but enough to see through. Two pairs of legs were walking in front of me, dragging me along on my belly. Suddenly, they halted and I was dropped onto the floor. I heard voices call to a third man, who answered from a distance.

   "Put the gun back in his pocket," I heard one of them say. "Nothing is to be left around. Hell just disappear and they'll spend time and effort hunting him down."

   I felt myself being turned on my side and I let my body roll limply. One of them leaned down and put Wilhelmina into my pocket. Through slitted eyes I saw that my arms, still stretched over my head, were tied at the wrists with handkerchiefs. And I saw something else. I was on some sort of catwalk — beyond it I could see the orange glow of a huge, fiery smelting oven. I was inside one of Townsville's copper-smelting refineries. A foot turned me over on my stomach again, and I could see down over the edge of the catwalk. A long, wide conveyer belt paralleled the catwalk, about four feet below it, carrying ore to the mouth of the huge furnace. The plant was obviously on half-shift, perhaps even less, with maybe a few workmen on call through the night. Many of these plants were automated and ran by themselves. I suddenly knew what they intended to do. I heard one man call again to the third one, and I saw his figure at the far end of the conveyor belt. They were going to make me into a copper teapot.

   "Now," the third man called. I was grabbed by rough hands and pushed off the edge of the catwalk. I twisted my body and managed to land on the rough, sharp ore on my side. My ribs felt as though a hundred spears had been plunged into them, and I lay there, fighting down the waves of pain. I rolled over and felt the speed with which the conveyer belt was moving. Glancing back over my shoulder, the furnace looked hotter and bigger with every passing second.

   "Look! He's come to," I heard one of the men shout. The other one laughed. I looked up quickly. The laughing one was the tallest; he had a hard face and was dressed in rancher's clothes, as was the other one.

   I lay there, my ribs still paining me sharply, as I felt myself moving along the conveyer belt with the helpless feeling of a man facing inexorable death. The tall man was laughing again, obviously enjoying the sight of his victim being alive and conscious as he went into the furnace. I drew my legs up and tried to move forward along the conveyer belt, but with my ankles bound together it was a pitiful, wasted effort. In seconds, my knees were torn and bleeding from the sharp edges of the ore which was mostly cuprite and chrysocolla, edged with quartz. I glanced down the conveyer and saw the orange glow of the furnace drawing nearer, the roar of its bowels a terrible cry of welcome. I drew my knees up again and crawled forward, recapturing perhaps sixty seconds of life before my bound ankles made me fall to the side.

   Desperately, I looked back at the furnace again. Steeling myself against the pain, moving on the sudden burst of hope I'd found, I crawled forward on the conveyer to gain a little more precious time. Now I began to work the handkerchiefs around my wrists against the sharp edges of the ore. I muttered a prayer of gratitude that all they'd been able to find were handkerchiefs and not strong rope. The material began to shred and I renewed my efforts. There wasn't time to crawl forward again and I ran my bound wrists hard along the sharp edges of the ore. Glancing down the belt, I saw that I was perhaps seventy seconds from the furnace.

   The tall man was laughing harder now, as the inexorable conveyer continued to bring me to the edge of the furnace. The heat was scaring my body. Once I reached the edge of the conveyer, every bit of me would be consumed in the heat of the molten copper. There'd be some imperfections in the copper ore which would be filtered out in the system, but nothing else. The conveyer was beginning to edge downward, and the heat was unbearable as my wrist bonds shredded and tore apart I pulled myself up on the sharp ore, putting back fifteen seconds of my borrowed time. I swung around with a sharp lump of ore in my hand, hacked the handkerchiefs on my ankles off with frantic desperation. I rolled sideways, off the edge of the conveyer, just as I felt myself going over with the ore. My hands caught the moving edge, just for a second, just enough to give me a split-second to straighten out and drop to the floor below.

   I landed on my feet and sank to my haunches, drawing my breath in deep draughts in the shadows of the huge furnace. I could see the three men, the third one having come up to join his cohorts. They were scrambling down from the catwalk and would be after me at once. But I gathered myself. I'd come within a second of being burned to death, and I figured I owed myself the added moment's rest.

   The three men had reached the floor, and I saw them separate, two starting to go around the big furnace on one side, the tall one who had laughed so hard taking the other side. I started to move in the direction he'd taken. I intended doing something about his sense of humor. I raced around the furnace and saw that on the other side the plant widened into the molding area. There, rivers of molten copper flowed in steplike arrangement from one short length of iron funnel to another, forming waterfalls of brilliant orange as it flowed from funnel to funnel. At the base, a huge casting wheel slowly revolved, bordered all around its edges by the glowing, orange squares of molten copper that flowed into the molds from the iron tracks. Some of the large copper molds, when cooled, would be refined and remelted still further for use in various ways.

   I was starting to race around the outer perimeter of the right side of the huge casting wheel when the tall, hard-faced man came into view, running at an angle to block me off. He whirled to face me as I came toward him. He swung at me, but I'd figured that to be his first move and I dived low, catching him at the knees. I lifted him up and threw him up and out, the way a Scotsman tosses the caber. He arched through the air and landed in one of the molds of molten copper. His scream seemed to shake the very walls, a horrible paean to death. He didn't laugh once, and I continued to run around the outer edge of the huge iron wheel.

   The other two would have heard, of course, and know what had happened, so as I saw a doorway leading into another part of the refinery, I ran for it. I saw them appear just as I disappeared through the door and heard their footsteps chasing after me. I found myself in a narrow passageway of large pipes and conduits and raced for an exit at the far end. A shot echoed in the narrow passage, reverberating from the tubes and pipes. I hit the floor and rolled out of the exit door, regaining my feet in what seemed to be a large storage area for fabricated material. I saw thin sheets of copper, heavy bars and thick slabs as I ran past them. The area was almost dark, one or two lone lightbulbs high in the ceiling casting a dim glow. I saw another doorway and ran through it to find myself in a room with one end filled with huge wooden spools of heavy copper wire, each spool standing eight feet high. The spools were held in place by wooden chocks under the forward edges of the first row of them. I ran forward and squeezed myself into the darkness of the spaces between the huge spools. Dropping to my knees, I braced my hands on the floor and, as the two men came into the room, I kicked hard against the chock holding the spool to my right, then the one to my left. The wooden chocks, knocked sideways, released the giant spools, and they started to roll, gathering momentum instantly. Another kick released the first of three more giant spools of copper wire on the left.

   I turned to see the two men frantically trying to dodge the huge spools as they rolled at them with amazing speed. They were too busy dodging, trying not to be crushed to death, to pay attention to me. I pulled Wilhelmina from my pocket, rested myself on one knee and drew a bead on the dodging figures. I only needed to take care of one. I caught him with a clean shot as he halted between two of the spools. His friend, startled by the shot, turned to see what had happened. One of the spools hit him, knocking him down and running over him with a thousand pounds of crushing, killing weight. He didn't scream. Only a low, choking gasp escaped him.

   I saw a sign that said EXIT. It was over a steel firedoor. I took it and went out into the cool night air. The few night workmen had called the cops by now, and as I started away I could hear the sound of sirens approaching.

   I'd had a lucky break and I knew it. I also began to appreciate the code name of The Executioner. Well. I wasn't going to be a victim.

   I found myself a little pub that was just closing and asked directions. It turned out I was a good distance from the new suburban development, and transportation was damned hard to find at that hour. I fell back on man's oldest known transportation system — his own two feet — and started out, setting a steady, ground-consuming pace. But it still gave me plenty of time to go over what had happened. I was heading back to John Dawsey's place, but I had a strong feeling he wouldn't be talking to me. The three men hadn't been waiting for my appearance when I walked in on them. They had no way of knowing I would turn up.

   By the time I'd reached the suburban development I'd broken into a trot. At Dawsey's house, still pitch black, I went around to the back door. It was open and I entered, flicking on the kitchen light. The house was empty, or it seemed empty. I knew better.

   I started to go through the closets, and I'd reached the hall closet when I found what I thought I would. The late John Dawsey, recently with the Australian Army Tank Corps, fell out on me as I opened the door. He'd been neatly garotted and his eyes stared accusingly at me, as though if it weren't for me, he'd still be alive and kicking. He was probably right, at that, I admitted. Whoever they were, they'd taken the sure way of seeing to it that I didn't pull anything out of John Dawsey. Dead men don't talk, as someone found out a long, long time ago.

   I was beginning to feel grimly angry as I went out the back door. A good lead had blown up in my face. I'd damn near been immortalized in copper, and I hurt like hell all over, especially my cut knees. A little hostess named Judy loomed big in my mind. I was going to have a long and fruitful talk with her — right now.

   I retrieved the car and drove to The Ruddy Jug. It was, as I'd figured, closed by now, but there was a narrow alleyway alongside it with a small window on the alley. A garbage can stood beside it; I picked up the lid, waited till a passing truck filled the night with its roar, and smashed the window. Reaching in, I unlocked it and opened it carefully. I'd had enough of jagged objects for one night.

   Once inside, I found the office — a little cubbyhole at the rear of the place. A small desk lamp gave me all the light I needed. There had to be some employee files and finally I found them — too damned many of them in a dusty cabinet — small cards for apparently everyone who'd ever worked in the place. I didn't even have a last name, so the alphabetical filing didn't do me a bit of good. I had to go over every stinking card and look for the name Judy on it. Finally I found it — Judy Henniker, age twenty-four, born in Cloncurry, present address Twenty Wallaby Street. It was a street name I'd casually noted as I drove out there and not too far away. I put the file back in its place and left the way I'd come.

   Twenty Wallaby Street was an ordinary, brick building of six stories. Judy Henniker's name was on a neat card stuck in the doorbell name slot. It wasn't a proper hour for formal visiting, so I decided to make it a surprise party. Her apartment was on the second floor, 2E, obviously on the east side of the building. I saw a fire escape running conveniently up the outside wall and leaped up to catch the bottom rung of the ladder. The window of the apartment on the second floor was open, just enough for me to get through by flattening myself out.

   I moved very slowly and quietly. It was a bedroom window and I could see the girl's sleeping form in the bed, the steady rhythmic sound of her breathing loud in the silence. I walked softly over to the bed and looked down at her. The make-up was off her face and her brown hair cascaded onto the pillow around her head. Her face, asleep, had taken on the softness that must once have been there, and she looked quite pretty, almost sweet. She was also sleeping in the nude and one breast, beautifully round and high, rosy-tipped with a small, neat point, had freed itself from the sheet that covered her. I placed my hand firmly over her mouth and held it there. Her eyes snapped open, took a moment to focus and then went wide with fright.

   "Don't start screaming and you won't get hurt," I said. "I just want to take up where we left off."

   She was just lying there, staring up at me, terror in her eyes. I reached over and snapped on a lamp by her bedside, still keeping one hand over her mouth.

   "Now, I'm going to take my hand away from your mouth," I said. "One scream and you've had it. Cooperate with me and well have a nice little visit.

   I stepped back and she sat up, instantly pulling the sheet up to cover herself. I smiled as I thought of how incongruous women were about modesty. There was a silk bathrobe across the back of an upholstered chair near the bed. I tossed it to her.

   "Put it on, Judy," I said. "I don't want anything to inhibit your memory."

   She managed to get the robe on while keeping the bedsheet up in front of her — then she swung herself out of the bed.

   "I told you before, Yank," she said, "I don't know anything about any John Dawsey." Her smoke-gray eyes had returned to their normal size now, and the fear was gone from them. Her figure, under the clinging folds of the silk robe, was firm and compact and her youth was somehow much more a part of her now than it had been at The Ruddy Jug. Only the smoldering eyes gave away her worldly wisdom. She had gone over to perch on the arm of the upholstered chair.

   "Now, listen, Judy," I began very quietly, with a deadliness in my voice that was not there for effect. "I was almost burned to death not very long ago. And your pal Dawsey won't be coming to you to make any more phone calls for him. He's dead. Very dead."

   I watched her eyes as they steadily widened. They began to protest before her lips did.

   "Now, wait a minute, Yank," she said. "I don't know anything about any killings. I'm not going to get caught up in any muck like that."

   "You're already caught up in it," I said. "Dawsey was killed by the same gents who tried to give me a course in copper smelting the hard way. Who were they, dammit? You made that call for Dawsey. Start talking or I'll wring your neck like a chicken's."

   I reached out and grabbed her by the front of the robe. I yanked her from the chair and dangled her with one hand, as the terror leaped into those smoky eyes.

   "I don't know their names," she stammered. "Only their first names."

   "You knew where to reach them," I said. "You had a phone number. Whose was it? Where was it, damn you."

   "It was just a number," she gasped out. "I called and a recording took down my message. Sometimes I left word to call someone, sometimes to call me back."

   "And tonight you left word that they were to contact Dawsey," I concluded. She nodded and I pushed her back into the chair. A phone stood on the end table beside the bed.

   "Make that call again," I said. She reached over and dialed, straightening her robe first. When she'd finished dialing. I grabbed the phone from her hand and put it to my ear. The voice on the other end, constricted and flat with the unmistakable tone of a recording, instructed me to leave my message when the buzzer sounded. I put the phone down. She'd been telling the truth about that much, anyway.

   "Now let's have the rest of it," I said. "Let's start with where and how you fit into this setup."

   "They started to talk to me a long time ago, at The Ruddy Jug," she said. "They said they were businessmen looking for people they could use. They were especially interested in servicemen who seemed to be unhappy or were having a hard time of it. They said they could do a lot of good for the right man. They asked me to let them know if I heard of a sailor or soldier who might like to talk to them."

   "And of course dissatisfied servicemen were y to come by at a place like The Ruddy Jug. And when you found one you contacted your friends, right?"

   She nodded.

   "You put them in contact with John Dawsey," I said, and again she nodded, her lips tightening.

   "Did you put them in contact with a lot of servicemen?" I asked and she nodded again. That much figured, too. They'd have to make numerous contacts until they found one that would do.

   "Do you remember the names of everybody you put in contact with them?" I questioned further.

   "Lord, no," she answered.

   "Does Burton Comford mean anything?" I pressed, and she frowned as she thought back. "Can't say it does," she finally answered.

   "What about an Air Force lieutenant?" I prodded. "Name of Dempster."

   "I do seem to remember an Air Force chap," she said. "Came in a few times and I got to talking with him. He was an officer, that I remember."

   I grimaced and the girl frowned again. "I didn't pay all that much attention to them," she said. "I just made the introductions and that was that. I thought I was doing them pretty much of a favor."

   "Just an angel of good will," I said and saw her eyes flash with anger.

   "That's right," she snapped back, tossing her head defiantly. "And everybody seemed happy about it too, so I didn't see a bloody thing wrong with what I was doing."

   "John Dawsey's not happy," I said drily. "He's dead."

   Her eyes clouded over at once and her lips became a tight line. She got to her feet and came over to me.

   "Lord help me, Yank," she said. "I'm not a part of anything like that. I don't know a fair thing about it or why he was done in or who might have done it."

   "What did you get for being this angel of glad tidings?" I asked. She colored and looked up at me with sudden tears flooding her eyes, dimming the smokiness of them.

   "Stop rubbing it in, damn you," she said. "Yes, they paid me for my trouble. Just a little bit, a few pounds, but every little bit helps. I've been trying to save for a trip to the States. I've a cousin living there."

   She shook the tears from her eyes and turned away. I tabled what she'd said about wanting to go to the States for later use. Her hands were nervously clenching and unclenching, and there was a frightened rabbit quality to her now, a sincerity I wanted to believe in. Suddenly she was a little lost girl and very appealing. I caught her eyes looking at me, at the dried and caked blood on my wrists and arms. I'd even forgotten it was there.

   "You need some tending to," she said. "You've had a rough go of it."

   "I can wait," I said. "What else do you know about the men who contacted you? They never mentioned where they came from or where they lived?"

   From the way this thing was shaping up, I didn't expect they had. This was a careful, clever operation. But they might have dropped something I could use. Judy hesitated, seemed to be thinking and then she finally answered.

   "They came from a ranch in the outback," she said. "That's all I know. All four of them came from there."

   "Four?" I said in surprise. "I only met three. What did they look like?"

   Judy's description fitted the three hoods who'd killed Dawsey. The fourth man wasn't one of them. She described him as hawk-faced, with burning eyes "that made you shiver." Her description of the other three was damn good, and I stored that of the fourth in a corner of my mind.

   I got up and opened the closet that ran along one wall. There was nothing out of the ordinary in it. A second closet near the bed held more girl stuff, but it also revealed a large collection of scuba diving equipment.

   "It's my hobby," Judy Henniker said defensively. "I've been doing it for years, ever since a bloke I once went with got me started."

   I examined the stuff. It was all good but all ordinary. There was nothing there to cast doubt on her story and I knew that scuba diving was big in Australia. They had the underwater life for it and the wide, uncrowded stretches of beach and reef. I eyed her and tried to read her face. There was defensiveness in it and fear and honesty. I wanted her working for me if she could be trusted. There was a fourth man, and it was a better than good guess he'd be contacting Judy again. But the body of the Chinese with the fifty thousand in Australian pounds stuck in my mind. He'd been wearing scuba-diving gear too, when they found him. Suddenly the girl came over to me and I saw she had been watching my face as I turned one thought after another over in my mind. Her eyes looked levelly at me.

   "Look, I'm scared out of my ruddy mind after what you've told me," she said. "If those blokes killed poor Dawsey to keep him quiet about something, then they might come after me — especially if they knew I'd been talking to you."

   "If all you were was a contact girl, then you don't know anything worth killing you for," I answered. "They won't bother you, but I will. Right now you're an accessory to murder. I could forget that. I might even see to it that you get that visit to the States that you want."

   Her eyebrows went up. "Could you?" she asked. There was a strange ingenuousness to her, despite her hard knocks background. There was still enough of the little girl in her to be trusting. But it only came out in brief spurts, to be immediately replaced by the wariness of learned distrust.

   "And what's all that going to cost me?" she asked, looking sideways at me.

   "Cooperation," I said. "I'll give you a phone number where you can reach me. If this fourth man shows, you call me. Or if anything else comes up, or if you think of anything, you call me at this number and leave your name if I'm not there. You play ball with me, Judy, and I'll get you a nice long visa for a visit to the States."

   I wrote Major Rothwell's number down on a piece of paper and handed it to her. "Ask for Nick Carter," I said.

   "All right," she said. "I'll do it. That's fair enough."

   I started to turn but her hands grabbed my shirt.

   "Wait," she said. "You're a bloody mess. You can't go about like that. Sit down a minute."

   The tension and pace of the night had come to an end, and with it the pain in my ribs and the cuts on my wrists and arms and knees started to cry out to be heard. Judy returned with a basin of warm water and washrags. I took off my shirt and saw her eyes pause at Hugo as I unstrapped the sheath from my arm, and at the gun in the shoulder holster. She bathed the dried blood from my wrists and arms and knees. My ribs were more bruised than cut and there was little to do about them. Then she brought some antiseptic ointment and gently massaged it over the cuts. She had a gentle touch and she concentrated on what she was doing with a little frown creasing her forehead. The silk robe fell open enough for me to see the roundness of her breasts, very high and full.

   "I was watching you at the Jug," I said. "You walk a pretty good tightrope."

