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Chapter 1

Nick enjoyed trailing Amlic de Boer. The view was
imulating She was 2 man-stopper—truly one of the
cautiful People. Eyes tumed to follow the tall glow of
er blondeness all through John F. Kennedy International
irport. They clung to her as she strode to the KI.M
WC-8 fan jet, adminng her bounce, the sleek white linen
1it, the rich polished leather of her artist's case.

Moving behind her Nick heard the ramp man murmur
+ his gaze followed the mini-skirt, “Who that?”

“Swedish star,” the checker hazarded. He read Nick’s
tket, “Mr. Norman Kent First class Thank you, sir.”

Amlic was precisely where Nick knew she would be.
¢ had obtained the numbered seat beside her He dallied
1th the pretty stewardess, giving Amlie a chance to settle
d other seats to fill so that his appearance might seem
gical. When he reached the seat he gave Amlie the
wish Carter smile. It was normal for a big, tanned,
althy-looking young man to be delighted with bis fuck.
: said softly, “Good afternoon.””

Soft pink lips formed a reply. Her long slim fingers
1gled with each other and untwined. Ever since he had
sked up her trail outside Manson’s she had appeared
1sc, uncasy, but not wary. Nerves, Nick thought.

He tucked his Mark Cross case under the seat and sat
wn, lightly and neatly for such a big man, not jostling
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the girl. She gave him the threc-quarter angle of the
gorgeous, polished bamboo sheen of her hair as she pre-’
tended interest out the window. He had an anténna for
such moods—she .wasn’t hostile, just wrapped in worry.

The scats filled.” Hatches slammed with less-than-solid
aluminum thuds. The P.A. system chattered in three lan-
guages. Nick fastened his seat belt deftly, not interfering
with the girl. She fumbled with hers. The fan jets whined
and threatened. The big ship shuddered as it waddled to
the line and growled viciously as the crew ran through the
check lists. ‘ R

Amlie’s knuckles on the seat arms were white. She
turned her head slightly and the bright blue orbs of a
scared animal appeared close to Nick’s own wide-open,
steel gray eyes. He saw creamy skin, parted red Iips,
suspicion, fear.

He grinned, knowing how harmlessly pleasant he could
~ appear. “Believe me I won’t bother you,” he said. “I could
. wait till drinks are served and use some conventional

. pitch. But I can tell by your hands that you’re uneasy.”
The pretty fingers unclasped their grip, came together
uiltily, then locked palm-to-palm in a tense position. “Is

your first flight?” , .

_ “No—no. I'm all right. But—thank you.” She ‘added a
tiny, sweet smile, .

Still in low, tranquilizing, confessor tomes Nick went
on, “I wish I knew you well enough to hold your hands
. ¢ .” The blue eyes widened—a warning flash. . . . for
. your peace of mind and my own pleasure, My Mother
*+ told me never to do that until introduced. Mother was a
* stickler for the correct thing. We were usually correct ini
Boston—" i
. The blue flash subsided. She listened. There was a
i twinkle of interest. Nick sighed, shook his head sadly..

“Then Dad fell overboard during a race at the Cohasset
Yacht Club. Near the finish. Right in front of the club.”

The perfect brows arched over the scared eyes—which
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were looking Jess scared. “But—I'm sure that happens.
I've sce boat races—was he hurt?”

“Oh no. But Dad was such a determined man. He was
still holding the bottle when he came up. And he tried to

oss it back on board.”

She gave an cxplosive gurgle. Her haods relaxed with
the laugh.

Nick chuckled quietly with her. “And he missed.”

She drew a deep breath and let it out. Nick smelled
sweet milk and gin blended with the intriguing perfume.,
He shrugged. “So that’s why I can’t hold your hand 6l
we're introduced. My name 15 Norman Kent.”

Her smule belonged in a color spread 1 The New York
Times Sunday Magazine. “U'm Amlie de Boer, It won't be
neeessary to hold my hand ¥ feel better. Thank you
anyway, Mr. Kent, Are you a psychologist?”