   "You mean staying out of reach of those hamhanded blokes?" she said. "It's not hard, once you get the hang of it. I don't go for anyone's hands on me, not unless I want them there."

   "Kind of tough to hold to in that business, isn't it?" I asked quietly.

   "Maybe, but I hold to it," she snapped back, a note of stubborn pride in her voice. She finished rubbing in the ointment and let her hands travel across my chest and shoulders for a moment. Her eyes met mine for an instant and then dropped away. She stood up and I reached out and caught her by the shoulder. She didn't turn but stood there, the wash basin in her hands.

   "Thanks," I said. "I hope you've told me the truth about everything, Judy. Maybe this will all end up in something better for you."

   "Maybe," she said, not looking up. "Maybe."

   * * *

   I left Judy Henniker with a strange mixture of feelings. It had been an alarming night in many ways. They'd silenced John Dawsey, but Burton Comford or the Air Force lieutenant would talk, I promised myself. There was damn little doubt left in my mind that the three «accidents» had actually been that. But most alarming of all was the growing certainty that I was dealing with very thorough, very competent and very dangerous professionals. If my suspicions about the operation were right, it was of itself a devilishly clever piece of work. And when I showed up and a possible crack appeared in the form of John Dawsey, they'd moved swiftly and efficiently to take care of it. And so, as of now, I had a stack of neat theories and suppositions but nothing I could take to anyone to convince them that the Australians were not to blame for the tragedies. The strains on the South Pacific Defense Alliance were continuing to deepen and I had nothing to change that.

   It was dawn when I reached the cottage. I fell asleep hoping that Judy was no more involved than she'd said. I always hated to see something essentially good go downhill.

  
  
   

    III 

   

   My bruised, battered body needed sleep, and it drank up the hours the way parched soil drinks up the rain. I don't usually dream, but I had brief moments of seeing molten rivers of copper cascading after me as I ran down an endless passage. By mid-morning I forced myself to get up. Aching plenty and steeling myself against the pain, I limbered up my stiffened muscles until I could at least move them freely. If I wasn't awake when I reached Major Rothwell's office, Mona took care of that. In a dress of shimmering light green jersey, with her red hair, she was as gorgeous as a sunburst. Her breasts thrust forward, a proclamation of their own. The Major was stuffing some papers in a brief case and paused to greet me effusively.

   "Glad you've come, Carter," he said. "I have to attend a meeting in Victoria. Be back in a day or two — maybe three. Mona will see that you get whatever you want."

   I kept a straight face as I watched the smile whisk across Mona's lips and disappear instantly. "Did you find anything in the records yesterday?"

   "Kind of," I said. "I had a full evening last night." I sat down and briefed him on what had taken place, telling him about Judy's part as an apparent contact girl, but leaving out her agreement with me. I wasn't being protective. All those humanitarian instincts had been discarded a long time ago. Being a good Joe and staying alive are very often diametrically opposed, in this game. But Judy Henniker was my own private lead, and it was a rule of mine, learned the hard way, that you always kept your leads to yourself until you were positive of everybody and every place. You always held back a little — and I was holding back Judy's private understanding with me.

   When I'd finished my story, the Major was gray and shaken, but he left wishing me the best of luck in my investigation. His eyes were tired, mirroring the heaviness inside him, and I knew what he was feeling. He was deeply disturbed by the thought that his country could be so thoroughly infiltrated by enemies. I didn't tell him not to take it too hard. Perhaps it was good for them all to be shaken up. But I knew that a top espionage outfit could infiltrate anything. It was your counterespionage work that determined how far they got. I turned to Mona after the Major left and found her eyes were playing a cool obbligato to her questions.

   Isn't it possible that John Dawsey was killed for very personal reasons?" she asked. "Suppose he had gotten involved with narcotic smuggling or crooked gambling?"

   I had to admit that there were those possibilities and they weren't that far out either. Dawsey could have gotten into some big money in underground operations and he was afraid my snooping might uncover it. When he called his pals they decided to play it safe and shut him up altogether. Of course, they had to do the same with me when I stumbled onto them. It was perfectly plausible. I just wasn't buying it. But I had to go along with her. Besides, I didn't want to skewer that national pride which made Mona, even more than the Major, unwilling to admit any weaknesses.

   "Get me Lieutenant Dempster's base commander," I said. "I want Dempster at the base for an interview. Maybe I'll be able to answer some of your questions better afterwards."

   But I was out of luck. After nearly an hour of phone calls and red tape, Mona told me that Dempster was away on leave. He was due back in two days.

   "Have the base commander call me the minute they know Dempster will be arriving," I said. "Then get your Naval Operations Chief on the wire. I want to question Burton Comford."

   "Look, Nick," Mona said. "You had a bloody rough night and you're damn well banged up now. Why not knock off on this a bit? Just come up to my place for drinks and dinner and relax. You need it, I'd say."

   "The naval base, gorgeous," I said. "I couldn't relax now, not until I get a few more answers."

   She sighed and made the call, going through the various channels of Navy red tape — poised, efficient, one helluva beautiful woman. I watched her, hearing half the conversations she held and then, finally, she put down the phone, and there was expression of triumph in her eyes.

   "The man you want, this Burton Comford, was reassigned to the harbor patrol operating out of Innisfail," she said. "Innisfail is just up the coastline, perhaps hour's drive from Townsville or a bit more. The harbor patrol is really a coastal watch, small vessels that see to all kinds of coast-wise problems. Comford is on duty now. He'll be coming in at the end of the shift, midnight tonight. I left word that he is to report to the commander's office and that you'd be there."

   "Midnight, eh?" I grunted. "I guess that's it, then."

   "That's it." She smiled smugly. "And now as there's nothing you can do but wait, you can have cocktails and dinner at my place while you're waiting. You can leave in plenty of time. The coastal is a fast one and leads right into harbor patrol base."

   I grinned at her. "You're not only beautiful, you're persistent," I said. "And you're not only persistent, you have the luck of the gods on your side. Let's go."

   I watched Mona get her things and then she was beside me, her arms linked into mine, the side of her breast brushing lightly against my arm as we walked out to where the little Anglia was parked. I was feeling on edge and itchy and I knew why. I hated delays and I'd had two of them, one on top of the other. Something unexpected could always happen with delays, and the fact that there wasn't a damn thing I could do about these two didn't really help. I was anxious as hell to pump questions into the Air Force lieutenant and the radarman. I didn't want to wait two days, or even five hours. But I had to, dammit. I swore under my breath.

   As I looked at Mona walking beside me, I knew that the restless fire inside me would erupt to engulf her if she played games. She was one gorgeous piece of woman, and her eyes were provocative as hell, but she was Major Rothwell's assistant and I didn't want to start something sticky. But, I mumbled to myself, this is no night to play with matches.

   Mona's apartment was comfortably furnished, with a nice long sofa and uniquely shaped coffee table. The decor was white and red, with matching red sofa and draperies, two large white stuffed chairs offering contrast. Mona showed me her liquor cabinet and asked me to make drinks while she changed. 1 had martinis ready, very cold and very dry, when she came out in black slacks with a white jersey top that caressed her breasts. She started dinner during the first martini and came out to sit with me during the second.

   "Were you born here in Queensland?" I asked her.

   "I was born in Hong Kong," she answered. "Daddy was a major in the British army, and we were stationed in Peking for a while too. Of course, that was all before the Communists took over."

   "What is someone as beautiful as you doing unmarried?" I asked, and quickly apologized for the question. "I don't mean to be crude but hell, I thought the Aussies were good judges of women."

   She laughed and had me make us another round. "I've only been here for three years," she said. "Until I got here I was in England, mostly, and all those narrow-hipped, thin English girls made me feel out of place. I kept to myself a lot. But I like it better here."

   It was an answer that didn't really answer my question, but I didn't press further. Mona's eyes were roving over me as she paused to drain her martini.

   "Do you believe in instant attraction, Nick?" she asked, leaning back on the sofa.

   "You mean some kind of immediate chemical interaction between two people?" I queried. "I believe in it. I've had it happen to me."

   She sat up and leaned forward, her face only inches from mine. "So have I," she said. "The first moment I saw you." Her lips, full and moist, sent out their own invitation as she stayed there, in front of me, not making a move, just sending out heat waves. I leaned forward and my lips found hers — I felt her mouth open at once, her tongue at the ege of her teeth, waiting to leap forward. We kissed without touching bodies, arms at our sides, like two serpents moving together in a swaying rhythm. Suddenly she pulled away.

   "I smell something burning," she said and dashed into the kitchen.

   "You sure do, honey," I muttered quietly to myself. "And it's me." A clock struck, soft chimes, and I watched its pendulum swing hypnotically. It was an old-fashioned piece, painted white, which rested on the mantle with a vase of red roses on each side.

   "Dinner is ready," I heard Mona call from the other room and I went in. She was serving dinner as though we'd never kissed, as though that moment of electricity had never exploded. It was only when I caught her eyes that I knew the current was still there. She looked away quickly, as though she were afraid the spark might catch again, and she kept a steady chatter of pleasant conversation going through dinner. She served a nice Australian sauterne with chicken which bad a pleasant taste to it. After dinner, a good Spanish brandy, a Domecq, with real body and aroma. We went into the living room to have the brandy and I had just about decided that she'd been saved by the bell. She saw me glance at the clock on the mantle. It read eight o'clock.

   "If you leave here at ten-thirty you'll easily make it," she said, reading my thoughts. I grinned at her and suddenly the electricity went on in her eyes again. They held mine and never wavered as she drained the brandy.

   Suddenly she threw herself forward, arms clasping my neck. Her mouth was working feverishly on mine, nibbling, devouring, her tongue stretching deep into my mouth. And then all the restless itching frustration burst inside me and I answered her feverish hunger with my own.

   Mona's white jersey blouse was a ghostly flash as it flew over her head and her breasts, freed from the bra, spilled over into my hands like ripe fruit falling from a tree, made to be tasted and sucked and savoured. She had reached out an arm and flicked off the lamplight and we made love in the half-light thrown from the adjoining room. Mona turned her breasts up to me, and I seized their pink tips with my teeth. The pink circle of her breasts was large and rough and I felt the nipple grow tall in my mouth as Mona gasped in pleasure. I stripped, putting Wilhelmina and Hugo under the couch within a moment's reach, while Mona lay before me, eyes closed, as I gently massaged her breasts. Her body was like her breasts, full and ripe, with a firm, convex belly and wide, deep hips. As I pressed myself down upon her she moaned and began to make convulsive movements, thrusting every inch of herself against me, trying to make her skin my skin, her throbbing desires into my desires. I moved my lips down along her body and she cried out in a steady, mounting gasp that culminated in a scream of ecstasy as I found the center of her pleasures, the core of all desires. Her hands pulled against my shoulders, my head, and she was a creature beyond all caring except for that ecstasy of the body. I moved upon her again and this time I came to her with my own very being and Mona's body moved under mine in a slowly mounting frenzy.

   I moved her slowly, slowly, holding back as she cried out for haste, knowing she would thank me for ignoring her. And then, her passion carrying me beyond control, I took her. Mona cried out at that moment of moments with a series of gasps — unbelieving, unwilling gasps — the final, ultimate submission of the female to the male and to herself. She fell back on the sofa, her arms around me, her legs clasped behind mine.

   I raised myself on one elbow and glanced at the clock on the mantle. It said nine-fifteen. In passion, no man keeps track of time. An hour is a minute and a minute is an hour. Mona pulled my head down to her breasts, pressing my face into them.

   "You have time," she whispered. "Till ten-thirty. I want you again, now. This time I want to make love to you."

   "People make love to each other, together," I said.

   "Yes, but this time I want to light the fire," she breathed. She moved to my side and I felt her lips against my abdomen. She moved them up and over and across my chest — faint, sweet tracks, like the footprints of a butterfly. Then she moved down my body, pausing to linger on the curve of my abdomen, and then down further. It was a kind of lovemaking I'd found only in the Orient, and it had an exquisite pleasure that was both soothing and exciting. Dimly, I wondered where she had learned it. Or perhaps there are some things with some women that spring into being naturally — unlearned, untutored, an innate talent beyond the average. She had wanted to light the fire. She did a damn good job of it, and we made love again, the gasping feverishness of her desires showing no slackening. But finally the moment was reached again, and in her gasps, this time, there was a kind of laughter, the happiness of a completely satisfied woman.

   I stretched when Mona finally unwrapped her arms from around me. I glanced up at the clock. It read nine-fifteen. I looked at it again, my eyes narrowed, squinting. The hands didn't change. I had read right. It said nine-fifteen. I leaped from the sofa and felt for my watch. I'd put it alongside Wilhelmina. It read eleven-twenty.

   "What is it, Nick?" Mona said, sitting up as I let out a curse.

   "Your goddamn clock," I yelled at her as I flew into my clothes. "It's stopped. The damn thing was probably slow in the first place."

   The longest pause in my dressing was to strap Hugo's sheath back onto my forearm and that took not more than two seconds. I was still putting my shirt into my trousers as I went out the door and still swearing. Mona, naked and magnificent, was standing in the doorway.

   "I'm sorry, Nick," she called after me. "Stay on the shore road. You'll go right into it."

   Delays, I cursed as I dived into the driver's seat. They always spell trouble. I knew what Mona was thinking, standing there nude. If I missed him, I could get to him in the morning. But I didn't think that way and I didn't operate that way. I'd seen too many times when there was no tomorrow.

   I sent the little Anglia off in the closest approximation of a jet take-off a car can make. The shore road was almost free of traffic, the moon shining over the sea was a beautiful sight. I kept the speedometer needle plastered against the top of the instrument. It took quite an effort to keep the light little car on the road. Though largely flat and mostly at sea level, the road did rise a few times, making the car throb and vibrate as I forced the engine to its limits. I ate the road up in a furious, headlong pace and still the time seemed to drag.

   It was a little after twelve o'clock when I roared into the little community of Innisfail. Right away I saw the low, gray buildings of the coastal patrol with the sentries pacing the entry gate. I halted and showed my credentials and was passed through. I'd gone only a few hundred yards when I saw the flashing lights of police cars and heard the whine of an ambulance siren. Pulling to the side of the road, I got out. The base command building was just ahead and I paused at the steps of it to look down the street as the knots of men parted to make way for the small, white ambulance.

   "What happened?" I asked a passing sailor.

   "Accident," he said. "One of the blokes just come ashore, too. Bloody rotten deal, it was. He was killed."

   A sudden chill swept through me and I felt the hairs on the back of my neck stand up.

   "What was his name?" I asked. "Comford? Burton Comford?"

   "Yes, that's the chap," the sailor said. "Did you know him, mate? They're just taking him off now."

   "How did it happen?" I asked, hearing the grim anger in my voice. The sailor pointed to a big personnel carrier that stood with its radiator smashed into the side of a brick building.

   "That big job there, mate," he said. "It was parked up on the hill. The brakes gave way and it rolled down to smash the poor bloke against the building just as he was going past. Rotten bit of luck, I say."

   I walked away. There was no more reason for me to stay. I didn't need to examine the brakes of the big lorry. They'd work perfectly. Once again, they'd gotten there before me, this time helped by luck. There'd be a minor inquiry and once more there would be no explanations that meant anything. The truck's brakes had just released, somehow. It would be surmised that they hadn't been put on correctly and suddenly gave way. Only they'd done so just as Burton Comford was on his wav to the commander's office to meet me. A coincidence. Just one of those things. I knew better.

   Damn Mona's stinking clock, I cursed silently. Had I been here on time I'd have been at tie dock, waiting for Comford. I got back in the car and drove out of the small base. There was only Lieutenant Dodd Dempster left now. But I'd get to him first, I swore. I felt cheated, conspired against by rotten luck. Even the memory of Mona's passion couldn't wipe the bitter taste from my mouth. When I got back to the little cottage I was still furious, furious and angry at everything — at the world, at my lousy luck, at myself, at Mona's clock. Hell, I told myself, the damn thing probably stopped from being in the same room with Mona and me. Overheating. I went to sleep angry, and I knew I'd get up that way.
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   I was right The grim anger in me had hardened overnight and when I went to Major Rothwell's office I got the airbase number and made the call myself. I told the base commander who I was and what I wanted and the telephone line fairly smoked with the tight fury in my voice.

   "I want to know exactly when this Lieutenant Dempster is going to report for duty, Commander," I said. I'll be there to meet him, but just in case, I want him given an escort from his house or wherever he's coming from to the base."

   "Most unusual, Mr. Carter," the commander had grumbled.

   "This whole business is most unusual," I answered. 'Tour Lieutenant Dempster is very valuable to me at the moment. I don't want anything to happen to him."

   "He's due to report in for flight duty at eight A.M.," the senior officer said. "I have a report that he returned from leave this morning and is at his apartment."

   "Have him escorted wherever he goes until he checks in tomorrow morning," I said. "If you need any further clearances, I'll turn you over to Major Rothwell's assistant."

   I handed Mona the phone and she verified my priority demands and finally put the phone back in its cradle. Her eyes were boring into me.

   "All right, let's have it," she said. "You storm in here, start making your own contacts and hardly say a word to me. Isn't it the girl who's supposed to be upset and filled with second thoughts the next morning?"

   Tm sorry," I relented. "It's just what happened last night. I'm still angry as hell about it." I told her what I'd found when I reached the harbor patrol base and her eyes softened.

   Tm sorry," she said. "I guess I am to blame, in a way. It was my clock that did it" She got up and came over to me and I found her arms around my neck, her breasts pressed against me. "But it was wonderful, Nick," she said. "Really wonderful."

   With her body pressed against mine, her deep breasts softly pushing against me, the night flooded back to me. It had been wonderful. She was a creature of rare passions and talents to match. The phone rang, breaking the gathering force of the moment. Mona picked it up and then handed it to me. "For you," she said and I saw the curiosity in her eyes. I recognized little Judy's voice at once."

   "I thought of something." she said. "It might be important. John Dowsey had a wife. She lives here in Townsville. He told me about her. said they were separated and she used her maiden name, Lynn Delba."

   "Good girl," I said. "I'll be in touch." I put down the phone and recalled Dawsey's service record in my mind. There had been no mention of a wife in it. I found a listing for a Lynn Delba on the other side of Townsville in the phone book and started out of the office.

   "I'll be back," I said to Mona. "I might have a new lead."

   "Not so fast," she said. "If you get delayed, please come to my place tonight."

   Her eyes were adding their own meaning to her words. I brushed her lips quickly with mine and went outside. If I did go to Mona, later, I knew one thing in advance. I was going to be at the airbase at eight tomorrow morning and Cleopatra, Helen of Troy and Madame DuBarry wouldn't stop me.

   I drove into Townsville, skirted the edge of the big copper-smelting refinery and found the address on the other side of town. It was an area of small, two-story brick apartment houses. Lynn Delba lived in a ground-level flat. I rang and a woman in a faded housecoat answered. Quite a bit younger than I'd expected, she was mousey blonde with a washed-out look about her. Her eyes, a light blue, looked at me with unabashed interest but there was wariness in them, too. The housecoat, the front zipper open more than a quarter of the way from the neck, revealed that she had long, thin breasts and no bra on.

   "Sorry to bother you," I smiled at her. "I want to talk to you about John Dawsey."

   The expression of faint boredom in her eyes suddenly and abruptly changed. "What about him?" she said defensively.

   "He's dead," I said flatly and saw what little color she had drain out of her face. Her hands, holding the door, grew white as she clutched the door tightly.

   "Maybe you better come in," she said quietly. I followed her into a somewhat worn, faded apartment, very much like her in its own way.

   "I'm working with Australian Intelligence," I said. "I've been told that you're his wife."

   She shook her head and sat down on the edge of a stuffed chair. Her legs were a surprise, long and beautiful, with slowly tapering calves and delicate ankles. No doubt she knew they were her best feature because she revealed a good bit of them. "I know he used to say that sometimes," she answered. "But I wasn't his wife, not really. I guess you could say we lived together for quite a few years, at least whenever he was off duty. Then I called it quits. Only he wouldn't believe me."

   "How long ago was this?" I asked.

   "Maybe six months ago," she said. "Then after he got in trouble in the army over that accident and was dismissed, he came here to live with me but I threw him out. He told me he was onto something where he'd make big money."

   "Did he tell you anything about it?" I pressed.

   "No," she answered quickly. Almost too quickly, I felt. "All he said was that we'd have everything I always wanted, all the things he never could give me. I promised to go back with him if he were telling the truth."

   "And he never told you who he was involved with or what it was?"

   She shook her head and her eyes were a mixture of sadness and apprehension. "No, she said. "But I never figured it was something he'd get himself killed over. It makes me scared, mister."

   "Why?" I asked quickly, watching her eyes as she answered.

   "Maybe he told whoever killed him about me," she said. "Maybe they think I know something about what he was into."

   "I doubt it" I told her. She was biting her lower lip and her eyes were round and worried. She was scared, all right, and maybe it was for the reasons she'd said. But maybe it was for other reasons. I decided that if Lieutenant Dempster didn't show any cracks, Lynn Delba might bear further watching. "Don't try hiding out," I said to her. "I'll want to be talking to you again."

   I left and drove to Judy Henniker's place. She wouldn't be at The Ruddy Jug yet — it was a little early for her to start work. She answered the door in shorts and a halter top.

   "Come in," she said, her eyes lighting up.

   "Did you find his wife?"

   "I found the woman he'd been living with," I answered. Judy hadn't put all her makeup on yet and once again she looked younger, fresher — her high, round breasts very girlish and virginal.

   "I just came by to say thanks for the lead on Lynn Delba." I grinned at her. "You've got a leg up on that visa to the States."

   She chuckled happily and looked up at me, her eyes searching mine. You're really a good chap, Yank," she said.

   "Not really," I said. "If you're holding out on me, you'll find that out." Her eyes clouded at once and she looked away. I wasn't at all certain how much Judy had told me of what she really knew. I'd keep dangling the bait in front of her. It might pay off, eventually. If I read the smoldering, masked fire in her eyes correctly, perhaps there was another kind of bait I could use on her.

   "'I'll be in touch, Judy," I said. "Keep remembering things." I turned to go and her hand was on my arm.

   "Be careful," she said. She sounded like she meant it. I patted her cheek and left. Mona would be at her place now, I saw by my watch. I drove there and she greeted me in a silk robe. The thrusting points that pushed the fabric sharply out told me she hadn't a damn thing under it. I kissed her and my hands told me I was right.

   "Stay here tonight, Nick," Mona said. "You're only twenty minutes from the airbase here. I'll drive you out in the morning."

   I had been about to say no to her but suddenly that seemed like a lousy idea. Only this time I'd go by my own watch. I moved my hands down the neck of the silk robe and it fell open. I bent down and buried my head in those great, soft pillows. I didn't really come up for air until sometime near midnight. We went to bed formally then, to sleep, and I slept well with Mona in my arms. But I'd set my inner alarm clock and I woke up on the dot of seven. Mona pot up sleepily, and peered at me as I dressed.

   "I'll drive myself out to the base." I said. "You go back to sleep. You'll only have to turn right around and come back again anyway. This could be a while."

   She nodded and lay there, watching me shave. When I was ready to leave got up and went to the door with me, beautifully naked. Her eyes, as she watched me go, were a mixture of undecipher able thoughts, but they glowed with a strange intensity. She was, I decided again as I drove off, a most unusual creature.

   I was waiting at the base when Lieutenant Dodd Dempster arrived. He was tall, blond and handsome, but there was also self-indulgence in his face, a just-beneath-the-surface weakness. He was also nervous as all hell.

   "I know you've been asked a lot of questions during the inquiry on the beachhead tragedy," I began. "But my government has a few more. In fact, Lieutenant, I've been involved in certain other aspects of a broader picture. How many times have you been at The Ruddy Jug?"

   The question took him off guard and his eyes looked at me quickly. I didn't wait for an answer but pressed further.

   "We know you've been there so there's no need lying about it," I said. "Who were the men you met there? What did they want of you?"

   The man glanced nervously about the room where we'd gone to talk, an officers' lounge.

   "Look, I've been waiting for all this to come out sooner or later," he said. "And there's a lot I'd like to tell. I just can't keep it bottled up any more. But I won't talk here. Let's get away from here and maybe we can make a deal."

   The deal part was strictly out, I knew, but I let him think differently. "I'll listen," I said. "Where do you want to go?"

   "I'm supposed to take this jet out for a practice flight," he said. "It's a two seater. Why don't you come with me and we can talk in the plane."

   "I guess you can't get much more private than that," I said. "I'll suit up with you. Let's go."

   I wasn't letting him out of my sight, not for a single minute. In the pilot's wardroom I found an extra suit that I could struggle into and I followed Dempster out to where a jet, a new and advanced version of the Hawker-Siddley, waited on the runway. Dempster took the controls and we streaked skyward. In seconds, we were moving across the horizon. Dempster began to talk, his voice agitated.

   "I got into something," he said. "And I want out. But I want to protect myself, too."

   "Suppose you start with some answers first," I said. "You were put in contact with some men. Who were they and where did they come from?"

   "I never knew more than their first names," he replied. "But they operated out of a ranch in the outback. I was there three or four times for conferences. I could fly you over the place if you like."

   "Go ahead," I said. "I'd like that very much." I was beginning to feel elated. A few of the breaks were going my way for a change. Dempster had obviously been hiding from the inevitable for some while and was ready to stop running.

   "They wanted you to wreck the war-games maneuvers," I said. His silence was more revealing than anything he might have said. Finally he spoke.

   "I can't name names because I don't know them," he asserted. "But I can lead you to them. It's up to you to do the rest."

   "You just point out that ranch for me," I said. "You didn't really seem surprised when I showed up. Why?"

   "I guess I've been expecting it ever since the inquiry" he answered. "I didn't really think they'd close the books on it." He lapsed into silence again and I looked down at the dry, arid, parched land of the outback. It was land that had become a vast dustbowl, forbidding, seldom explored by white men. Only the aborigines, one of the oldest nomadic races in existence, seemed able to live off the arid land. Poor soil conservation practices had done their share, but years of drought had done more. It was a flat land, with occasional great meteoric rock formations dotting the vast reaches. On the fringes some hardy pioneers managed cattle but in the heart of it there was nothing but the parched land, the winds and the aborigines. I looked at the vast territory as it rushed by beneath our wings. It was red-brown country with the ridges of the mountains like corrugated cardboard. The very air seemed to shimmer from the unceasing heat of it, the burning sun turning it into a vast oven. It was a forbidding and frightening land and I knew that from the jet, streaking high across it only a vague idea of its awesomeness came through.

   As we continued to fly deeper into the outback at jet speed, I knew that we'd covered damn near six hundred miles already, and I wondered how the men could move in and out of Townsville so frequently if their ranch was way the hell out here in nowhere.

   "Dempster," I called. "Are you sure you haven't overshot the place?" The pilot turned to look at me and I saw his hand reach out to the instrument board. Too late, I saw his finger come down on the ejector button. I felt myself being hurtled, seat and all, out of the plane. I went upwards with the tremendous force of the ejection mechanism and then, all in a matter of seconds, I felt the tug of the parachute opening up. As I floated down, the jet was a small streak receding in the distance. I'd been suckered in. They had gotten to Dempster another way, no doubt convincing him that to get rid of me was the only really safe move. The chute swayed a moment, then dropped me gently onto the dry soil.

   The jet was out of sight as I unsnapped the harness that had me strapped to the chute lines. I let it fall to the ground and lay there — a silken shroud. I quickly pulled the flight suit from me. I'd only been down a minute and I was already feeling like a boiled lobster in it I gazed around and saw empty space, as far as the eye could see, dry land, parched soil. And there was silence — the silence of a tomb, unearthly, unbroken. I tossed a coin and started walking toward what I thought might be east. I'd walked perhaps twenty minutes when I took off my clothes, stripping down to shorts and my shirt, which I tied around my waist Thinking about Dempster made me forget my plight for a little while. He'd no doubt crash the plane somewhere and go into hiding. Or his flight schedule had been already laid out for him. In any case, he wouldn't be around. I'd kept them from killing him like the others, only to have him turn the tables on me.

   The sun burned into me and though I kept walking, I could feel the enervating effects of the unfiltered rays. Soon I was dropping to one knee every little while and resting. I began to take a realistic look at my position. It was a lot worse than I admitted to myself then. I'd only been on the desert land for a little while. I had plenty of optimism and hope left. I decided that the only was to keep walking in as straight a line as I could manage. I'd come to something, sooner or later. And I did. More space.

   My throat was starting to dry up and I knew what that meant. Thirst would be worse than hunger, especially out here, but they'd made me a candidate for both of them. As the day wore on, I began to feel dried out. Not only my throat but my body felt dry, baked. I began to walk in short spurts, resting between each one to conserve strength. But I knew that distance and strength weren't the real problem. It was the sun, relentlessly, unyielding, drying me out, withering, sapping all energy — the life-giving sun that was giving death.

   By the end of the day my mouth was dry cotton wadding and I'd used up all of my own saliva. My stomach was starting to cramp up and I welcomed the night that covered the sun. The coolness was a form of relief, the millions of stars overhead, somehow a form of hope. I found a small hollow of hard soil and stretched out on it. Sleep was not hard to come by. It drifted over me gently, as though it were a dress rehearsal for death.

   I woke up in bright sun, hot and burning, and found my lips cracked and painful. Standing up took an effort. My throat was raw — crying for water — and my stomach was still cramped with hunger. But I moved on to nowhere, in a land that was a huge, burning bush and I an insect on that bush. Only the bush was the arid land, with not even a cactus to break for its precious fluid.

   I had kept some track of hours, but as my eyes ached more and more, time became a meaningless nothing, like everything else. By the afternoon, I no longer walked. I crawled along the ground in small moments of energy. The pain in my stomach was a constant, dull ache now, and my throat was swollen and raw. I could have gone much longer without water, certainly without food, if it were not for the relentless sun. But I was being dried away, little by little, and I knew that if I found no relief, I'd soon be as the dust, blown away by the first wind. I had reached a point where anger began to seize me, anger at the unseen foe that I couldn't fight. I staggered to my feet again, fed by the adrenalin inside me, lurched forward like a drunk and then fell. The process was repeated until I had no more anger and no more strength. When night came, I hadn't moved in hours. The night wind stirred me and I opened my mouth to it, hoping it would blow something wet into it. But there was nothing — and I fell back and lay spread-eagled on the ground.

   I no longer knew if another day came, or two days, or three. I only knew there was the sun and my aching body, my mind hardly able to think any longer, my eyes barely able to focus. I was crawling along the ground when I raised my head, a major effort now, and strange shapes swam in front of my eyes. I squinted and pressed my hands against my pupils, squeezing out a few drops of lubricating fluid. I finally focused and saw a clump of trees, the short, zig-zag trunked tree the Australians call the Gidgee. My mind thought in slow motion but I realized that no tree lives without water some place. Yet to dig down to where there might be underground water to nourish the roots was as impossible as it would be to climb to the moon. The soil was hard as rock, dried clay, as unyielding as the sun above it.

   But then I saw other shapes, some motionless, others moving in long jumps. Kangaroos, the big gray variety, grouped under the Gidgee trees. They would need water to survive. They would lead me to water. I crawled forward. But the mind, distorted by thirst and sun, functions like a short-circuited system, giving off sparks in the wrong places, sending electrical currents through the wrong wires. I inched forward like some hungry wolf, drawing closer to the kangaroos. Dimly, I remembered that the kangaroos had a kick that could kill a man. I had to watch out for those huge back legs and feet. Inching still closer, I rose up on my haunches and stayed motionless.

   The kangaroo is a curious beast and finally two of them hopped toward me cautiously. A big male came closest and, with my sun-baked mind intent on the impossible, I waited. When he hopped still closer, I leaped with the strength borne of desperation. I landed on his back, wrapping my arms around his neck, my legs around his back like a big jockey on a strange steed. The big 'roo, as the Australians call the animals, took off in a gigantic bound. He landed and I lost my grip. He leaped again and I went sailing off into the air to come down on the hard, dry ground with a tremendous crash. It would have been a doubtful move in possession of all my strength and wits. In my present state, it was a piece of pure foolishness — the result of my tortured, distorted mind.

   I lay there and felt the sun drift away as everything closed in on me, a blanket of grayness deepening into a void of nothingness. I lay still, unfeeling, uncaring, and the world stopped for me.

  
  
   

    V 

   

   I felt the wetness as though it were coming from some distant world. I was no longer a part of it. And yet it was calling to me, beckoning me through the senses. The dried, stiffened, sunbaked muscles of my eyes moved and my eyelids fluttered, finally opening on a blurred world of fuzzy shapes. Again I felt the wetness, this time cool and soothing against my eyes. Slowly, the fuzzy shapes began to sort themselves out and I saw heads looking down at me. I tried to raise my head but the effort was too much and I opened my mouth, gasping, like a fish out of water. I felt the cool wetness dripping into my mouth, trickling down my throat and suddenly it came to me. I was alive. 1 swallowed and more water trickled down through the swollen, raw lining of my throat.

   I looked up at the faces again. Some were brown, some beige, some had dark, wavy hair, one old man had hair that was almost blond. They had wide noses and fine lips, weathered eyes. Strong but gentle hands were helping me to sit up, and I saw old women in tattered shirts and young naked girls, with small breasts already hanging low. The men were fine boned mostly, none too large. I knew who they were, but they couldn't say the same about me. I was a human being they'd found near death, alone, without water or food, on this severe, unrelenting land — their land, the land of the Australian aborigine. They were a distinct people, these aborigines, anthropologically and racially, probably the oldest race of nomadic tribesmen in the world. Their origins still shrouded in the dim mists of history, they lived on in the vast Australian outback, some rubbing shoulders with civilization, others remote as their ancestors were a thousand years ago.

   I looked around. They had carried me to their village, if it could be called a village. It was little more than a collection of cloths hung on poles around which a family or a group gathered in small knots. But the effort of looking around was exhausting and I fell back upon the ground. I felt damp cloths being wrapped around my blistered skin and I went to sleep.

   It was probably hours later when I woke to see an old man on his haunches beside me and a small campfire burning low. He took a clay bowl from the fire and gestured for me to sit up and drink. The liquid, whatever it was, had a sharp, almost bitter taste to it, but I got it down and I could feel it inside me, warming, the way good bourbon makes your body tingle.

   I lay on my side and watched the old man as he worked on a boomerang with crude tools. A spear and a woomera, a device for throwing the spear, lay on the ground beside him. I watched him for a while and then fell asleep again. It was night when I woke and the land was dotted by small campfires. My throat felt better and my strength a returning. A young girl came over to me holding the leg of a bird, a huge leg that could only have come from an emu, the giant flightless bird related to the ostrich, I ate it slowly — it had a strong but not unpleasant flavor. I realized, of course, that a piece of rawhide would probably have a not unpleasant flavor to me at the time. I was still quick to tire and I fell asleep again after eating. But in the morning, I managed to get up, a little shaky at first, but able to walk. I towered over most of the aborigines but here, in this, their land, I was a pretty helpless giant. We could not communicate in words, but I learned how effective the use of signs and gestures could be.

   One of the men told me they were going on a hunt for food. I said I'd like to come along. I had Wilhelmina slung around my shoulder but I didn't want to use the gun if I didn't have to. I didn't know whether these primitive people had had any experience with firearms. The nomadic aborigines, different in so many ways from most primitive peoples, were also unique in that they were not at all warlike. They hunted to live and moved about constantly on what some tribes, familiar with the white man's tongue, called the "walkabout." Two young men, an old fellow with a gray beard and straight, silver-blond hair and myself made up the hunting party. I didn't see a damn thing to hunt on the open plains, but I learned, once again, a fact I had known but almost forgotten. Seeing is more a matter of knowing what to look for than anything else. We moved slowly along the dry bed of a stream and they paused to point out tracks to me, and then, by gesture, described the animals that had made them. I saw snake, wallaby, kangaroo, lizard and emu. And I learned that to the aborigine, the tracks were not just marks left in the soil but each one was a picture story. They would study a track and decide whether the animal was moving slowly or quickly, whether he was young or old, how long ago he'd passed this way.

   Primitive people, I asked myself? Yes, in a big city, around mechanical devices they knew nothing about. But I was the primitive here. They decided to go after a lizard who, by their calculations, had passed only recently. With the old man doing the tracking, we caught up to the lizard, a big fellow with a vicious set of claws. The hunters speared him quickly and we carried him back to the others. A fire cooked the reptile and once more I found myself enjoying food I'd have rebelled against at any other time.

   In the days that went by I lived with the aborigines, moved with them and went along to hunt with them. Little by little my muscle tone rebounded, and the blistered skin of my body returned to normal. My strength was almost fully regained, and one morning I began to try to tell them that I had to leave, to return to civilization. Somehow, I got it across — with the fact that I didn't have the faintest idea of how to get back. I knew if I struck out blindly, I'd probably end up in the same fix I was in when I was catapulted out of the plane. I didn't think I could survive a second time — not so soon, anyway.

   The old man spoke to two of the younger ones and they came up to stand beside me. I wanted to say thanks for saving my life but how the hell do you say that in sign language? I'd seen little in the way of affectionate gestures among these nomads, but I fell back on the bow, low and sweeping, with hands folded before me. I think they understood. They nodded and grinned anyway.

   The two young men started to trot off and I followed. They moved along still damp gulleys where their feet stayed cool. They took advantage of the shadowed side of a slope, no matter how slight the slope. And at night, we always had some meat to cook by the fire. Then one morning, they halted and pointed along a low rise on the dry, parched land. They indicated I was to follow it and then continue along the same direction. I bowed once again and started off. When I looked back, they were already trotting off the way we'd come.

   As the hours went by, I saw that the land was becoming slightly less parched, perhaps a fine line of distinction, but nonetheless true. I noticed brown patches of dried grass, and some low bushes, and then, in the distance, a cluster of houses. I found an old man and some seedy looking cattle. He had no telephone, of course, but he did have water and some canned food. I'd never had a better banquet at the Waldorf. He gave me directions to the next ranch, a larger spread, and by moving from one to another, I found one with a car. I identified myself and got a lift into a dusty town where there was a territorial agent with a radio. He put a message through to Ayr and Major Rothwell's office and within the hour a jet plane came to a halt on the flat, dry land alongside the town. With borrowed shirt and pants. I went back to Ayr. Major Rothwell was at the airfield and his eyes echoed the disbelief in his words.