“Just a businessman,” The fan jets went to work with

- screams, Nick imagmed the four throttles easing forward,
recalled the intricacies of take-off, remembered the statis-
tics—2ond felt Yike gnpping the seat arms humself, Amlie’s
knuckles were white again.

He said, “They tell about two men in an airliner like
this, Ooe is completely relaxed, dozing. He's a regular
traveler, Nothing disturbs him. The other is In a cold
sweat, pripping the seat, trying to swallow and can’t, Can
you guess what he is?7”

The ship vibrated. The world raced past Amlics win-
dow, Nick's stomach flattened against bis spine. She
looked at him “I don't know.”

“That man is a pilot.”

4 She thought 2 moment, burst out laughing, and for a
moment of delicious intimacy the blonde head swayed
onto his shoulder The planc lurched, picked its toes off
the eanth after a stumble and climbed at the near-stalt
angle as the eagle-eye poured on coal and cursed the
anti-noise orders

They feveled off. The Lighted signs changed, P.A. ora-
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tors babbled. They unfastened their scat belts and Amlie
gaid, “Mr. Kent—did you know that a commercial airliner
is a machine that theoretically cannot fly?”

“No!” Nick lied. He admired the way she snapped
back, wondered how much she knew about the mess sh€
was in. “Let’s have a drink to the pilot’s health.”

Nick found Amlie delightful company. She drank mar-
tinis made Mr. Kent’s way and after three her nervousness
vanished. They ate the marvelous Dutch dinner, chatted,
read, dozed. After they snapped off the reading lights and
settled down for-naps, like overstuffed children of a lavish
civilization, she rolled her head close to him and whis-
pered, “I'd like to hold your hand—now.”

It was a mutual warming, an interchange of humanity,
a doubling of strength, two hours of pretense that the
world is not what it is.

How much did she know, Nick wondered, and was
what she knew the reason for her early case of nerves? She
was with Manson’s, the haughty jewel house, and she was

. used to flying between their New York and Amsterdam
© noffices. AXE was reasonably certain that Manson’s fre-
.+ n + couriers were part of an unusually efficient espio-
uage pipeline. Some of them had been thoroughly searched.
They were clean. What would Amlie’s nerves do if she
k{lew that Nick Carter, AXE’s N3—alias Norman Kent
diamond buyer for Bard Galleries—had met her not by
chance?

Her. warm hand tingled in his. Was she dangerous?
AXE agent Herb Whitlock spent a year pinpointing Man-
son’s as the prime espionage pipeline suspect. He had beer
fished out of an Amsterdam canal. An accident, it wat
labeled. Herb had insisted that Manson’s had developed
. such a foolproof, simple pipeline that the firm had virtual-
i ly become an intelligence broker, the professional spy’s
; mlddlem.an. Herb had bought photocopies—for $2,000,
so plentiful were they—of the U.S. Navy’s Mark 92 Flee
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Ballistfc Missile Weapon System, complete with schemat-
ics of the pew four~channe] geobaliistic computer.
Nick sniffed Amiies delectable aroma. Charminz, In
;2058 10 Bber murmmrd qusstion he said, “Tm =
amataur buying di ds. ItTl probably be a disaster.”
“When a man talks fike that be's building ths best
business defense there is. Do you know the £o"'-C le?"
“Colar, clatity, cut and carat. What T need are con-
nections—and advice about cuts, rare prces, reliable
wholesalers. We have some wealthy customers because
wa're very ethical. You can put our swff uader a tea-
power glass arnd it]l be perfect and flanless 1f we s2id .7
“Well—T'm with Magson's. I knew somethiny abont
the business—"
Stz talked a’*ouz merchandising jewelry His prodigi
memory retained evervthmz she said “Normas Kent's”
- grandiather was the Srst Nick Carter. the detective who
introdused maay fechpiques into what ke called the
science of faw erforcement. A troasmitter in 2 cockiail
elive dumm) would hne pleased but net surprised hum;
ke originated the telegraph set in 2 pocket watch Yon
plugged ia by putiing the nads m the bzel of your shoz
oatp centacts in the floer.