   "By God, Carter," he said pumping my hand. You're even-thing they say and more. We'd counted you out as dead. Lieutenant Dempster's plane, the one you went off in with him, crashed at sea. We thought you were both in it."

   "I doubt that even Dempster was in it," I said. "He ejected me and left me to die in the outback."

   "My God!" Roth well exclaimed as we got into a chauffered car. "What in God's name for. Carter? Did you have him dead to rights on something?"

   "No, but I was getting too close to something," I said grimly. And I'm going to get closer. Are my things still at that cottage?"

   "Yes, we haven't done anything about that yet," the Major answered.

   "Then all I need is a new set of keys," I said.

   "Mona will have those," Rothwell assured me. "She'd have been with me, but she took a few days off. She doesn't know you're not done in."

   "I'll surprise her" I said. "But I'd like to wash up a bit first."

   "You can do that at headquarters," the Major said, and then he bit his lip apprehensively. "But there's one thing. Carter. I called Hawk and told him about the plane crashing into the sea with you and Dempster in it."

   I grinned and made a small bet with myself. The car drew up before the Intelligence offices and while I washed up the Major had a call put in to Hawk. I picked up the phone when it came through. I won the bet with myself as I said hello and Hawk's voice showed not the slightest hint of surprise.

   "Can't you even fake being surprised and excited at the fact that I'm still alive?" I protested.

   "I didn't figure you were in that plane," he said blandly. "Entirely too mundane a way to go for you."

   I chuckled. "Something is definitely rotten here," I said. "I think I've got the story but not the cast."

   "Stay with it," he grunted. "Without the cast, you've got nothing. Keep me posted."

   The line clicked off and I turned to Major Rothwell. I knew he deserved a briefing but I decided against it. All I had was what I'd spelled out for myself and that wasn't enough.

   "I'll stop at Mona's and get the extra keys for the cottage," I said.

   "The car was brought back from Air Force," he said. "It's in the back, waiting for you. Oh, one more thing. A girl named Judy Henniker has called almost every day to speak to you."

   I nodded and went out to get the car. It was dark, and Judy would be at The Ruddy Jug now. I'd get to her later. I drove to Mona's apartment, rang the bell and waited. She opened the door and froze, her mouth dropping open, her eye; blinking in disbelief. I grinned and walked in. It was only when I was inside that she found herself and flew into my arms.

   "Damn, but I don't believe it yet," she said, her lips wet and hungry against mine. "Oh, Nick," she said. "You don't know how I felt. I just wanted to run away someplace and hide from everything and everyone."

   "I'm a hard man to kill," I said. "I like living too much. Though I most say they came damned dose to it this time."

   I palled back from her and kissed her on the cheek. "I'm here for the extra set of keys to the cottage," I said. "I'm going back, to bathe and stretch out. I've got a lot of thinking to do."

   She got the keys from a dresser drawer and pressed herself against me again, her breasts a wonderful reminder against my chest But I needed another twenty-four hours of rest before I was ready for Mona. I kissed her hard and quickly realized that maybe I was wrong about the twenty four hours. But I left anyway.

   In the cottage, I soaked in a hot tub while I put together what I had so far. My remarks to Hawk had been more true than facetious. Fact one: the three kev men involved in the three tragedies had been silenced, in one way or another. I'd tried to get to Dawsey, then Comford, so they figured Dempster would be my next stop. They'd been cute and switched techniques with him, but the result was to have been the same, preventing me from getting information. Fact two: Dawsey, Comford and Dempster had been bought Dawsey's sudden wealth tipped that off. Fact three: the Chinese washed ashore two months ago with 50,000 Australian dollars on him. There had to be a connection between him and the first three men.

   But that's where the facts ended. I didn't know who was doing this or why. Was it a home-grown group of some kind? If so, they needed a cove The ranch Judy spoke about could do for that of course. And if it was an outside source, they'd need a cover, too, but a more elaborate one. But so far they were shadows, all except for the three hoods that tried to give me a copper bath.

   The headlines and articles in the Aussie newspapers I'd seen were plenty evidence that relations all around continued near the breaking point. The other members of the alliance were still dissatisfied with Australian explanations and were pulling back fast. The Aussies with their fierce pride were reacting with a to-hell-with-them-all attitude. And all I had was a nice, neat theory. I needed more, and fast. Whoever was behind this was not going to stand still. The next tragedy could well wreck the alliance beyond repair.

   I dressed slowly. I'd decided against going to The Ruddy Jug to see Judy. I'd pay her a visit at her place. My watch told me she'd be getting there soon, so I headed for her little apartment. I got there first and was waiting just inside the doorway when she came up.

   "Welcome home," I said quietly.

   "Yank," she said, her eyes lighting. "I've been trying to get to you for days and days, maybe a week."

   We went into her place. This time she was wearing a black dress with almost the same, low-cut neckline as before, that made her round breasts overflow.

   "He's been in almost every night," she said to me, her tone guarded. "The fourth one, the one with the hawk face. He keeps telling me to find some more men for him. He says the others worked out fine, but they've been sent on to bigger things."

   "I hope you told him you were looking for new contacts," I said.

   "Yes, but I'm ruddy scared," she said. "I'm afraid he'll find out you know about me. Then if I go to the States, it'll be in a pine box."

   Her fears were justified. But she and Lynn Delba were my only possible leads now. I didn't like letting her stick her pretty little neck out, but a lot of good men didn't like getting needlessly killed either. I turned away from moral judgments. That wasn't my job. My job was to get at the bottom of this, to crack it open, not to worry about who might get hurt along the way. Was I being too hard? Damned hard, but you could be sure the others had no time for sentimentality. Neither did I.

   "Keep doing just what you've been doing, Judy," I told her. "I've been away for a while so nobody's seen you with me. I'll watch it as best I can. Try and pump him. Find out where they operate from. But don't be too obvious."

   "I'm glad you're back," she said, standing close to me. The lost, fearful quality was a part of her again, and I felt like a fourteen-carat heel. "Sometime, maybe, after this is all over, maybe we could get together, just you and I, for the fun of it."

   "Maybe," I said. I cupped her chin with my hand and looked into the smoke-gray eyes. Dammit, she had a way of getting to you, like a kitten. She had claws and she could scratch like hell, but she reached out to you.

   She stood up on her toes and kissed me — a small, gentle kiss. "I feel safer when you're around," she whispered. I gave her rear a little pat and turned and left. It had been a firm, round little rear, well worth parting again sometime. I went back to the cottage hoping that things would work out all right. It might be nice to spend some time with Judy. I had the feeling that she deserved some good times.

   * * *

   I slept late the next day, and when I woke I felt like my old self for the first time since I'd been tossed out of that jet I decided to pay Lynn Delba a visit Something about the woman had left me with an unfinished feeling. She had seemed unduly frightened for someone who knew nothing about Dawsey's involvement. I was glad to find her home, and her eyes lighted up when she saw me.

   "Come in," she said. She had the same faded quality I'd noticed the last time, but her legs, encased in short shorts now, were every bit as good as I'd remembered. The way her breasts moved beneath a pale yellow blouse told me she was still against wearing bras.

   "Anybody contact you about Dawsey?" I asked. She frowned.

   "No", she answered, truculence in her voice. "Why should they contact me. I told you I only knew he was in on something he said would make him a lot of money and I'd have everything I wanted. Nobody's got any reason to contact me about anything."

   I smiled pleasantly but in my mind I was thinking of how she'd acted during my first visit to her. Then she'd been scared as hell that maybe Dawsey had told his killers about her. "Maybe they'll think I know something about whatever he was into," she had said, and the fear in her eyes had been real. And now it was a somewhat defiant "Why should anyone contact me?" I had a more than fair idea what had caused this sudden reversal in roles. First, she'd been afraid because she had good reason to suspect Dawsey's killers would wonder what she knew. But in the time that had passed since my first visit she'd been contacted and had convinced them she knew nothing. Or perhaps she hadn't been contacted at all and felt that she was safe. Either way, she felt comfortably secure now, and in the clear. Fear had been tossed aside. All of which meant she knew more than what she'd told me, which was nothing.

   I wanted to know what that «more» was, no matter how little, but I didn't want to get it the rough way. For one thing, I wasn't sure it could be gotten that way without my getting very rough. She had a stubborn truculence to her under that faded exterior. And maybe she knew very little, actually. It was a rule of mine that one didn't use a mallet to kill a mosquito. I wanted to be a little more certain she really knew something before I went for it.

   Her eyes were watching me with the same approval I'd seen in them before and she'd sat down on an over-stuffed chair with her legs up and spread just enough to be tantalizing. They were gorgeous legs; I quietly admired them again. I was going to try another route to her.

   "Well, if there's nothing to tell me, then I'll be going." I smiled pleasantly, and let her watch my eyes move up and down her legs. The short shorts came hardly an inch down the side of her thighs as she sat with her legs pulled up. "But I'll be back. It's worth the visit just to look at your legs." I smiled again.

   Her eyes came alive at once as she reacted with that sharp eagerness of the woman who is hungry for attention.

   "Do you really think so?" she asked, stretching them out further for me to admire. "You don't think they're too thin?"

   "I think they're just right," I said. She got up and walked over to me. "Well, I'm glad to see you're not so taken up with your job you can't react," she said. "Would you like a drink?"

   "I don't know," I said, hesitantly. "I'd like one but I'd better not."

   "Why not?" she frowned. "You're old enough and Lord knows you're big enough." I watched her eyes quickly move across my shoulders and chest.

   "Well, for one thing, I couldn't promise anything after a drink," I said. "Not with those legs of yours. I've never seen anything like them, really."

   She smiled quietly. "Who asked you to promise anything?" she murmured. She went over to a little cabinet and brought out some rye and glasses.

   "Wait," I said. "I'm supposed to be questioning you, not drinking with you."

   "Lord, you Yanks are conscientious," she said, filling the glasses. "So question me while we drink. A few drinks might help me remember something."

   I smiled quietly to myself. "Okay." I shrugged, taking the glass she handed me. Her breasts, loose under the pale lemon blouse, moved provocatively. Lynn Delba was a hungry woman, hungry for attention, for compliments, for sex. Most hef her good years were behind her, she knew, and she'd been dancing on the rim of those desperate years when a woman realizes most of her weapons are gone. Then, like an actor unsure of himself who keeps repeating his lines, she keeps trying her weapons out to make sure she still has some, at least.

   It was a sad game, a self-deluding way to keep inner confidence, but it was harmless except to her. My game was the more callous. But, hell, I wasn't here to play psychiatrist. I gave her the attention and compliments she wanted and by the way she tossed off the first drink, I knew that she was letting liquor help keep her from looking in the mirror too often. It didn't take her long before she had moved closer to me, the small points of her bra-less breasts forming tiny thrusts against the blouse.

   "It was really sad about your friend, Dawsey," I said, leaning back after enough small talk. "Just when he was getting into some money and everything."

   The hell with Dawsey," she said, almost savagely, as I sat beside her, my face only inches from hers. I kept letting my eyes roam up and down her legs and then linger on her breasts and yet I didn't make a move — it was driving her wild. She got up angrily and started to pour herself another drink. I moved quickly, halted her as she started to pick up the glass and spun her around. I kissed her as I pushed my hand up beneath the lemon blouse and felt the rounded bottoms of her breasts. I took one and gathered it up in my hand. Her tongue was furiously darting around my mouth and I felt her nipple already firm and erect. She was beginning to pant and writhe as I caressed her breasts when suddenly I pulled away, moving from her arms. She sat back down on the couch and tossed the blouse off over her head. I went over to her and cupped her breasts in my hands, their softness gathering itself comfortably in my palms. She had started to unbutton the shorts but I stopped her.

   "I can't stay," I said. "I've got to be somewhere else in an hour."

   "God, you can't go," she protested, clutching at me.

   "This is what I was afraid of," I said. 'This won't help you remember anything and it's keeping me from what I have to do."

   "Yes, it will," she said, holding onto me. "Believe me." I rubbed my thumbs across the firm points of her breasts, brownish points, large for the size of her breasts. She shuddered but I shook my head.

   "It's just me, I guess," I said, putting a note of sadness into my voice. "I've always been like that. I've got to justify my being here, to myself at least, while I'm on the job. If you could just remember something more to tell me, something that'd help me."

   I watched her eyes suddenly grow darker and she half pulled away. T can't think of anything yet," she said. "But I will." She was retreating fast. I rubbed my thumbs across her nipples again and she shuddered and came back into my arms. I got up quickly, and she fell back against the couch.

   "I'll come back later tonight," I said. "If you can remember anything more, tell me. I'll phone you first. I want to come back. Just give me reason."

   I put an arm around the back of her neck, half lifted her up like a doll and pressed my lips against her breasts, moving the hard, brown nipples under my teeth. She whimpered in ecstasy. Then I let her drop back and walked to the door. "Tonight," I said, pausing, watching her as she looked at me with half lowered lids, her breasts moving up and down as her breath came hard. I knew she'd been turned on and she wouldn't turn off easily. I closed the door and went down the hall and outside to the street. It would be a contest, I knew, between her hunger and her caution. I was betting on her hunger, unless she got someone else to turn it off for her. That was always a possibility. I'd find out later.

   I'd spent the better part of the afternoon nursing Lynn Delba along and I stopped in at a restaurant for a bite to eat while it grew dark. When I'd finished, I headed for The Ruddy Jug. I sauntered in and met Judy's eyes as I walked over to sit down at one of the tables in the center of the floor. My guarded glance swept by her, and I smiled inwardly as she didn't show even a flicker of expression. The two goons who'd tossed me out were at their table in the corner. They didn't remember me except as a face they'd seen at the place before. I hadn't made any real trouble for them and it was only the really troublesome ones they bothered to remember. I ordered a rye and water, looked the place over, and sat back.

   Judy was doing her job, moving from table to table and booth to booth, being charmingly pleasant and attractive, her low-necked dress a burnt orange this time. I seemed to pay no attention to her, a silent, morose type, intent on my own thoughts and my own drinking. I ordered another rye, then another as the time went by.

   The place had filled up more and was a cacophony of tinkling piano, raucous laughter and loud conversation. Judy was leaning against the bar. Suddenly I saw the man threading his way toward her. Even through the smoke of the place I caught the "burning eyes" of the man and his face, hawk-like with the beaked shape of his prominent nose. He halted at the bar beside the girl and spoke to her casually in low tones. She answered and I saw her shake her head a few times. She seemed to be telling him that no new propects had been around. I saw him shake hands with her and I caught the folding money she palmed as she strolled away. They were still paying her to be contact girl for them. Good, they didn't suspect her of anything. But hawk-face could answer a lot of questions, I knew. I started for him, moving casually toward the bar.

   He saw me as I approached, took one look, and streaked across the big room, moving alongside the bar. As a rat doesn't need to be told an approaching terrier means trouble, he had instinctively known I spelled the same for him. I saw he was heading for a side door at the far end of the bar. I was hampered by having to move around and between the tables while he streaked in a straight line for it. He was gone from sight when I reached the door. I ran into a parking lot and heard the sound of an engine roar into life. Headlights blinked on and I saw a jeep leap from its place and roar toward me.

   "Stop!" I yelled at him. He veered for me and I got ready to leap back. He didn't see the cold glint of Wilhelmina's barrel in my hand. I leaped backwards as the jeep swung to hit me, firing as I hit the ground. It was an easy shot and the bullet landed right on target. Too much on target, in fact. He was dead before the jeep came to a grinding halt as it bounced along the bumpers of a row of parked cars. I pulled him from the jeep, went through his pockets and found he had nothing to identify himself. Other people were coming from The Ruddy Jug now, and I leaped into the jeep and roared out of the lot.

   I kept going until I was a good distance away. Then I halted and examined the vehicle, going over it from tires to roof. The glove compartment held nothing, and the only thing I found was a branding iron in the rear of it. That, and the orange-red dust all over the tires, sticking in every crevice of the treads and in the wheels themselves.

   I got back into the jeep and headed west, out of Townsville and toward the outback. I was betting he hadn't come from too damned far, within two or three hours drive. There were plenty of ranches in that range.

   Once outside of Townsville, the Australian country grew wild and rugged very quickly. The vast outback, farther on, supported few working ranches because of its aridness, and when they'd told Judy they came from the «outback», they were using the term loosely. I had the branding iron and I'd use it to locate the ranch.

   I drove along the first road I found that led out into the back country and kept driving, going at a steady pace for nearly two hours. The road took me southwest, across the rugged, green lands and then into drier, dusty country. I slowed down and turned off the road as I saw a ranch, the lights still burning in the windows. Dogs started barking as I approached and a floodlight went on to bathe the jeep and myself in a glare of brightness. A rancher and another man, each carrying a shotgun, came out of the house. I saw a woman's figure in the doorway.

   "Sorry to bother you," I sang out. "I need a little help." The men lowered the rifles and came over to the jeep.

   "Don't mean to be jumpy," the older man said. "But you never know what goes on these days."

   I took the branding iron from the seat and gave it to the rancher. The iron had a circle with three points inside it.

   "I'm looking to return this but I can't find where it belongs," I said casually.

   "The Circle Three," the rancher said. "They're about fifteen miles west of here. They don't rig their cattle to market the way the rest of us do, but I've seen the brand on a few strays. They have a small herd, mostly for their own use, I guess."

   "Much obliged," I said.

   "This side of the fence," he called to me as I drove off. I knew what he meant and I went about ten miles more when I saw it, six feet high and a foot or more into the ground. Three thousand five hundred miles long, it had been built around Queensland's main sheep country and was designed to protect the major industry from the wild dogs of Australia, the cunning and predatory dingo. Until the "dingo fence" had been built, the wild dogs had taken a frightful toll of the sheep, draining the very lifeblood of the major Australian industry. Made of ware netting, it was high enough to discourage jumping and sunk low enough to discourage digging under. There were still raids and breakthroughs, but it had done remarkably well in keeping the marauding wild dingoes out of the heart of the sheeplands.

   I cut off the road and drove south, paralleling the fence, and then I saw the dark shapes of a cluster of ranch buildings — main house, stables, barns, corrals.

   I left the jeep and moved forward, coming down on the place along a gentle slope studded with brush. There were no sentries that 1 could see. I moved down to the corral and saw the brand on the rump of the nearest steer, the circle and the three dots inside it. The main house was dark and the place seemed closed down for the night.

   I crept to the house, found a side window wide open, and swung myself inside. There was a moon outside and it gave a surprising amount of light through the windows. I made ray way past a living room, a kitchen, the comfortably furnished parlor. A large room, apparently turned into a study from a dining room, stood at the end of the hall at the foot of the stairs. I heard the sounds of snoring from beyond the stairs as I went into the study. A few chairs, a sturdy old desk and a collection of cases containing sea shells and marine objects lined the walls. The cases held a rare and magnificent collection. I spied a rare Melwardi Cowrie, a Marble Cone and two beautiful Cloth-of-Gold Cones. Giant sea-stars and huge bailer shells filled one of the big vases. A red-and-white reef octopus with its banded tentacles occupied another whole case. Sur hells, the little Warty Cowrie and hundreds of others made up the rest of the collection. On one wall I saw the top shell of a giant clam that must have once weighed in at about six hundred pounds. I turned my eyes from the collection to the desk. On top of it, in one corner, a woman's compact lay atop a note.

   "Return this to her on next visit to town," the note read as I got enough moonlight on it to make out the scrawled handwriting. I let the compact lay in my hand, almost burning, as I stared at it. What woman did it belong to, I wondered? Someone who lived in town. Was that town Townsville? I hadn't expected this at all. Lynn Delba, with the sudden switch in her attitude? Had she been here, interrogated and let go? Or Judy? Did she know a lot more than she'd let on? Had she been working with them more closely than she'd revealed? Maybe her desire to get to the States was as much motivated by getting away from her friends as anything else. Or was it some woman I'd never met. Somehow, that didn't ring a bell. It was something I felt, not knew.

   I was still thinking about it when the room exploded in light and I looked up into the barrel of a carbine and a service thirty-eight. The carbine was held by a tall, slender Chinese whose black eyes looked at me impassively. The thirty-eight belonged to a wiry-built man, sallow-faced with slicked-back hair and glittering, dark eyes.

   "We didn't expect visitors," he said. "Rut look who's here. Put down the compact, please."

   I did as he'd said. They had me covered very well and now I heard others approaching.

   "We never post sentries," the sallow-faced man said. "But every entrance to the main house is wired electronically to a silent alarm. Any touch on the window frame or sill, or anyone opening a door, sets off the silent alarm."

   The Chinese spoke up, his voice soft, almost tired.

   "I will take the liberty of presuming you are the AXE agent who has been tracking down our contacts and attempting to find an answer to your suspicions," he said. "I suppose Raymond ran afoul of you in Townsville tonight."

   "If Raymond is old hawk-nose, then you're right," I answered. "And as we're presuming things, I'll presume you are the one running the show."

   The Chinese shook his head and smiled. "A wrong presumption," he said. "I am here only as an observer. Neither Bonard here nor myself are running the show, to use your quaint Americanism. You will never know who is. In fact, you have reached the end of the line, to use another of your American expressions. You have been most diligent in your pursuit, and very difficult to get rid of. Tonight, you were a little too diligent for your own good."

   The way he said it told me he was telling the truth about being top man. Besides, he had no reason to lie about it. They had me in their hands. If he were top man, he might even be smugly pleased enough to tell me. He'd said he was an "observer." It didn't take a lot to guess for whom he was observing.

   Suddenly the smell of the Chinese Communists had grown very strong. The dead Chinese scuba diver with the money and this impassive, tall Oriental were playing on the same team and engaged in the same effort. It was making more sense in its own way, too. It was no home grown effort, no bunch of zanies out to wreck the alliance, but a careful set of professionals, backed by the Chinese Communists. Perhaps they were more than merely backed. Maybe they were working for them, directly. I had already pretty much figured out how they operated — by buying dissatisfied men. And the ruthlessness that had marked this operation — The Executioner's savage touch — was also typically Chinese.

   "Tell me, did you kill Lieutenant Dempster, too?" I asked, stalling for time.

   "Ah, the lieutenant," the Chinese said. "An unfortunate problem. We had called him to tell him you would be after him. We told him exactly what to do. Of course, when he ejected you into the outback, we didn't expect you to survive. The lieutenant had been told to crash his plane at sea and a boat would be there to pick him up. Of course, the boat never did pick him up."

   "So you were rid of us both," I smiled grimly. "Or you thought you were."

   "This time we'll make sure of you," the sallow-faced one snarled. He went into the hallway, and I heard him giving orders to others while the Chinese held the carbine on me. He returned with two men — heavy-set hired killers by the look of them. They searched me, found Wilhelmina, and emptied the gun. They put the empty gun back in my pocket. They were professionals — they found Hugo too and, yanking my sleeve up, took the thin blade from its sheath. The one called Bonard grinned — a nasty, evil grin.

   "Let him keep it," he laughed. That toothpick won't help him." One thug put Hugo back into the leather sheath on my arm and they grabbed me between them and hustled me out of the room.

   "We don't like amateur work," Bonard said as I was taken outside. "We don't like bodies full of bullets we have to get rid of or that might be found and set off an investigation. So we're going to set you out in a ravine, where a lot of very big and very ugly steers are going to stomp you to death. Then it'll be simple for us to find you the next day and just turn you over to the authorities as someone who got caught in a stampede."

   "Very neat," I commented. "Professional."

   "I thought you'd appreciate it," he said. They were putting me into another jeep, the carbine was in my back, still held by the Chinese, with the two hoods on either side of me and Bonard at the wheel. I saw other men driving a herd of long-homed steers, similar to the Texas longhorns, out of the corral. The animals were bellowing and skittish, nervous and angry at being disturbed. They were ripe for a stampede. The ravine was only a half mile from the ranch. They drove into it, and I saw it was blocked off by sheer cliffs on each side. They drove halfway down into it, waited until they heard the sound of the herd approaching the entrance, and then, with a hard shove, I was sent flying from the jeep. I landed in the dirt and turned to see the jeep racing back up the ravine.

   I got to my feet and looked at the sides again. There wasn't a ghost of a chance of climbing up those steep rock walls. I looked down toward the other end of the ravine. The steep sides went all the way down, farther than I could see. I knew that it came out someplace else but I didn't know how far. I was sure it was far enough so that I couldn't make it or they'd never have put me down there. But I'd sure as hell try.

   I started to run and had only gone a hundred yards when I heard the lone shot go off. It was followed by a long, loud bellow and then 1 heard rumbling noise. They'd stampeded the steers. It could be done most effectively by one shot fired over the nervous, skittish animals and that's just what they had done. I turned on all my speed. There was no use looking hack — not yet, anyway. The herd would be funneling into the ravine, gathering speed. I heard another shot. The second one would set off any steer milling about.

   I was running, looking at the rocks on either side, trying to see some spot to gain a foothold, some crevasse. But there were none. They knew their ravine, damn them. The low rumble suddenly grew louder, magnified by the walls of the ravine. I heard the steers and felt them in the trembling of the ground. My legs were almost cramping up with the fury of the pace I was setting. But the walls still loomed up and the end of the ravine was not yet in sight. But the longhorns were, now, and I cast a glance over my shoulder. They were coming fast, filling the ravine from wall to wall — a steady mass of thundering hoofs and horns, carried along by their own senseless frightened fury and the momentum of those behind them.

   I understood now why Bonard had let the hood put the stiletto back in its sheath. Hugo would be useless against this mass of raging beef. Even Wilhelmina, loaded, would do little to stop them. A series of shots might have turned them aside, but even that was questionable. But I had neither the bullets to try it nor the time to speculate on it. They were nearly on me now, and the ground shook. I half stopped and looked at the onrushing steers. There was one in the lead, always one in the lead, pounding toward me. I couldn't bulldog him. I'd have to come in on the side of him to do that. And that would only spell death, anyway. We'd both go down, to be trampled by the rest. They couldn't stop if they wanted to. No, I wanted him running, leading the rest of them. I took another look, gauging my chances. They were almost on me.

   I fell on one knee, muscles tensed, and the lead steer, a big, rangy longhorn, came thundering at me. I doubted that he even saw me as a man. He was just running — and about to run into and over anything in his way. His head was up, and I said a prayer of thanks.

   I leaped just as he reached me, jumping up under his neck. I grabbed at the sides of his head and swung my legs up to clasp them around the big, thick neck. I grabbed a fist of skin at each side of the neck and held onto it with my hands. He shook his head and tried to slow down but the others, pressing behind him, kept him moving. He ran on, still shaking his head, still trying to dislodge whatever had lighted onto him. But I was clinging close to the underside of that huge neck, my legs wrapped around it tightly. Saliva and froth from his mouth flew into my face, and it was a helluva ride. I joggled and shook as he pounded along, the others pressing him. Every once in a while he'd try to shake loose whatever was clinging to his neck, but he hadn't time or chance to do much more than run. It was what I'd counted on and if I could hang on, it might just work. But my hands were cramped stiff and my legs were tiring fast. I'd locked my ankles around each other across the top of his neck and that was all that kept my legs from falling apart.

   Then suddenly I was conscious of more air around me. We were out of the ravine and now I felt the stampede losing its steam. They were slowing down, spreading out. The steer I clung to no longer pounded, but had settled down to an aimless trot. He shook his head again to dislodge me and put his head down to the ground. But I was stuck into the hollow of the underside of his neck and I continued to cling there. Finally he stopped. I held on a minute more, just to make sure. Then I unclasped my legs and dropped to the ground, rolling out of the way of those sharp hoofs instantly. But the steers were just standing around now, all the fury gone out of them. They'd run themselves into calmness.

   I crawled away, letting the feeling come back into my cramped hands. Then I got up and walked off slowly, making a wide circle around the high walls that contained the ravine. Bonard and the others would take their time going through the ravine to find me. Chances were they would wait until morning when they could round up the steers at the same time. I walked slowly, circling the area, skirting the distant houses of the ranch.

   Finally I reached the spot where I'd left the jeep, started the engine and headed back to Townsville. I noticed that my shoes were covered with the same fine, powdery soil that was all over the wheels of the jeep. Anybody visiting the ranch would come away with the stuff. I knew that much of the Australian soil was rich in iron dioxide which gave it the distinctive red-brown color, and I looked forward to checking out the wardrobes of both Lynn Delba and Judy. I'd nearly cashed in my chips this night, but I was still alive and I knew a few things I hadn't known when the evening began.

   The Chinese Communists were in with both feet and the ranch was a cover, but not the main cover. There had to be another one, maybe even two more, one closer to the coastline. The body of the dead scuba diver made that clear. Even if he were just a courier, the drop had to be somewhere along the coast. And Mr. Big would be at that second cover point. It was fairly clear that the ranch was an operating point for those engaged in recruiting their men, but this operation was too subtly planned, too carefully conceived, to operate with only one cover location. If Lynn Delba or Judy owned that compact I saw at the ranch, they'd talk and talk plenty. With the Chinese in it, the picture had changed — and I'd changed with it.

   When I got back to town I picked up the little Anglia where I'd left it outside The Ruddy Jug and ditched the jeep. It was starting to get light, with the first pink smear of dawn across the sky. I decided on trying Lynn Delba first and I leaned on the bell until she opened it.

   "Christ," she said, her eyes sleepy but surprised. "I thought you were going to call back last night."

   "I got a little involved in something," I said, moving past her into the room. She wore only the top of a pajama outfit, her long, gorgeous legs enhanced by the sensuousness of it. I was sorry I'd not come for other reasons. But I hadn't and, grim-lipped, I yanked open the door of her bedroom closet. She was at my side instantly.

   "What are you doing anyway?" she started to bluster. I looked at her hard and, even though she was still half-asleep, there was no mistaking what my eyes said. She moved back.

   "Sit down and shut up," I growled. Six pairs of shoes lined the floor of the closet. I kicked them all out into the light of the room, squatting down on my haunches to examine them. A pair of thonged sandals, not much more than leather soles with crisscrossed straps, were covered with the fine, red-brown powdery dust along the thin sides and on the bottom of the soles. I stood up, one sandal in my hand, and looked at Lynn Delba. She was watching me with a frown, her light blue eyes revealing that she hadn't figured out what I was after as yet. The pajama top was down beneath her belly in front but the full length of her legs were facing me as she sat in the chair.

   I walked over to her and, with lightning-like speed, reached out and grabbed one ankle and yanked, hard. She came flying off the chair to land on her back on the floor, the pajama top up around her neck. She didn't have a bad torso, her waistline small and her belly flat. I twisted her leg and she flipped over on her face. With the sandal, I smashed her across the buttocks. It wasn't a slap, but it carried plenty of weight and fury behind it and she screamed in pain. I let her leg drop and she scooted up to the chair, crab-wise, to turn toward me, her eyes wide with fright.

   "Now suppose you start telling me about the Circle Three ranch," I said. "Every damn bit of it or you'll be on your way to meet Dawsey."

   I waved the shoe at her and blew some of the red dust from it. She began to get the picture.

   "You found out I was there," she said, pulling herself up on the chair, still fearful.

   "I found out a lot of things. That was one of them."

   "I was afraid to tell you that," she said. "I didn't want to get involved in whatever happened to John. I was there only once. Dawsey took me there."

   "Why?" I asked, crisply.

   "I told you he came to me and begged me to go back with him," she said. "I didn't much believe his story about having met some men who were going to make him a lot of money. In order to convince me, he arranged to take me with him when he went there to discuss business. They came in to get us with a jeep and drove us out. We had an outdoor barbecue and I met them and that's all there was to it,"

   "Who did you meet?" I questioned.

   "Four men, maybe five or six," she said. "I don't remember exactly. One had a big nose, bent like a beak. I remember him. Then there was a smaller one with slick black hair and a yellow kind of complexion. He seemed to be the boss. I don't recall much about the others."

   She got up quickly and came over to me. "I'm telling you the truth," she said, taking my torn, rumpled shirt in her hands. "Really I am. I just never mentioned it because I didn't want to involve myself and it really wasn't much of anything."

   "How come you were so frightened they might come after you last week, but you're so sure of yourself now?"

   "Nobody came near me," she said simply, shrugging her shoulders. "I figured that meant they weren't going to bother me."

   She hadn't mentioned the tall, slender Chinese and I decided not to either. Other than that, story was real enough, as much as she'd told me. I had a feeling there really was no more, but I still didn't mentioned the Chinese. It was possible he stayed out of sight altogether that night. She was still looking up into my eyes, waiting for some sign that I believed her.

   "All they did was to back up Dawsey's story to me," she said. "They were going to pay him a lot of money for something he was going to do for them. That's all they told me."

   "I'll be back," I said grimly. "I hope you've told me everything this time, for your sake." She shook her head, affirmatively, eyes wide. I left her there, shaken, afraid, and went down to the car. At least I'd found out she'd been at the ranch. I should have taken her compact back with me, I smiled grimly. I decided to see Judy before going to the cottage. I wanted to check out what the hawk-faced one had said to her before I took out after him.

   Judy answered her bell and once more I found myself looking into sleep-filled eyes. She opened the door wide and I walked in. The silk robe was wrapped around her and her full, round breasts pushed it out beautifully. She yawned and leaned her head against my chest.

   "Lord, what an hour to come calling," she said sleepily. "I work bloody late, you know."

   My eyes, looking past her head, saw her purse on the end table. Everything was laid out alongside it — address book, loose change, comb, keys, billfold, lipstick, tissues, sunglasses. All the junk a girl carries in her purse. But I found myself frowning. One thing was missing. A compact But maybe she didn't carry one. Not all girls did.

   "Been cleaning out your purse, I see," I said casually.

   "Oh, that," she said, turning to glance back at the table. "I've been looking for my ruddy compact." I could feel my hands tighten. I looked down at her.

   "You left it at the ranch," I said quietly. The shocked fright that leaped into her eyes was my answer, more revealing than anything else. It gave the lie to any words of protest I might hear. But no denials came. She turned away from me, walked to the table and then looked back at me.

   "I'm sorry," she said. "I'm sorry I didn't tell you. I just thought that if I did, you'd figure I really was in with them thick as flies and you'd never believe me."

   "Then you tell me now," I said. 'Tell me fast and tell me straight, Judy, or I'll get it out of you the hard way."

   "After I put them in contact with Dawsey and a lot of other blokes, they asked me if I'd like to go and meet their boss. I had a day off coming up and I said why not. They drove me to that ranch and I had dinner there. I met the boss, a chap with slicked back, black hair, name of Bonard. He asked me a lot of questions about myself, all kinds of things, and after dinner they took me back and that was it. Later, when I got to thinking about all he'd asked me, it seemed to me that he was trying to find out if I'd fit in with their group. But he never came out and asked me to work for them. He said I was doing them a big favor and just to keep on with it. He said I'd get more money for my help."

   My mind ticked off the things she was saying. They were all plausible enough. But most lies, good ones anyway, are plausible.

   "Why didn't you tell me all this before?" I asked.

   "I was afraid," she said quietly. "Bloody afraid. I was going to, a couple of times, but I just couldn't get up the courage. If I told you, I thought you'd put me down as one of them and I figured you'd find out about the ranch on your own."

   Her smoke-gray eyes were wide, wider than I'd ever seen them, and they were sad, too. Maybe she was telling me the truth now. Maybe Lynn Delba had told me the truth, too. But both of them had been on the ranch. One of them could be lying through her teeth. I glanced at my watch. There was still time to catch Mona at home before she left for the office. I wanted her to get me a rundown, as complete as possible, on both Judy and Lynn Delba. She could start on it while I went to the cottage to shower and change. I turned and opened the door and Judy was at my side, her hand clutching my arm.

   "You don't believe me, do you?" she said. "Lord, I wish you would."

   "I'm sure you do," I smiled thinly. "'I'll be in touch. You can count on it."

   I left her in the doorway and saw her eyes suddenly fill with tears. Damn, the little piece was a terrific actress or she was really telling the truth. But women are natural actresses. I sent the little Anglia roaring from the curb and reached Mona's apartment just in time to catch her. She answered the door looking all bright-eyed and fresh as a morning glory in a deep blue dress with a row of white buttons down the front and a narrow, white belt. She was holding one white shoe in her hand.

   "Nick," she exclaimed. "What in heaven's name are you doing here at this hour. You look like you've had another rough time of it."

   "You could say that, honey," I said. "I wanted you to do something for me as soon as you got to the office."

   "No sooner said than done," Mona answered. "Tell me about it while I finish polishing these shoes. White pumps can be so damned hard to clean,"

   She went into the kitchen and I followed her. I saw the other shoe standing on the sink top, a fine film of powdery, red dust over it. The shoe-polish rag she was using was smeared with it. I looked at Mona for a long minute, trying to decide whether to say anything about the dust. I decided against it, my inner caution flags fluttering all over the place. Maybe she'd picked up the powdery dust someplace else. And maybe not.

   I was remembering a number of things that suddenly had taken on an entirely new character. Mona had tried to discourage me from the whole bit when I first arrived. It was nothing but inefficient Aussie bumbling, she'd said. I marked that down to an unwillingness to face unpleasant facts. But was it merely that? That clock of hers that had stopped and made me miss meeting Burton Comford, had that been just one of those things? And the pilot, Dempster, who was expecting me to show up — had the men from the Circle Three briefed him? Or had it been Mona?

   She finished the shoes and slipped into them. "Well?" she said, coming over to lean her beautiful, big breasts against me. "You haven't said much?"

   I smiled at her and decided to let her gather the information I needed. It would keep her busy anyway.

   "I want as much information as you can get for me on two people," I said. "One is named Lynn Delba, the other Judy Henniker. Get on it right away, will you, doll?"

   "Immediately," she said, kissing me lightly. I was remembering that night in bed with her, and the way she'd made love to me with techniques I'd never found anywhere outside the Orient. Mona Star, beautiful, luscious Mona Star, was lining up alongside Lynn Delba and Judy. In fact, I mused quietly, she might even be the front runner in the lying sweepstakes. I left with her and watched her walk down the street to the bus stop. I waved and drove off to the cottage. I needed some time to digest the fast moving events. I had three queens in my hand, but one of them was a joker — a deadly joker.