Nicholas Huntington Carter IIT becarme N3 of ANE—
the “urknown service” of the Unrted Statss, so secret its
existzace haunts the CIA every ume ther pame is spread
out in the n2WSpapers. He was on: of four hnm.xsmrs
with rightef~d2cision. AXE was d ta
his actions, He could be retired but net prosccul:tl It was
alotef -vhx for a map to carmy Nick kept himself i
#tbe physical condition of a pml:ssxon:u athlzte

He bad given a ot of thought to Manson’s espionage
pipeline, It worked beautifully A bait éigram of a
PEAPOD six-warbead missile, “sold” to a knows amatevr
spy 2t Huntsville, Alabama, had arrived iz Moscow nine
days lzter. An AXE agent had bought 2 copy—perfect in
every fice phoay d=tafl, 20d all eight complats pages! This
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in spite of the alerting of 16 U.S. agencies to watch; check
and block. As a security test it was a full-dress flop. The
three Manson couriers who moved during the nine days
were given, “by chance,” complete searches. Nothing Was{_‘
found.

Now Amlie, he thought drowsily, involved or innocent?
Anxnd if involved, how is it done? i

“ ... the diamond market is artificial,” Amlie was
saying. “If there is a giant discovery that can’t be con-
trolled, kerslump go all values.”

Nick sighed. “It scares me. You not only can lose your
shirt in the business it can collapse overnight. If your
inventory of diamonds is big—zippo! What you paid a
million for may be worth half that.”

“Qr a third. T think that’s as low as the market would
drop at once. Then it might sag and sag, the way silver
once did.” .

“T've got to buy with care, I can see that.”

“Do you have introductions?”

. “Yes, to several places.”
> “Including Manson’s?”

“No.”

“I thought not. We're not really wholesale, although
like all the big houses we move lots now and then. You
ought to meet our director—Philipine. Laansma. He
knows as much about the market as anyone outside the
cartels themselves.”

“Is he in Amsterdam?”

“Yes. Today. He practically commutes to New York.” -

“Introduce me to him, Amlie. Perhaps we can do some
business. T need a guide until I learn the city, too. How
about giving me a little escorted tour this afternoon and
then being my guest for dinner?”

“T'd love to. Do you also have sex on your mind?”

Nick blinked. The surprising thrust sfowed him for ¢
sccond and he wasn't used to it. His reflexes were sup-
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posed to be honed “I didn't—until you mentioned it. But
it’s always interesting "

“H | nicely handled. With common sense and cxpcri~
ence.

¥, "And talent Of course it's Iike a prime steak or a fine
wine, You've got 10 bave something to start with, Then
don't ruia it, If you don't know ask .. or get the book.”

“J think people are happier if they are perfectly frank, I
mean—jyou can anticipate a nice day or a good meal but
you're not supposed to anticipate nice sex. Isn’t that true?
Do you suppose it is our Puritan heritage or 2 Victorian
holdover or what the hell?”

“Certainly we have gotten more—ecr, frank in the last
few years Personmally I love life. And because sex is part
of life T love 1t too. Sort of figuratively The way you
might say you Jove skung or Donish cakes or Picasso’s
work.” As he spoke he kept lis bland eyes on hers,

» wondening if she was putting him on The blue sparklers
were bright and guileless, the lovely features as innocent
as those of o Christmas-card cherub

She nodded, T thought so You're mature So many
American businessmen are sient grabbers Go to dinner,
gulp drinks, Iisten to their bragging and get grabbed. Ughl
And they wonder why Amenican women knock sex. And
when 1 say sex 1 don’t mean jumptng mto bed all the
time, I mean a relationshup that’s fun and you're strong
{ricnds and you can fa/A to each other And if you get the
urge and want to plan any special way to do 1t tonight you
falk about it. When the ume comes, You can communi-
cate,”

“Where will T call for you?"

“On." She took an engrated Manson’s card out of her
purse and wrote on the back of it. “About three o'clock. T~
won't go back to the shop after lunch. When we Jand I'm
foing to meet Plul Laansma. Is aoyone meeting you?”