  
  
   

    VI 

   

   I showered, shaved and got a few hours of sleep. My body ached and groaned and I'd decided that bulldogging steers was no career for me. I awoke refreshed and one fact emerged out of the welter of slipping, sliding deceptions. I had done enough shadow-boxing. There was a leader to this operation and I had to make him come forward. One of the three girls had lied from the very start but short of torture, I'd no way to find out which one it was. But if I could move them into a position where they'd have to show their hands, I'd find out all the answers I needed to know. I dressed slowly, letting the plans gather in my mind. I had to move carefully all around now. After what I'd learned about Mona this morning, there were no more islands of safety. This operation could have penetrated far up. When I finished dressing, I drove to Ayr.

   I went to the Major's office and closed the door behind me. I'd rehearsed what 1 wanted to say and how I was going to put it.

   "I'm afraid I've gotten a lot of suspicious leads, Major," I said. "But nothing really concrete. But there are a few last questions I'd like answered."

   "Anything you wish, Carter," the Major said. "I can't say I'm too surprised that you've come up with nothing concrete. I'm afraid that perhaps there just isn't anything."

   "Perhaps," I smiled, putting some sadness into it. "But I have a question on your own personnel. How thoroughly do you check them out? Take Mona, for example. I presume she's been carefully screened."

   "Oh, thoroughly," Major Rothwell said. "We have her whole background on file. You may see it if you like. She was born in Hong Kong, lived a good number of years in Peking with her father, who was with the British Army. She was actually hired by us in London. Oh, everybody's thoroughly screened, you can be sure of that."

   I nodded. I didn't tell him that I'd seen thoroughly screened personnel before who turned out to be enemy agents.

   "One last thing," I said. "Is there any other major maneuver or venture taking place soon that, if it went wrong, would strain Australia's relations with her friends to the breaking point?"

   Major Rothwell pursed his lips and thought, gazing up at the ceiling. "Well, there is one thing," he said. "A huge dam is being built just south of here. It's being done by an American firm using Australian workmen. This has already caused some friction and hard feelings. A lot of our blokes couldn't understand why it had to be a Yank firm. Our firms were much higher in their cost estimates, but people don't pay attention to those things when they want an emotional issue. And, as you know, the Australian people are pretty angry at the charges that have been leveled at us, rightly or wrongly. If something were to go wrong with that dam, and people were to be killed because of it, I bloody well think it would put the icing on the cake. There's considerable support for a movement to withdraw from the whole alliance, mostly out of hurt feelings, but there nonetheless."

   The Major was more than right, I knew. I had no more questions, so I left. Before returning to the cottage I made two stops in downtown Townsville, one at a novelty store, the other at a drugstore. Then I closeted myself for the rest of the day. In the morning, I reported in to the Major. I'd planned what I would say carefully. If Mona was the one involved, she'd be my problem. She'd know I'd been at the ranch and had escaped the stampede. She'd know I had latched onto something, so I couldn't just bow out claiming lack of success. If she were the one, that is.

   "I'm afraid I've some bad news," I announced. "I have to return to the States — an emergency has come up and they've called me back. I spoke to Hawk last night."

   "That's a rotten shame," the Major said. "But you have to follow orders like the rest of us, I know."

   "Hawk sends you his apologies," I lied blandly. "He said I could come back if you still feel you need me. I was just getting into some solid leads, too."

   "Perhaps this emergency will pass in a day or two," the Major said. 'They sometimes do. Good luck, Carter. Thanks for everything so far."

   A phone call for the Major ended our conversation and I paused at Mona's desk. "I want to come back." I grinned at her. "I don't have to toll you why, honey."

   "Can we spend tonight together?" she asked. I shook my head. "Booked on the afternoon flight already," I said. "I'll be back. Save some for me till then." She gave me a narrow look and smiled. I walked, out, on my way back to the United States — at least so far as they were concerned. My next stop was Judy. I gave her the same story about being called back on orders. Her eyes held mine with a steady look.

   "It figures," she said, bitterly. "I didn't think it would really come true, anyway."

   "You mean about my helping you get to the States?" I said. "Maybe it will, yet. I may be back."

   "Rot," she said. "And even if you do come back, you don't believe me any more."

   I just smiled at her. You're so right, honey, I told myself. That scuba gear of yours in the closet could be used for a lot more than fun and games underwater. She was pouting when I left, her round face was set, and her eyes on me were accusing. Damn her hide, if she were the one, she was the best actress of them all. I left quickly and stopped at Lynn Delba's place. I added one thing to my story for her.

   "I gave Australian Intelligence your name and put down everything you told me," I said.

   "I guess I can expect them pestering me every day now," she said crossly. She looked up at me and her eyes roamed up and down quickly. "Well, if they all look like you, Yank, I guess I can stand it," she said. She was true to form at least. I smiled inwardly. She still didn't wear a bra either.

   It had been my last stop. Nick Carter was on his way back to America.

   * * *

   That night, The Ruddy Jug had a new customer. He was red-haired, with a freckled face wide, red-brown moustache turned down at the edges. He had a ruddy complexion underneath his freckles and a loud, grating voice. Wearing a workman's shirt, pants and heavy shoes, he sat down and waved a hand at Judy. He watched her come over and her smile was forced — an imposition on her strained, grim face — a mockery of her troubled eyes.

   "Lunatic soup, girlie," he yelled at her. "Shout me a seven, willya?" Judy turned to the bar and called out for a seven-ounce glass of beer. She fetched it and put it on the man's table. "Welcome to The Ruddy Jug." She smiled again.

   "I'm a bit done up, lass," he said, his Aussie speech pattern as natural as his drinking the beer. "Workin' on that dam under those blasted Yank engineers would do up a saint, I tell you."

   "You can always relax at The Ruddy Jug," Judy said as she started to move on.

   "Good on you," the man called. "Shout me another when you go by the bar. It's a hot, dinkum night, it is."

   The girl went on without a backward glance and I smiled inwardly. I'd passed inspection. I'd worked on the disguise all afternoon, remembering the various little tricks of using make-up that Stewart in Special Effects had taught me. The moustache from the novelty store was a good one and between it, my dyed hair combed back differently and the freckles, I was a new man — Tim Anderson, worker at the big dam south of Ayr. I managed to get into a loud conversation with two men at a nearby table and the more I drank the more I told them about how rotten it was working for the damned Yank engineers. I complained about their pay, the way they treated me, the kind of work they demanded, everything and anything I could think of.

   I left that first night fairly early. The next night I stayed later, and the night after still later. Each night was a repetition of the others, and I made certain that Judy heard me loud and clear. It was on the fourth night that the sallow faced Bonard came in and I had to conceal a smile. He mightn't be top dog, but he was top level, and here he was out recruiting. It was a backhanded testimonial to the dent I'd already put in their operation.

   I watched, out of the corner of my eye, as he paused to talk to Judy. She didn't smile at him. In fact, she was downright sullen. But she did nod, finally, in my direction. Bonard stood at the bar, waiting for a moment when I wasn't involved talking to somebody else. I let him wait while I made loud noises about the blasted Yanks and their "bloody uppity manners." Finally, I sat back and knocked off a whiskey and a beer.

   "Mind if I sit down?" I heard Bonard's voice and looked up, my eyes heavy lidded. I gestured to the empty chair at the table. His approach was smooth and unhurried. I played him along like a fisherman plays a trout, only he thought he was the fisherman. I let him know that I was in debt up to my ears and one particular debt was really sitting on my back. He showed up the next night, and the night after, and we got to be great drinking pals.

   "I could help you out of that jam you're in, Tim," he said to me finally. "You said a few hundred quid would do it. Here, take it. It's a loan."

   I acted properly grateful and impressed. "You can do something for me in return." Bonard said. "We'll talk about it tomorrow night."

   I pocketed the cash and left. But I was there early the next night and so was he.

   "How'd you like to make some really big money, Tim?" he asked me. "And do yourself and your country a favor at the same time?"

   "I'd love that, I would," I answered.

   "I'm connected with some men who don't want that dam you're building to stay up," he said in low, confidential tones. "They feel just like you do about the bloody Yanks coming over here and lording it all over us. They want to see that it doesn't happen again and there's only one way to do that."

   "What way's that?" I asked, a little thickly.

   "Let the thing break after they've got it up," he said. "Some people might get hurt, and some property damaged, but there'll be no more calling in Yanks to work over here. It'd be sweet revenge for you, Tim, for all the things you've told me about."

   "It would at that, wouldn't it?" I smiled, leaning back. "I'd bloody well love to see their dam collapse on them."

   "My people are prepared to give you twenty-five thousand dollars if you do what they want," he said quietly. I let my eyes grow wide and my jaw drop.

   "Lord luv a duck, that's more money than I'd ever hoped to see in one place," I stammered.

   "It'll be all in your pocket, Tim," Bonard said. "How about it?"

   It was time for me to get cagey. I started to backwater.

   "Now, not so fast," I said. "The money's good and all that, but people don't give it away for nothin'. What am I supposed to do for this? If it gets me in jail, I won't be around to collect or to spend the twenty-five thousand."

   "There's no risk to you," he said. "You'll get the details later. It's just that we need someone inside the working area who can do what we want done."

   I shifted into second gear. "Suppose I was to agree to help you. How do I know you'll keep your end of the bargain?"

   "We'll put the money in a bank account in your name," he said. "It will be marked for release on a certain date to you. That date will be two days after you've finished your end of the deal. All you'll have to do is go in and claim it."

   I smiled to myself. So that was their system for paying off. The whole thing had been couched in just the right terms to appeal to me — the dissatisfied, angry man. Now it was time to shift into high.

   "I'll do it," I said. "But not until I conclude the deal with the top man. This is a big thing and I want to be sure of where I stand."

   "I'm the top man," Bonard smiled reassuringly. I gave him a hard, beady look back.

   "I wasn't born yesterday, digger," I said. The top man wouldn't be out making contacts. Not with an outfit like you've got behind you. Who are they, some big Australian construction company?"

   "Maybe." He smiled again, allowing me to run with that thought if it made me happy. Then he tried once more.

   "But I am top man," he said. "You can deal safely with me."

   I shook my head stubbornly. "No top man, no Tim Anderson," I said. Bonard got up and excused himself. I watched him go to the phone and make a call. He came back a few minutes later and gave me an expansive grin, his sallow face crinkling up.

   "You drive a hard bargain, Tim," he said. "The top man will see you. Tomorrow night. I'll meet you here."

   "You should've told me you were going to make that call," I said. "There's something else I want. I want a good woman, something different, no ordinary street wench. I want somebody I can take out and not be afraid to be seen with. And I want her tomorrow night. 1 want to celebrate concluding our deal with a good, hot woman.

   Bonard was having trouble keeping his smile going but he managed it. "I understand," he said. "I'll meet you here tomorrow night."

   We left together, he getting into the jeep and I walking off down the street. The top man would show, I was certain. They wanted this to go through. I wasn't so certain if the part about the woman would work out. Naturally I was hoping they'd call on whoever they'd been using right along — Mona, Lynn Delba or Judy.

   I went back, not to the cottage, but to a little one-room flat I'd rented in the low rent district. In my room, I pulled out the map of the area around the dam and studied it again. Some four villages were close under the dam, another eight a litde distance away. If the dam were to give way after it was up a while, the torrent of waters would wipe out all the nearest villages and most of the others. The farms and property would be totally destroyed, of course. The loss of life could only be guessed at, but it would be plenty. It would, as the Major had said, certainly put the icing on the cake, starting a two-way bitterness that would rend the working alliance for good. And I knew they wouldn't stop there. They'd find more dissatisfied souls to wreak more damage until the alliance was blasted apart once and for all and Australia isolated in sullen hostility. The effect this would have on the perimeter power was even more frightening as they saw a cooperative western effort fall apart before their very own eyes. I put the map away and turned off the light. I was looking forward to a very instructive night coming up.

   Bonard was waiting in the jeep outside the door of The Ruddy Jug as I appeared. "Get in," he said. "It's quite a drive."

   I sat beside him, not talking much, as we headed for the ranch. I smiled inwardly as we passed the place I'd stopped to ask directions. This time, as we approached the Circle Three, the yard was floodlighted and the place was active. I felt the tenseness of my muscles as we wheeled into the yard and I took a deep breath. This is no time to get stage fright, old boy, I told myself. I got out and Bonard led me into the ranch, past the parlor until I was, once again, inside the study with the big cases of marine objects lining the walls. Behind the big desk, green eyes looked out at me from under auburn hair — cool eyes, that took in every detail of the man that stood before her. Mona Star got up.

   "None of the others who've worked with us has ever met me," she said coolly. "You expected a man, of course."

   I didn't have to fake the amazement in my eyes. Not because it was Mona, but because of her role. I was primed to see her, or Lynn or Judy, but in their womanly roles, not as top man. And I couldn't fit her basic feminine sensuality with The Executioners.

   "I guess I am surprised, ma'am," I said sheepishly.

   "Now that you've met me," Mona said crisply, "let's get the details worked out at once." She was eyeing me with a very penetrating stare and I was tensed, ready to make a break for it if the whole bit came unglued. But it stayed together as I passed her inspection. The somewhat oafish, slouching brute standing before her would not be her cup of tea, I knew.

   "You wanted a woman to celebrate with," she said to me, coldly. "Business before pleasure, Mr. Anderson. You can do your celebrating after the job is done. Who knows, I might even celebrate with you."

   She threw me a fast smile. The gorgeous bitch. She was tossing a little added incentive to the poor, dumb bastard before her so he'd do his damnedest to get the job done right I smiled back eagerly, and let my tongue roll across my lips. I let my eyes devour her big, deep breasts hungrily. It was a good act, and that part of it wasn't hard.

   "Now here are the details of your job, Mr. Anderson," she said. "We know that they've begun to pour the dam. Today, they did the whole bottom section. Tomorrow they'll pour the center section, going horizontally across from left to right. Now, of course, the cement is held in place by the wooden molds until it hardens, which will take days yet. There's no night shift at the dam, except perhaps one or two watchmen. You'll be driven there at once and a half hour after you're there, a truck will drive up. The truck will be carrying bags of clay and limestone, exactly like those they're using to make the cement for the dam. But the mixture in these bags is very special. When it's poured into the cement mixture it will look like what they are using and act like what they are using. But it contains a powerful disintegrating agent When the cement is set, with this material in it, it will begin to disintegrate from inside. Our calculations are that within two weeks after the dam is scheduled to be opened, a major section will collapse and cause a tremendous flood."

   "And you want me to see to it that these special bags are mixed in with the regular mixture of ordinary clay and limestone," I finished for her.

   "Exactly," she said. "You will take the bags from the truck and intermingle them with those other sacks waiting to be made into cement. It's as simple as that, Mr. Anderson. Twenty-five thousand dollars for a night's work is pretty good pay, don't you think?"

   "Yes, madam," I said humbly. "Yes, indeed."

   "Now please go with Mr. Bonard," she said. "This must work like clockwork. We want the bags in your hands so you can mix them in with the others."

   I nodded to her and started after Bonard who led me to the jeep. I sat quietly during the ride to dam. The whole operation was so simple and so neat it was foolproof. But I was making plans of my own as the jeep roared through the night. I had two things to do and I couldn't fail at any or I'd fail in all. I had to stop the operation and nab some of them as proof in order to nail Mona. I didn't dare try to grab Bonard and pump more information from him. It would be only one more piecemeal victory and I needed a total victory now.

   As I rode two very disparate thoughts crossed my mind. One, that the tall Chinese I'd seen during my first visit to the ranch had stayed out of sight, although he was very much around, I felt sure. Second, that I was glad the eyes I'd seen when I entered the study at the ranch had not been smoke-gray. Nobody, but nobody, had ever called me a sentimentalist, yet I was glad. Damn her smoke-gray eyes and young-wise face, I said to myself. They got to you — to me.

   The jeep had crested the top of a hill and I found myself looking at the tall outlines of the scaffolding of the dam. Bonard drove through the litter of construction work — pipe and boards and steel plates and small hand trucks. Finally he halted before a tall scaffolding that extended from the wooden molds into which the concrete would be poured.

   "You can wait here," he said. "You know what to do when the truck gets here." I wished to hell I did know what to do, I said to myself as I nodded and he drove away. The network of scaffolding loomed up above me and I made a fast survey of the area in the little time I had. Sledge hammers, saws, shovels and boards lay around the place. At the end of the dam scaffolding, two huge machines stood on top of double rails. They were moveable cement mixers and I saw the conveyer belt stacked with bags leading up to the machine. On the top, where the belt turned back on itself, there was a platform large enough for two men to stand on, open the bags as they came up and pour their contents into the huge mixer. The conveyer belt was where I was to intermingle the identically marked bags with the special mixture.

   But I couldn't let those bags get near that conveyer belt. It would be a grim joke indeed if I cracked the operation, but they had their disaster anyway, as their disintegrating mixture found its way in with the regular mix. I examined the huge mixers and saw the rollers they were on led left and right along the dam. Moreover, I found the set of levers that controlled their operation electrically. One moved the machines along the double tracks, the other controlled the direction of the long, funnel-like opening out of which the cement poured. An idea formed in my mind as I saw the headlights approaching. A small open-side truck emerged from behind the headlights and I stayed beside the levers. Stepping into the beam of the headlights, I waved them to stop under the huge cement mixer at the right.

   The driver stuck his head out of the truck window. "Want them unloaded right here?" he asked gruffly.

   "In a minute," I said. I stepped back into the shadows and yanked the first lever marked "Release." The grinding noise of the cement mixer as it turned over inside the huge framework split the night and I said a quick prayer. I was counting on the mixer having a fair amount of unpoured cement still inside it. I pulled the other lever and swung the long funnel over the truck and in relief I saw the rush of thick, heavy, gray substance pour down the funnel, looking like some giant's morning porridge. It began to cascade over the truck and its bags of the special mixture. With a bellow, the driver leaped out of the cab, getting a load of wet cement on his head. I stepped forward, Wilhelmina in hand.

   "Hold it right there," I said. But then, too late, I saw he was wearing a walkie-talkie. Then I heard the other two who had leaped from the other side of the truck. They were also equipped with walkie-talkies and I heard them shouting into their sets.

   "Its your man, Anderson," the one shouted. "He's a ringer."

   I heard the sound of two car engines roar into life. One pulled away in a fast take-off with screaming tires, the other moved forward and I saw its headlights bouncing as it raced into the dam area. The driver of the truck tried to get tricky. He whirled and dove for the undercarriage, figuring to get under and out the other side. I fired once, through the splashing gobs of cement, and he lay still. In a few minutes he'd be the truck, a mass of sliding, gray cement covering it and running down on all sides. But the car doors were opening and I heard Bonard's voice yelling orders. I stood still to listen. I counted four sets of footsteps on the run, besides Bonard. That made the two from the truck, four others and Bonard, seven altogether. And they were spreading out to move toward me on both sides of the truck. I started to run, down along the lower edge of the dam, past the tall scaffolding. I heard them meet around the truck and come after me. Suddenly I paused, picked up a big sledge hammer lying on the ground, and looked up at the tall array of scaffolding. Bonard and the others were racing toward me. I swung, with all my might, smashing the heavy hammer against the joint of the scaffold. It gave way with a splintering noise and I leaped to one side as one entire section of the scaffolding came down. I heard one man's cry of gasping pain, but most of them managed to fall back in time to avoid the lengths of wood and steel that cascaded down on them. But the curtain of debris had given me another moment's jump on them. I saw a ladder leading up and I leaped for it and started to climb. It led up into the scaffolding and on further, all the way to the top of the dam where a wooden ledge simulated the gentle curve that the concrete would take when it was finished.