“No.”

“Come with me. You can start your extra ¢~ s with
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him. He’s sure to be helpful. A good man for you fo
know. Look—there’s new Schiphol Air Terminal now.
Iso’t it gigantic?”

Nick looked dutifully out the window, agreed it was bxg
and impressive.

He saw four big runways in the far distance, a conu'ol
tower and buﬂdmgs that looked ten stories high. Anothes
of man’s impressive pastures for his winged steeds.

“It’s thirteen feet below sea level,” Amlie said. “Thirty-
two airlines use it. Wait till you see the information system
and the Tapisroulant moving carpet. See the farmlands?
They are building soundproof houses for the farmers anc
cows.” She leaned over him in her enthusiasm as a guide
Her breasts were firm, her hair fragrant.. “The Stedelijk
Museum of Amsterdam will have a gallery—Oh, I'm sor-
1y, perhaps you know all this, Have you been to new
Schiphol before?”

“No, only to old Schiphol. Years ago. I usually fly inte

-~ London or Paris.”

.+ «, “Old Schiphol is two miles over there. It’s the freight
" inal now.”

“You're an excellent guide, Amlie, And I detect a love
or The Netherlands—> -

" She chuckled. “Mr. Laansma says I'm still a stubborn
" Dutchman. My parents came from Hilversum, just east of
Amsterdam.” .

“And you found the perfect job. One that lets you
travel to your old homeland.”

*“Yes. It wasn’t hard—knowing the languages,”

“You’re happy with it?”

“Yes.” She tilted her head until the lovely lips were
close to his ear. “You've been nice. I was uneasy, over'
tired. I’'m not now. When you fly a lot the time chan
bother you. Sometimes you get two ten-hour working &
strung together. I want you to meet Philipine, He -
guide you around pitfalls.”

It was a sweet speech. Probably she believed it. !
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patted her arm. “T was Jucky to sclect this seat. You're
more than beautiful, Amlie. You're Aumanly intelligent,
That means real heart for people. The reverse, say, of a
scientist who chooses his career—-with nuclear bombs.”

»r  “That's the nicest and most complex compliment I've
ever received, Norman. I think we should get on now.”

They passed through the formalities, recovered their
baggage. Amlie led him to where a short youth had tucked
a black Mercedes into a turnout sear an unfinished build-
ing. “Our secret parking lot,” Amlie said “Hi, Jacobus.”

“Hi,” the youth answered, and came forward and took
their large bags.

It came then A vicions, heart-speeding, anus-tightening
snarl of sound that Nick knew well. He hurried Amlic to
the car and pushed her into the rear seat as she asked,
“What was thar?"

If you've never heard a rattlesnake'’s wibrato at your

I_toe, the futter-trill of an artillery shell or the nasty whrrr
of a passing bullet—you're just alarmed the first time.
When you know what the sound is you're alerted and you
move. A slug had passed near their heads. Nick had heard
no shot. The gun was well-silenced, probably a single
shot. Had the saiper reloaded yet?

“That was a bullet,” he told Amlie and Jacobus, know-
ing that they probably knew or had guessed it “Drive out.
Stop and wit for me when you can, but don't stay here.”

He turned and ran towasd the gray stone cliff of the
unfinished building. He jumiped a barrier, took steps three
at a time.

Along the lrom of the long structure several groups of
s orkmen were § windows and hard . They did
not cven glance toward him as he jumped through the
maw-like door opening,

The room was gigantic, filled with the fine dust-haze of
coustruction, smelling of lime and curing concrete. Two
men far to his right held the plow-like hand | 2rrazzo
polishers, the big circular brushes making  “w. ¥ et
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swirls. Not them, Nick decided. Their hands werc whitc
with wet dust. .