   Suddenly I felt the ladder tremble and I saw them coming up after me. Looking beyond, I saw others moving up another ladder, some hundred feet away but paralleling the one I was on. I had no way to go but up, so I kept climbing, to the very top of the dam, or what would someday be the top of the dam. Then I glanced to my left. Two others were moving up another of the long, scaffold ladders which I realized now were placed every hundred feet or so apart for the workmen. I was nearly at the top, but so were they, on my left and on my right and just behind me on the same ladder. I was trapped, with no place to hide and nowhere to run. As you can't shoot in two directions at once, blasting my way out was also impossible. I stopped, poised at the top of the curving wood ledge. Bonard was on the ledge already, walking toward me, gun in hand. One of his men was coming in from the other direction.

   "Give me your gun," he said. "Slowly and carefully. One false move and you're dead."

   I wasn't in any position to argue. I needed to play for time. I handed Wilhelmina to him, slowly and carefully, just the way he wanted it done.

   "Now start back down, slowly," he said. "We'll be on either side of you, watching."

   I began the long, slow climb down, with guns from three sides trained on me — from the left, the right, and underneath. They were waiting for me when I reached the ground and they hustled me toward Bonard's car. We were just passing the spot where I'd hit the scaffold joint with the sledge hammer. Pieces of that section hung loosely and I saw that one of the adjoining sections was buckled at the bottom joint. It wouldn't take much to snap it. Bonard, in his anger and frustration, had forgotten about Hugo. I tensed my muscles, bulged them out against the leather sheath and the stiletto dropped into my palm.

   The man to the right of me was walking a half step behind, his gun held loosely in his hand, pointed at the ground. I waited, calculating every second's move and then, as we passed the buckled scaffolding joint, I whirled, slashing out with Hugo. The man's cry was cut short as the stiletto severed his jugular in one swipe. The others, startled for a moment, grabbed for me but I was already leaping to the side, slamming my shoulder into the scaffolding joint. It snapped — and the second section of scaffolding came down onto their heads. Only this time I was under it, too.

   A length of wood caught me in the back and knocked the wind out of me for a second. I flattened myself against the wooden molds of the newly poured concrete base of the dam as more aluminum rods and wood hurtled down. I ran along the edge of the dam, hurdling the scaffolding, and shots cracked around my ears as they recovered from their second rain of scaffolding.

   I changed course and streaked across a work area with piles of steel girders and rolls of wire cable lying along the ground. A big tractor stood in the midst of all the construction materials and; clusters of hydraulic gas in tall cylinders dotted the area. I dove behind one cluster of the tall tanks. An acetylene torch lay on the ground. I picked it up as a prospector picks up a gold nugget.

   "Spread out," I heard Bonard say. "The bastard's in here someplace."

   I stayed huddled behind the tanks, peering out through the opening where their nozzles didn't meet at the top. The men had moved out and were picking their way amid the litter of girders and cables. Two of them were circling the big tractor, one from each side. Then I heard footsteps nearby and saw the figure moving toward the tanks. I waited. The torch would go on with a whooshing sound and I had to time it just right or he'd be forewarned.

   I crouched low. As be peered carefully around the tanks, I turned on die torch and shoved it in his face. He let out a scream that split the night apart, falling backwards with both hands to his face. His gun was on the ground where he'd dropped it. I scooped it up, fired one shot at the others who were coming on the run, and took off. They were professionals. They left the man screaming and writhing on the ground and kept on after me. I was leaping girders and coils of cable like a hundred-yard hurdler. I saw the small shack painted bright red with the one word emblazoned in white across its sides: "Explosives."

   I yanked the door of the shack open, pretty certain of what I'd find. The sticks of dynamite were packed in cartons. One box on top had been made up six in a cluster, already fused. I grabbed one cluster and ran out as Bonard, leading the others, came running up. I ducked around the side of the shack and streaked for a straight passageway between six-foot-high stacks of steel girders. They came pounding after me. Not breaking my pace, I fished my cigarette lighter from my pocket, lit the fuse on the dynamite and then whirled and tossed it at them. Bonard, in the lead, saw the object hurtling through the air. As I ran I saw him skid to a halt, falling as he did so, get to his feet and dive toward one of the rows of steel girders. It was too late for the others, following just far enough behind him. The dynamite exploded right in their faces with a gargantuan blast.

   I was knocked forward, maybe ten yards, I guessed, hitting the ground in a rolling, spinning cartwheel. But I'd been prepared for it and I let myself go, falling loosely onto the shaking ground. I stayed there quietly, until the earth stopped trembling. Then I got up.

   Two were already accounted for, the one I'd knifed at the- scaffold and the one who got the acetylene torch. I was moving forward through the acrid haze of smoke, stepping over one of the bodies with enough life in it to moan, when the shot rang out at close range. I felt the sharp pain as it tore through my shoulder and out the other side, ripping muscle and tendon as it went.

   I dropped instantly and Bonard's body flew over me in a headlong tackle from the right. I took his shoe in the jaw and saw pinwheels. My gun had fallen from my hand — I saw him, hazily, starting to raise his gnn arm again. As 1 kicked out and knocked his arm up, the shot went wild. But my head had cleared, I kicked out again, getting one foot behind his leg. He went down, another shot going wild I was on him, wrestling for the gun, when I heard the hammer click on the empty chamber. I smashed a blow at his face but he was quick and wiry. He rolled just enough to make it a grazing blow and then kicked free of my grip. Hulling across the ground, he came up on his feet with something in his hand. It was a length of wire cable and he sent it snapping, whiplike, through the air. I turned away from it, but it landed on my back and I felt it cut in like a knife. It was almost as bad as the burning, searing pain in my shoulder when the bullet had torn into me.

   He sent the wire cable zinging through the air again but 1 half fell, half leaned backwards, hitting the ground hard. My hand, outstretched, felt something cold and metal, it was a saw — a big, heavy-duty saw. Bonard was coming in with the slashing cable again. I winked the saw over and, using it as a shield, deflected the blow that whipped down at me. Scrambling to my feet, I held the saw before me and moved in on him. He struck with the cable again, and once more I took it on the flat of the saw.

   Then he got smart. Dropping low, he lashed out with the cable and I felt it curl around my leg with searing pain. But before he could pull the vicious weapon free, I brought the heavy saw around in a long arc. The jagged metal teeth caught him on the side of the neck and blood gushed from him like a fountain. He staggered back, clutching at his neck. I dived and tackled him, bringing him down hard. His sallow face now white, he was a dying rat still fighting furiously. His hands clawed at my face and I put my head down and butted him with it. I heard his head fall backwards and hit the ground with a dull thud. I got an elbow up and smashed it against his neck, holding him still. The blood flowed from the severed arteries of his neck in a steady, red flow.

   "That was Mona who got away in the other car," I yelled at him. "Mona and the Chinese Commie. Where did she go?"

   His eyes were beginning to turn glassy and his face was ghastly white, but still strained in hate and fury.

   "You'll never find them," he gasped. "Never."

   "Do something good in your last goddamn minutes," I yelled at him. "Where did she go?"

   "Never find them… never," he gasped again, his lips pulled back in the snarl of death. "She's too smart… too smart. She's put a great barrier between you… too smart."

   I shook him again but I was shaking a dead man. I lay there atop him for a minute, gathering myself and fighting the pain in my shoulder. And then slowly, painfully, I pulled myself up. I readied down and took Wilhelmina from his pocket. Kneeling down, I searched him, but he had nothing on him that would tell me anything I wanted to know. I got up again and walked slowly back to where the panel truck stood, a hardly recognizable shape with a thick covering of wet cement almost obliterating it. I stumbled into Bollard's car, a black Mercedes. My shoulder was paining me like the tortures of hell. The bullet must have hit a nerve. And Mona was gone, off and running. I had to find her.

   I put the car in gear slowly, backed out and headed for Townsville. My shoulder continued to throb and burn — it hurt so much I could hardly keep my thoughts straightened out. Mona, Mona, Mona, I repeated to myself, I had to find Mona. She was going for her second cover, I was sure, and equally sure it had to be on the coast. She was a pro, that one, and she'd never return to the ranch or the apartment. She'd figure I'd have both of them covered sooner or later. Damn, but that shoulder was about to fall off, I thought, grimacing.

   It was a long, painful drive back to Townsville, seeming to last longer that it actually did, and by time I stopped the car I was feeling lightheaded from the constant searing pain. I stumbled from the car and up the stairs, the first light of day following me into the hallway. I leased on the bell and finally the door opened a crack and smoke-gray eyes peered out at me, frowning at my swaying figure in the hallway. Then the eyes widened in recognition and the door was flung open.

   "Yank!" she gasped. "What in bloody hell's happened to you?"

   I stumbled past her and fell against the couch and she saw the blood-stained smear at my shoulder. She was on her knees with scissors at once, cutting away the shirt. She helped me up and into the bedroom. I sank down on the bed and gritted my teeth as she stripped me down to shorts. Her voice made little cries of dismay as she saw the deep slashes on my back and legs from the cable. She handed me a bottle of whiskey and I took a long gulp. It helped, but only a little. The cold compresses she put on the shoulder finally brought some relief. Then, with a skin-diving first-aid kit, she applied antiseptic lotion to my slashes.

   "This is getting to be a habit, isn't it?" I grinned at her. The robe, loose at the top, let her round breasts peek out at me as if they were offering an incentive to heal up quickly. I talked to her as she worked on me, telling her the main points of what had happened. She wouldn't have believed that I was loud-mouth, freckled Tim Anderson if I hadn't still had some of the make-up on and my hair wasn't still red.

   "Lord, almighty," she said. "And to think you had me sized up as a part of all that."

   "Well, dammit, you were part of it," I said, "And I noticed that you kept on finding people for them after I left. You steered them to Tim Anderson."

   I sat up and saw her lips grow tight. "Yes, that's bloody well right," she said. "After you left, I was damned mad at everything and everyone. If they wanted to keep giving me money, that was fine with me. It's always been scratch for me, and I expect it always will be. There's no one looks out for little Judy except herself."

   "And when I pulled out suddenly like that you went right back to the old stand," I accused.

   "Maybe that's how it was," she said, her chin thrust forward defiantly. "Nobody's shown me a better stand to go back to."

   She finished taping my shoulder and stepped back. The burning had stopped and I saw her looking at me.

   "Lord, you're a dinkum lad," she said. "Even all banged up the way you are now."

   She turned away, gathering up the bandages and tapes, while I took another pull at the whiskey. I put my head back and gazed up at the ceiling. In the white expanse I saw Mona Star — deadly, gorgeous, lying Mona — and tried to figure out where she could be holed up. Without Mona in my hands, I had nothing, really. I'd only stopped them temporarily. She was smart, luscious and vicious. She could and would start up again if she were left running around loose- I was convinced now that she was a direct agent for the Chinese. There were still a lot of empty holes that needed explaining about her, especially how she got to be Major Rothwell's top assistant with full security clearance. But I didn't wonder about that now. I was wracking my brain for some load, some small, remembered thing or incident or object that might clue me into her new hideout. But I was drawing a blank. I needed something or someone to open a door that might trigger my mind. Just then Judy came back into the room and did it, literally as well as figuratively. She opened the closet door and I saw all the scuba-diving gear she had stacked in there. It was the trigger that set my mind off on a fast series of leaps — skin-diving, underwater, marine objects, the collection in the large cases at the Circle Three ranch — Some of the rare things in that collection were found in one place only, the Great Barrier Reef off the coast of Queensland! The giant clam shell was one example. These large bivalves grow that size in the waters of the reef, one of the most fantastic collections of marine life found in the world.

   Now I was hearing Bonard's last mocking words, "You'll never find her… she's put a great barrier between you." It fitted perfectly with the operation which had to be supplied with money for the payoffs from the Chinese. The pieces were suddenly coming together by themselves. The operation's second cover was an underwater station somewhere along the Great Barrier Reef!

   I swung out of the bed, ignoring the sharp pain in my shoulder. Judy had taken a dress from the closet, gone into the next room and changed. She was just zipping it up, a bright yellow and violet print that blended together in a vibrancy that was also subdued. I walked to where she'd hung my trousers over the back of a chair and fished out two small keys on a separate ring.

   "You want to knock off thinking just about Judy?" I said to her. "You want to help me?"

   "Maybe," she said, eyeing me cautiously. I shook my head.

   "Maybe isn't good enough," I said. "I'm going to need help and right now you're the only safe person I know around here. I can't trust anyone else — not yet anyway."

   "That's nice to hear for a change," she said. "About being trusted. What do I have to do?"

   "Go to the public lockers at the airport at Ayr," I told her. "Here are the keys. Take the bag out of the locker and bring it here at once. There's a car downstairs you can use. You can drive, can't you?"

   "Lord, yes," she said, taking the keys from me.

   "And while you're doing that, I'll be making a phone call. To America," I added. Her eyebrows shot skyward.

   "Blimey, mate," she said. "Make it collect."

  
  
   

    VII 

   

   I found a good atlas on Judy's bookshelf, and had it open on my lap when my call to Hawk finally went through.

   "I've got to use the goodies Stewart gave me to take along," I said. "Do we have any subs near the Great Barrier Reef?"

   There was a moment of silence and I knew he was checking out the highly classified Naval Deployment chart. Finally he came back on.

   "I believe so," he said. "We have three in the Coral Sea. One of them could move down to the reef very quickly."

   "Good enough," I said, tracing a line with my finger on the map. "Have him surface and stand by for our signal as near to Flinders Passage as he can. There's plenty of deep water there. We'll use the call name Boomerang."

   "I have it," Hawk answered. "Good luck." I put down the phone and smiled grimly. Hawk knew he'd get the details later. And he had gleaned plenty from our short conversation, more than others would. The fact that I'd asked for one of our subs to stand by told him immediately that there was top-level trouble in Australian Intelligence. The stand-by part of it also told him that I was still hunting.

   I sat back and studied the map in my hands. The Great Barrier Reef ran for some thousand miles along the northern coast of Queensland. Ordinarily, the search would be a gargantuan task, but I was banking on factors that narrowed down the area. If I was right in my thinking about an undersea station, I could pretty well eliminate all those shallow areas of the reef. I could also eliminate the outer edge of the great reef because of the constantly seething surf that would make any kind of undersea-to-surface operation extremely hazardous. And lastly, as Mona had operated on land from a point near Townsville, I was betting that her sea cover wouldn't be too far away. Judy came in and I took the bag from her.

   "Good girl," I said. "Now you can get out of that outfit and gather your scuba gear."

   She shook her head and, hands on hips, watched me open the bag. I took out a scuba outfit and a length of thin wire attached to two small, black fitted cases — one a little larger than the other. A small round object, similar to the very front section of a telephone receiver with a stretch rubber-band in the back of it also emerged from the suitcase.

   "Maybe I'd better explain these to you first," I said, "seeing as how you'll be using them with me. You'll strap on the larger of these two small sets. You could call them a kind of underwater walkie-talkie. The smaller of the two boxes will be strapped onto my back and the thin wire will run from it to the one you'll have. When I talk into this mouthpiece, which will fit tightly inside my diving mask, my words will be instantly converted into electrical impulses which will travel along the wire, which is of course insulated. When the electrical impulses reach the set you have, they'll be automatically converted back into sound and words. I'll be below, underwater, and you'll be on the surface. It's a one-way walkie-talkie, from me to you, because the other part of the set you'll have on is a sending apparatus. When I give you the information I want to give you, you press a button on your set and start sending it. I'll brief you on what to say and how to say it. Now let's move. Every minute counts."

   Judy, looking sober and perhaps a little frightened, went into the other room to change and I quickly put on the scuba-suit, except for the flippers, face mask and special equipment. I made a mental note to congratulate Stewart on being so psychic about what I might need.

   Judy came out, filling the scuba-suit with beautiful curves. I never knew one of the damned outfits could look so sexy. We piled everything into the Mercedes, taking along two extra air-tanks, and headed for the coastline. I gave Judy a final briefing on how to signal the submarine if and when we found our target. She, in turn, told me what was the best probable spot to start our search — a little island reef to the south of Magnetic Island. As I pulled the Mercedes onto the firm white sand of the beach, she looked at me with a long, level look.

   "Tell me what the ruddy hell I'm doing out here," she asked.

   "I'll give you four reasons. You pick out whichever one you like best. You're doing something for your country. You're making up for having helped a group of foreign agents. You're helping me. You're getting a nice, extra-long visa to the States."

   She looked at me, unsmiling. "Maybe it's a little bit of all of them," she said. I grinned at her and we started to put on the special equipment and the aqualungs. Before I strapped on my face mask, I took her by the shoulders.

   "Now remember, when the time comes, after you send the message I give you to send, you take off, understand. I may come up after you and I may not. But you are to take off at once. Find your way back here to the car and go home. Have you got that right?"

   Her lower lip thrust out a little. "I've got it," she said crossly. "But it's a little like having to leave when the party gets started."

   "You just leave," I said severely. "Or you'll find this party to be pretty deadly."

   I leaned over and kissed her quickly, and she clung to me for a moment. Then we strapped on our special gear and walked into the warm, clear waters of the Coral Sea.

   The length of wire was wound around a small spool which attached to my diving belt and wound out by itself. The hunt began; with Judy swimming above, on or just under the surface, feeling the slight tug of the wire to guide her as I moved along far below, 1 explored the hidden recesses of the vast coral formation known as the Great Barrier Reef. Built over the millions and millions of years by trillions of tiny limestone-secreting polyps, the great reef is the largest structure on earth built by living organisms. I avoided the smaller crevices in the coral structures. What I sought would require space. Besides, in the small crevices were the man-killers, the giant moray eels with the razor-sharp teeth, deadly stonefish and giant squid. I wanted no excursions into trouble with the vicious beauty that lurked in these waters. I passed a group of Mako sharks and sighed in relief as they kept going. A school of delicately colored butterfly fish kept me company for a while and then went off on their own pursuits. It was slow and painstaking and frustrating. Though I was well covered by the scuba suit, certain varieties of the coral were deadly sharp and I had to skirt them with the greatest of care. I ran head-on into a red and white reef octopus as I came up to peer across the top of one spot. More afraid and surprised than I was, he scurried off in that strange way they have, moving through the water like an eight-armed ballerina waving all her arms to unheard music.

   Finally, I surfaced and waved to Judy a short distance off. It was getting dark and we clambered onto the top of a small reef, only a few inches above the water. I took off one tank that was just about empty — my eyes must have mirrored my discouragement.

   "You've another hour before it gets real dark," Judy encouraged. "Let's give it another try." I grinned at her and strapped on my face mask. It would be possible to continue the search after dark, I knew, but a helluva lot harder.