He ran with great, light, bounding strides to a stairwaj
which went up beside four ranks of unmoving escalators
Up, he thought. Assassins like height and cmpty build:
ings. Maybe he was reloading and didn’t sce my rush. I
he did see me, he’s running now. Look for a runner—

On the floor above something fell with a crash. As Nick
burst into the open—actually two flights up because the
lobby ceiling was high—a cascade of gray, cement-stainec
planks were tumbling through a crevice toward the floor
below. Two men stood near him, waving their grimsg
hands and yelling in Italian. Far, far away the bulky
shape of a man—a squat, almost simian figure—vanishec
downward and out of sight. ‘

Nick trotted to a window in the front of the building. I
overlooked the space where the Mercedes had beer

-parked. He would have liked to search for a spent car
tridge case but it wasn’t worth getting involved with the
" . construction people or the police. The Italian masons wert
" starting to yell in his direction. He ran lightly down the
stairs and caught the Mercedes in a turnout where Jacobu
pretended to be waiting for a pickup.
. He climbed in and told a palejAmlie, “I think I caugh
a glimpse of him, Heavy, low-hung type.”
She had a knuckle at her lip. “A. shot at us—me—you
- Really? I can’t think—”

She was near panic. “One can’t be sure,” he said
“Maybe.it was a bolt that blew off an air compressor. Wh
would want to hurt us?”

She made no answer. After awhile the knuckle wa:
lowered. Nick patted her hand. “You might tell Jacobus tc

. forget this little incident. Do you know him well enotgl

- for that?”

“Yes.” She chattered with the driver in Dutch. Hi
shrugged and called their attention to a low flying helicop

-
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tar Ve nng a mans slant Qaviat madal oneevie o bug slung

. "o . fter a fow
words, “You can go to the hotels from the airport by

, boat, Or the bus fare is fifty cents,”

“Real Dutch thnft, And they’re suppased to be stub~
born. I didn’t realize they'd be so dangerous.”

“Maybe it was a compressor bolt.™

He didn’t think she believed it. He obscrved the new-
and-ancient city. They passed Yondelpark and headed
toward Dam Squre in the old city. There is, be thought,
an orderly durability about Amsterdam that is different
irom any other city I kndw,

“Shall we tell your boss about the airport incident?” he
asked.

“Let's not.” No excuses, just lel's not. “I'm meeting
Philipine at the Grand Hotel Krasnapolsky, It's a fascinat-
ing hotel. You must try the pancakes The founder origi-
nated the recipe 1n 1865 and they've been on the menu
since. He had o small café, Now 1t's a grant complex but
still charming.”

She had brought herself under control Guts, he de-
cided, Sbe wonld need them, He was reasonably sure his
cover had not been broken—certainly not so soon. She
must be wondenag if that bullet was for ber.

Jacobus promiused to deliver Nick’s bags to bis hotel, the
Die Port van Cleve nearby on Voorburgwal, and he took
along Amlie’s overnight bag as well Nick noted that she
kept the big flat artist’s case with her, as she had on the
plane, where she even carried it to the powder room. Its
contents might prove mtercsting, or they might be just ad

 proofs and sketches of jewelry settings; it was not worth 2
move on his part—yet.

Amlie Jed him through the picturesque Krasvapolsky.
Philipine Laansma rated. He was having breakfast with
another man in a magnificently paneled private ~~'ng_
room. Amhe put the leather case beside Laa
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moment she was with him, and then introduced Nick
‘. .. Mr. Kent is interested in diamonds.”

The men stoed up for formal handshakes, bows, invita-
tions to hreakfast, The man with Laansma was Constant
Draijer, “of Manson's”—spoken like an honor.

L ansma was of moderate height, slim and wiry, with
Leen brown eyes that rarely stayed still. Although he

seemed calm, there was a restlessness about him, a strong
drive that could be either work energy or virility or both.
He wore a gray sharkskin suit of Italian cut that just
missed being avant garde, a black vest with small flat
buttons that locked like gold, a red and black Guard’s tie
and one ring with a blue-white diamond of about three
carats that was certainly flawless. - -

Draijer was a lesser edition, like a-man bucking for the

next step up and smart enough not to compete with the
bocs His vest had plain gray buttons: his diamond was

crhaps o carat. But his eyes had learned to move and
watch. They were disconnected from his smile.

Nick said it was a pleasure, They sat down.

““Are vou with one of the wholesalers, Mr. Keat?”

»nsma asked. “*Manson’s does business with some of
G12m.” -

“No. I'm with the Bard Galleries.”

“Mr. Kent says he hardly knows anything about dxa-
monds,” Amlie said.

Loansma smiled, white teeth a neat line under the

rown mustache. “That’s what the smart buyer says. I
imagine Mr. Kent carries a glass and knows how to use it.
Are vou stopping at this hotel?”

“No. At the Diz Port van Cleve,” Nick answered. v

“A fine hotel,” Laansma spid. He waved at a hovering
waiter and s2id simply, “Breakfasts.”” Then he turned to
Amlie and Nick detected more warmth than a director
would show an employee. Ah, Amlie, Nick decided,
you've got your job insured with the oldest policy in the

o g
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warld. It doesa’t cover your life, “Good trip?” Laansma
asked her.

“Thanks to Mr. Kent—] mean Norman, Can we be
American and use first pames?”

“Certainly.” Laansma spoke definitely, without asking
Draiier. “Rough air?”

“No. I felt a Bitile undes the weather. We shared o seat
and Norman cheered me upi"

Laansma’s brown eyés congratulated Nick on good
taste. There was no jealousy in them, just speculation.
Nick decided Laansma would wind up “director” 1 any
field he chose. He had the unfakable sincerity of a born
politician. He believed his own fantasics Laansma said,
*Please excuse me for 2 moment.™

He returned in less than five minutes; goee long enough
for a visit to the men’s room, or to do other things.

Breakfast was assorted breads, rolls, a mound of golden
butter, three kinds of cheesc, slwes of beef, boded eggs
with savces, coffee—and beer. Lzansma gave Nick a
thumbnail summary of the Amsterdam dramond market,
mentioned men he might talk o and described some
points of interest. * .. and of yowll stop by my office
tomorrow, Norman, I'll show you what we have ™

Nick said hé would, thanked them for the breakfast,
shook hands around and left. When he had gone Philipine
Laaasma [it 2 short, fragrant cigar He patted the leather
case Amlie had brought and looked a1 ber. “You dida
open this on the plane?”

“Of course not.” Her tone was pot quite steady.

*Or leave him alone wath ™
& “Phil—TI know my job ~
* “Do yon think 1t odd bar be of all men ez DR FTN
should have the seat nexs to you?”

+ Her brilliant blue eves crenad wades, “Wir 2°C
were probably other d:zrend mea on 537
have golten a competior wmstacd o5& T
you'll sell him <c:e:.‘;5;
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Loansma patted her hand. “Don't boil. Constant—
cheek on him. Call New York banks if you have to.”

The other man nodded. Laansmas very composcd
features hid a churning mind. He had thought that Amlic.
had tumed inte a dangerous, scared woman who knew too?
much. Now he wasn't sure. He had instantly decided that
“Norman Kent” was a sceurity agent-—now he doubted
his hasty decision. He wondered if he was right in having
called Qom. Tt was too late {o stop him now. At least,
Oom and his team would learn the truth about Kent,

Amiic frowned. “You really think perhaps—"

“I think nothing, darling. But as you say we may sell
him a nice order. I1t's just a credit check.”

Nick walked along Damstraat, enjoying the spring air
and getting his bearings. He glanced down picturesque
Kalverstraat, where colorful groups clustered in the traffic-
free areas between the buildings which scemed as clean as:
the people. He decided to go as far as the canal—
Keizersgracht—and double back. A two-block memorial

troll, for it was from that canal that Herbert Whitlock's

ody had been taken three wecks ago. Herbert Whitlock,
American minor official with a travel office, perhaps
drank too many genevers and was overtaken by the wal-
lop of Dutch gin. Perhaps. But Herbert Whitlock was an’
AXEman and actually disliked alcohol. Nick had worked
with him twice and they had shared a laugh when Nick
said, “Imagine a guy who has to force himself to drink in
the line of duty!” Herb had been in Europe nearly a year,
scarching for the leak which landed in AXE's hands when
military clectronics and space data began to fall through
the hole. Herb had reached the M file of suspects when hé
died. And the second name in it was—Manson’s,

David Hawk, from his command post at the center of
the AXE web had put it simply., “Take all the time you
want, Nicholas, Call for help if you need it. We just won't
permit this sort of thing.” The thin lips had tightened
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above the strong jaw for an instant. “If you can, when you
get close to results, calf me in.”