   I slipped into the water again and started down, catching a glimpse of Judy's form as she moved out on the surface overhead. I swam hard this time, moving from coral formation to coral formation. I was about to give up when swimming past a long expanse of coral that seemed endless, without a break in it, I suddenly noticed something strange. Of all the coral I'd gone by, this was the only section where there were no fish darting in and out among its striated sides. No anemone sent wavy fingers up from its surface and no tiny damselfish peeked out from it. I swam over to it and felt along its rough edges.

   It was lifeless, without the touch of coral. It was plastic — beautifully made and beautifully fashioned plastic. I had been starting to think that if there was an undersea station, I'd never find it by searching this way. I was even beginning to think that perhaps they'd hidden it far from the area. But now excitement went through my body with a tingling shudder. My calculations had been right all along.

   I swam alongside the man-made coral until I found a grotto-like dark opening. I didn't enter but I was pretty certain what I'd find if I did. It was obvious that they had transported and set up a station made up of self-contained, self-operating huge tanks. A certain number of personnel would be there at all times, and entrance could be gained only by scuba-diver. I looked at the underwater compass attached to my belt. Then I snapped on the little underwater walkie-talkie.

   "Hear this, Judy," I said into the speaker mask in front of my mouth. "Hear this, Judy. Transmit this message from Boomerang. Repeat, say 'Boomerang calling' until you get an answer. Message is to proceed to one-four-six north by ten west. Blast and destroy long coral formation at that location. Coral is pink shelf, coral pattern. Repeat, blast and destroy entire coral section. Over and out."

   I waited a moment and felt a tug on the wire which meant that Judy had received my message. I pulled the wire loose and let it float off freely so she could swim back to shore. I was going to stick around a while, until I saw the sub at least.

   I didn't expect company so soon but I got it, six black-suited scuba-divers, coming out of the opening in the coral. Armed with spear-guns, they separated to circle me. In moments I had the choice of being skewered from six different directions or going along with them like a fish in a net. I chose to be a fish.

   They swam along surrounding me, moving me into the grotto-like opening. Inside, a fluorescent light suddenly came on to bathe the area in a blue haze and I saw the door of the entrance chamber open. As they closed in tight on me, hustling me toward the entranceway, I saw again that the inner airtight chamber was built within the phony reef — the whole plastic coral formation attached at the back to a real reef. It was beautifully done, and anyone swimming by or passing in an undersea craft would have seen just another stretch of pink coral. I had been searching desperately, and it had almost fooled me. But it hadn't fooled the fish that live in and around the natural coral areas.

   I was pushed into the entrance chamber, the door pulled closed behind us and I stood with the six other frogmen as the chamber was drained of water. Then the second door opened and I found myself inside the square, brilliantly lighted undersea station. I took off my diving mask and flippers as Mona came over, clad in a black bikini. The tall, slender Chinese was standing next to her. Beyond her, 1 saw cots, tables, a refrigerator and an array of oxygen tanks and pressure gauges lining the walls of the station.

   "I've never seen anyone so determined to get himself killed as you, Nick." Mona smiled — a deadly smile.

   "And you've never seen anyone so good at avoiding it," I said.

   "You do have a talent, I must admit," she said. As I looked at that gorgeous body, those magnificent breasts that made the bikini look like a band-aid on a watermelon, I wondered what made her tick. She was beautiful, passionate and smart. What the hell did she need this bit for? I'd nothing to lose by trying to find out. "What's a nice girl like you doing in a place like this?" I grinned at her. She shook her head in amazement.

   "I'd heard that you're never flustered," she said. "I must admit that's certainly true. In your shoes, most men would be either pleading for mercy or resigned to their fate. You're asking flip questions. In fact, you're so damned relaxed, it worries me. I think you must have something up your sleeve."

   "Little ol' me?" I said. "Now what could I do in a spot like this?"

   "Nothing that I can see," she said. "You're going to be taken by submarine to China. I imagine there's a lot of information they can pull out of you."

   The tall Chinese beside her spoke up, his black eyes glittering at me.

   "Indeed, my government will be most happy to get their hands on you, Carter," he said.

   "By submarine, eh?" I said. "That's how you operate, with a sub bringing you in supplies and money."

   "Only periodically, or unless we call for something special," Mona said. "When we planned this operation, we knew it would take time, money and men. We also knew it would be not only unwieldy but risky to keep trying to land couriers with the money on shore from submarines. We needed a station that would be near, yet completely free from detection, accidental or otherwise. With this underwater station, we can operate for months at a time without the risk of frequent contacts with our people for supplies, money or men. And we, on the scene, merely don a scuba suit and disappear into the waters as one more skin-diver exploring the reefs. When we reverse direction we're merely another skin-diver coming ashore."

   I cast a glance at the six men who'd brought me in. They were Chinese.

   "The diver that was found with the fifty thousand a few months ago was one of your men, I take it," I said to Mona.

   "An unfortunate accident," she said. "He'd made a few trips with supplies from the submarine and something went wrong with his equipment. He was to return to us with the money but he never appeared. Of course, I learned what had happened at the office."

   "Speaking of the office," I said, "how the hell did you ever get security clearance? Just for the sake of curiosity I'd like to know. Seeing as how I'm not going anywhere, you can tell me."

   My last remark was truer than I'd wanted it to be. There was no place to run in the square, undersea station — and only one way out. When the Navy sub started blasting, that would be it for everyone inside. I made a fast note of where they'd put my diving mask. I still had my air tank on my back. But Mona's smug smile brought me back to her at once.

   "Mona Star was cleared by Australian security through the normal channels," she said. "She was thoroughly checked out and screened by the British, too. But Mona Star is dead. We killed her after she was screened and ready to leave for Australia. I took her place. In fact, I knew Mona quite well. We had that same background, both of us born in Hong Kong, with British Army officers for fathers — the whole bloody rotten scene."

   "Who are you, anyway?" I asked. "And what the hell are you doing here?"

   "I am Caroline Cheng," she said, her green eyes flashing at me. "My husband is Colonel Cheng of Chinese espionage activities in the South Pacific. I married him some ten years ago, but I've been waiting for a chance to pay back the British and the Australians and all of you smug, superior types for much longer than that."

   Her eyes had taken on a hatred I'd not seen in them before. "What are you paying us all back for?" I asked with purposefully infuriating blandness.

   "For my father," she shot back at me. "He was a British officer, but he was also a believer in the rights of all men to govern themselves. He thought it would be best if we British got out of Asia and he was reviled and shunned by the others. He tried to help a Chinese independence movement and he was court-martialed for it reduced in rank. And then, years later, after he was a broken, ruined man, they decided to do the very same things he had advocated in the first place. But I never forgot what they did to him. I was there, with him. and I grew to hate them all, every last one of them."

   I knew the truth in what she had said. National policies and climates change and yesterday's villain becomes today's hero. But I wasn't interested in the abstractions of political philosophies. I saw a chance, a bare chance.

   "Taking away all the nice words, honey, it comes out that at that time and at that place, your old man was a traitor to his country's position," I said. She leaped forward and smashed her hand across my face.

   "Lying bastard!" she said, her face contorted in fury. But she stepped back too quickly, dammit. I had to try again.

   "You'll pay for what was done, all of you will," she said. "When my husband joined Chinese Intelligence, I thought of this scheme, and when the time came to put it into effect I insisted he let me handle it. It's almost done its work, and you're not going to stop me from completing it. I've made your cooperative defense machinery collapse into discord and anger just as they made my father's good deeds boomerang against him."

   "All this because you're old man was a traitor and a screwball officer," I laughed. "Crazy, man."

   "You no-good bastard," she screamed and again she leaped forward but this time she raked her fingernails across my face. As she brought her other hand up to dig them into my eyes I moved, grabbing her arm and spinning her about. I had her in front of me, one arm around her throat, applying a slow, steady pressure.

   "Nobody moves or I crack her larynx," I said. "First, how did you know I was outside this piece of phony coral reef?"

   "The immediate outer edges are circled by sound waves, a version of your sonar system," the Chinese said. "Any large object coming against the coral is immediately detected and we send our men out to investigate. The ordinary fish make a highly individual pattern when they cross the system."

   I tightened my arm on her neck, "Now she and I are going for a little swim," I said. "And you are all going to stay right here or I'll kill her."

   "Shoot him," she screamed at the others. "Never mind about me. Kill him."

   "Maybe you'd better think about how you'll explain killing her to your boss and her husband," I stalled. "If she comes with me, she might just have a chance to break loose and get away."

   "No, don't listen to him," the girl screamed. "You know Colonel Cheng will understand. Shoot, damn you all, shoot!"

   But my plan and their decision both became academic questions at the same time. A tremendous roar shook the place and I felt myself being knocked to the ground. Mona went flying out of my grip and I knew what had happened. The U.S. sub had arrived and sent off the first torpedo to start the wrecking job I'd ordered. I was scrambling for my feet, as were the others, when the second torpedo landed. This time the whole station upended and I felt myself falling to one end of it. Water started to pour into it from ten or more different spots. Slowly at first, but I knew the pressure would start to tear the holes into bigger ones in moments. The station settled back on its bottom at a crazy, tilted angle and I ran for the side where I'd last seen my diving mask.

   Mona was nowhere that I could see and then I caught sight of a small closetlike structure at the far end. This was a helluva time to pick to go to the bathroom, I thought. As I skidded across the tilted floor toward the face mask, I saw the tall Chinese dive for me, a gun in his hand. I let him get me around the legs and we both went down. I wanted the close quarters and I brought a knee up into his belly. He doubled up and tried to get off a shot. It went wild as I pushed him backwards across the angled floor. I brought my arm around in a looping right and landed it across the side of his neck. I heard him gasp, drop the gun and clutch at his throat. Water was more than a foot deep at my end of the station and I managed to grab my face mask as it floated by. I put it on just as the third torpedo struck.

   This time the station seemed to rise up and hang suspended for a moment and then one side collapsed and a wall of water rushed in on me. The other Chinese were still struggling to get their suits on — I saw they'd never make it. The tall one I'd hit was a goner. As the water rushed in on me, knocking me backwards and then lifting me up and out with its return surge, I saw a scuba-clad figure moving out of the collapsed station a few feet above me. She only had the top part of her suit on. along with the face mask and aqualung, and the little bikini panties made an incongruous picture. Using her hair-trigger mind, she'd grabbed that much of her equipment and run into the bathroom, the farthest corner of the station, and got into the outfit.

   I struck out after her at once. I was catching up to her when I saw she had taken one more thing with her, a spear gun. She whirled and shot at me. I managed to twist my body over and the spear tore through the shoulder of my suit and past my throat with but a fraction of an inch to spare.

   I twisted back to look for Mona and saw her coming down at me with a knife. She slashed at my head, and I felt the blade rip part of my suit off. She was like a damned seal in the water, fast and mobile. I grabbed for her and missed, only to feel the knife rake the leg of my suit and the skin under it. I saw the trickle of red that colored the water — and I cursed her. That's all I needed now — sharks. The undersea killers could smell blood in the water a half mile away.

   Mona was coming at me again and this time I moved back with her as she came in. She had to come after me again with her arm upraised, the knife poised, when I suddenly reversed gears and shot forward, getting my hand around her wrist. Just then the sub, standing off someplace, let go with another blast that lifted us both up and over helplessly, turning slow cartwheels in the underwater force of the explosion. I lost my grip on Mona and saw her being flung against a genuine coral reef. As I came out of my next slow spin and the turbulence began to die down, I saw she was still there. As I. headed for her, I saw her foot trapped in the vise-like grip of a giant clam. The huge mollusk must have weighed over two hundred pounds, I estimated, and he was partially embedded in the coral. I saw the girl's eyes, behind her face mask, wide with fright as she reached down and tugged at the leg. But she'd never get it out, not that way. As I reached her she straightened up, the knife held ready to defend herself. I reached out my hand for the knife. Slowly, she lowered her arm and handed it to me.

   Just then another blast from the sub threw me against the hard, sharp coral and I felt the points go through me like a hundred needles. I clung there until the turbulence stopped and then pushed myself back from the reef. The Navy boys were doing their usual thorough job, but I felt like crying out, "Enough, already." Mona's knife was a thick, sturdy one and I hacked at the spot where the giant bivalve was embedded in the coral. I felt myself cutting through soft spots and sand and as I pushed against the huge bulk, it moved. I didn't know how much air Mona still had in her tank but I knew mine was getting damned low.

   I slashed at the coral again and this time I felt the huge clam give as I pushed against it. Another hard shove and it broke away from the coral. I put my shoulder against the bottom of it and pushed as Mona swam for the surface. Underwater, we could move the huge bulk. Once on the surface it would be something else.

   I felt her change direction and saw the bottom of a small coral island appear. She headed for it and surfaced on the beach, half of her still hanging into the water. I got a foothold on the beach and dragged the heavy bulk of the clam up onto the shore as Mona pulled herself up and lay there, breathing hard. I was taking a few deep breaths myself as I rested on one elbow beside her. I reached over and took her face mask off and unstrapped her tank. Then I did the same for myself. She was on her stomach, unable to do more than half turn over because of the huge bivalve holding her foot. I moved down to the huge clam, took the knife and put it into the opening where his shell had closed around the girl's ankle. The clam's mantle was an electric green and as I moved the knife down inside the shell, cutting into the mantle, down along the edges of the living tissue, suddenly the clam opened with a cracking noise and Mona pulled her bruised and cut ankle free.

   I pushed the clam back into the water and looked at her ankle. It wasn't broken but it was badly lacerated, and the bone had probably chipped. She had turned on her back, the little bikini panties almost off altogether.

   "Why did you do it?" she asked me, looking at me with green pinpoints. "Why didn't you just leave me there to die?"

   "Is that what you'd have wanted?" I asked. "Have you become that Oriental in your thinking? You'd rather die than fail?"

   She didn't answer, but continued to watch me with her green eyes. "Sorry, doll," I said. "Maybe it was force of habit on my part. Saving life is more basic to our decadent thinking than taking life, even with people like me."

   My leg hurt where the knife had slashed it and I looked down to see it was still bleeding. I was looking to see just how deep the cut was when the hard, sharp piece of coral hit me on the temple. I fell backwards and rolled over to see Mona, fa arm upraised, come down with the piece of rock again. I was seeing her through haze as my head spun, dizzily. The raging anger that spurted inside me like an explosion cleared my head. The no-good amoral vicious little bitch, I heard myself saying.

   I got one arm up and partially blocked the second blow from the rock. I grabbed for her leg, but she was off and running. She hit the water in a perfect running dive and struck out. I had started after her when I saw them, five long, triangular shaped fins. They'd been brought by the smell of blood that by now was all through the water around there.

   "Come back, damn you," I yelled after her. "You haven't got a chance."

   But she kept going, swimming right into them. I saw the fins suddenly start to move in fast, darting motions and then I heard her scream — a terrible, agonizing scream of pain, then another. I saw her body half tossed out of the water and then pulled back into the churning sea. Red colored the blue, and there were suddenly no more screams. I turned away and sat down. I'd have to wait a while, maybe hours, before heading toward the Australian coast, a relatively short distance away. I'd never know what made her plunge headlong into the midst of those sharks — the harakiri philosophy of the Orient or the conscience of the West. Maybe she didn't even know they were there. I had the feeling she did, though.

  
  
   

    VIII 

   

   When I finally made it to the mainland, I walked down along the beach alone — slowly — my body tired — the job done. A deadly blow aimed at the South Pacific Defense Alliance had been deflected. There'd be reports and explanations and all the questioning to go through, but right now that could wait. I wanted to go back to Judy and see if she really delivered the promise that lay in her eyes. I hadn't expected to see the Mercedes still on the beach where I'd left it, nor the yellow bikinied figure that rose as I approached. She ran toward me and pressed herself against the wet scuba suit.

   "Oh, Lord, I was so worried," she said. "I didn't leave right away, not really, anyway. I swam to a little coral reef that stuck up about a quarter mile away, and I thought I'd wait there."

   She saw the set of my lips and the gathering disapproval in my eyes. "I know, it's not what you told me to do but don't start a ruddy fuss over it," she said. "Anyway, I waited there and waited and I started to get worried. Finally, I decided to come back here and I was just starting off when the whole bloody ocean seemed to be exploding. Well, I dived off on the other side and made a big circle to get back here. If I was worried before, I was sure worried then."

   She leaned her head against my suit. I felt her body quivering.

   "Hey, now," I said, lifting her chin up. "None of that." I took her arm. "Let's go back," I said. "I need some doctoring."

   We were back at her place and I'd slept a few hours and was feeling a lot better as she came in with some coffee and muffins. I was in shorts and she had a thin cotton dress on. Her breasts moved softly under it. She could have had a bra on or they were just that beautifully molded and high. I finished the muffins and reached for the phone.

   "I'm calling my boss," I said. "Collect," I added with a grin.

   She put her hand over the phone and her eyes were unsmiling. "No," she said flatly. "Not till later."

   She moved toward me and her lips opened on mine and I fell back on the bed. The cotton dress came off and Judy lifted herself high, pressing one round, sweet breast into my lips. I kissed her and ran my tongue in concentric circles around the pink tip of her nipple and felt it grow large. Her hands were holding me, moving up and down, exploring, and her body was alive with its own desires. She offered herself to me, not with the angry abandon that had been Mona, but with a sweet passion that was no less strong for its sweetness.

   "Yank, Yank," she murmured, burying her face into my chest, biting against my skin as I brought her to the doorway of doorways, the dwelling place of ecstasy. And then, as I let her in, she cried out in a gasp that was part release, part joy and part gratitude. We lay together quietly, after, in contented happiness. Finally, when she stirred and looked up at me, I got up on one elbow and drank in the beauty of her firm, young body, the rounded breasts, high and proud, the girl-woman figure of her, the sweet sensuousness that was an echo of her smoke-gray eyes.

   "Why didn't you let me call before?" I asked, watching her eyes.

   "I didn't want you to think I was doing it because you'd gotten that visa for me," she said quietly. "You've done more for me than getting that visa could ever do. You've made me feel proud of myself again. And you've made me feel, which is more important. I was just living, just scratching, and that's no good. A person has to feel, even if to feel means to get hurt. Don't you think so?"

   "I think so, Judy," I said and I reached out for the phone. The call went through quickly, and I heard Hawk's flat, dry voice.

   "It's over, Chief," I said. "You were right. You don't have to be surprised. The Chinese Reds were behind it. They had a subtle, clever operation going. I'll give you all the details when I get back. I'll take the plane in the morning. Meanwhile, get an extended visa rushed through for me, will you? I'm bringing someone back with me."

   "Someone who's helped you in this?" he asked warily. It was just his natural suspicion. He knew I wouldn't pull anything smart on him.

   "That's right," I answered.

   "A girl, of course," he commented, a touch of asperity in his voice.

   "Not a kangaroo," I said and hung up. The visa will be waiting when we get there," I told Judy.

   "Thanks, Yank," she said.

   "Don't you think, seeing as how you're going to the States with me, that you might call me Nick?" I said. "Just once in a while?"

   "As soon as you make love to me again," she giggled.

   I took her in my arms quickly. She'd be calling me Nick often, I knew. After all, she'd be visiting in the States and I wouldn't want her to get homesick.
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