Nick safuted Keizersgracht, made a promise and
strolled back past Herengracht. The air was honey sweet.
‘Here 1 am, he thought. Take another shot at me naw. You
get the shot and if you miss, I may get a lead. It's a fair
gamble. He stopped and admired a cart of flowers, tamed
slowly, a big catefrec man taking the sun, Nothing hap-
pencd. He frowned and went into the hotel,

In 2 big, comfortable room with none of the quickie-
veneer and brittle-plastic cffect of some of the “ultra-
modern” hotels, Nick unpacked. Wilhelmina, his Luger,
had come through customs strapped under bis arm. Hugo,
ar harp stiletto, queraded as a paper kmde in hig
writing case. He stripped to his shorts and washed, decid-
ing that he could accomplish little before meeting Amlic
at three. He would exercise for fifteen minntes and sleep
for an hour.

There was a discreet top on the door. Nick called,
“Hello?”

“Room service.”

He opened the door. A stocky waiter in a white coat
stood smiling, holding a Jarge spray of flowers and a bottle
of Dewars partly hidden by a white napkin. “Welcome ta
Amsterdam. Compluments of the botel—"

Nick stepped back. The man took the flowers and
Scotch to the window table, Nick’s eyebrows shot up. No
vase? No tray? “Hey—"'

‘The man dropped the botde with & bumg, but it did
not break. Nick’s eyes followed 1t The door sfammed
sopen, koocked him almost off his fect. A man sprang
through the opening—a wide and solid man who Jooked
like the bucko mate on 2 tough ship He held a black
automatic Jow and firm, 1t was a big gun and it followed
Nick without wavering as he pretended to stumble,
pathered himself. A smaller man came in behind the
‘brawny one and closed the donr From the direstion af tha
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waiter a voice said sharply in English, “Stand still, Mr.
Kent.” ‘

From the corner of his eye Nick saw that the nflpl-:m |
had dropped. The hand it had covered held a gun, and 1t )
too looked as if it were backed by a prmessmnal—steady,
level, ready. Nick stood still.

He had one ace. In the pocket of his shorts was one of
the deadly gas pellets—a “Pierre.” He eased a hand
down.

The walter-type said, “Stop it. Dont move a smcle
muscle.”

He sounded definite. Nch froze. He said, “I only have
a few guilders. In my—

"~ “Shut up.” ‘

The last man through the door had circled bdund Nxck
and there was nothing he could do about it at the mo-
ment—not in the cross-fire of two pistols that appeared to
be in competent hands. Something looped around one of-

_ his wrists, dragged it behind him and encircled his other

arm with the smooth efficiency of a boatswain throwing a
* itch on a dock post. The rope drew tight. It felt like

vlon. And the man who had thrown those knots on him
was either a sailor or he had practiced for years. For one
of the few times in his career, Nicholas Huntington Carter
11, N3 of AXE, was secured and almost helpless!

- The wide man said, ““Sit down. There.”

Nick sat. Apparently walter-type and wide-boy shared
command, They proceeded to inspect his belongings with
minute care. They were not destructive. After checkmg
every pocket and the seams of his two suits they even
hung them up again. They read every word in “Norman,
Kent's” slim business file. After ten minutes of careful
searching the wide one sat down opposite Nick. He had
very little neck, just folds of thick flesh between his collar

- and his head, but they didn’t look like fat. The guns had

disappeared. He said, “Mr. Norman Xent. Of New York

How long have you known Amlic de Boer?”
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“One day. We met on a plane.”

“When will you see her again?”

“I don’t know.”

“Is that why she gave you this?” Thick fingers held up
the card Amfic had given him with her local address
written on it,

*“We're going to pet together sometime. She’s a good
looker,”

“Are you here to do business with Manson's?”

“T'm here to do business with anybody who will sell my
company diamonds at the oght price. Wha are you? Po-
Tice, thieves, spies?”

“Maybe a little of all three. But let's say the Mafia.
Don't they get blamed for everythung anyway?”

“What do you want with me?”

The burly man pointed to where Wilhelmina rested on
the bed, “An odd item for a businessman,”

“Who may carry tens of thousands of dollars in dia~
monds? I hke it.”

“Against the Jaws.”

“P'm cautious.”

“What do you know shout the Yenisei Cullinans?”

“I've got ‘em.”

If he had said he was a man from outer space they
couldn’t bave jumped higher The brawny oae stood
straight up. The “waiter” exclaimed, “Yah?” The sailor
who had tied the knots dropped his jaw two inches,

‘The wide one said, “You got them? Already? Where?”
“Checked at the Grand Krasnapolsky. You can’t get

em.”

s The big man took a tin case out of hus pocket, passed
small cigars to the others, and seemed on the verge of
offering, Nick one. They bt up. “What ate you goiag to do
with them?”

“Take them to the U.S. of course ™
“But—but you cansot! Customs—ahl Yeu have a
plan. It s o}l arranged?”



24 NICK CARTER: KILLMASTER

“Tt is all arranged,” Nick agreed gravely. T

The big man seemed indignant. They are all nuts, Nick
thought, or I am. But nuts or not they know their busi-
ness. He unobtrusively tugged on the line across his back.
Not an inch of give. o

Big man blew dark blue smoke slowly from heavy,
pursed lips. “We cannot get them, no. But you can. Where
is the check? Your receipt?”

“There is none. Mynheer Stahl is doing me a favor.”
Many years back Stahl had managed the Krasnapolsky.
Nick hoped he was still around. .

The one who had played waiter said suddenly, “I think
he’s lying, Let's gag him and burn his toes awhile and
then see what he says.” .

“No,” the big man said. “He was in the Krasnapolsky a
long time. With Amlie. T saw him. This will be a bright
feather in our caps. Now—" He came close to Nick.
“—Mr. Kent you are going to get dressed and we are:
going over and get the Cullinans. All four of us. You are a
big young man and maybe you want to be a hero for your .
~company. If you do you will be a dead one. We don't

1 trouble. Probably you are imsured. But anyway—
semember what I have just said.”

He backed to a wall of the room, motioned the waiter
to another, They did not do Nick the honor of taking out
their guns. The sailor undid the square knot at Nick’s
back and took the clove hitches from his wrists. Circula-
tion tingled. The big man said, “Get dressed. The Luger is
not loaded. Move carefully.”

Nick moved carefully. He reached for his shirt banging
on a chair back and then placed an edge-of-the-palm slash
alongside the throat of the waiter-type. It was a spectacu®
lar attack, as if a member of the Peking champion Ping- -
Pong team delivered a backhand chop to a net ball,
starting six feet back of the table. Nick stepped, leaped,
slammed—and the man’s neck moved hardly at all before
the blow hit its exact target.



AMSTERDAM 25

Nick whirled across the front of the faliing man and
clamped a grip on the big man's hand as it came up from
his side coat pocket. The man’s eyes widened as he felt the
prushing power of the lock. A strong man himself, he
~new muscle when 1t bore down. He brought up a short,
straight piston-punch that Nick was evading before it left
home.

Nick let it swing up and hooked a night just in under
the ribcage, below the heart, There was not tume for a
better blow, and anyway that neckless torso was designed
as a defense agamst chops. The man grunted, but Nick's
fist felt as if he had slammed st wto a side of beef on a
hook.

The saifor was rushing in, waving some sort of a
weighted sap. Nick heaved the big man around, shoved,
and the two of them collided while he was left with 2 side

'of the man’s coat—and the gun tangled 1 the pocket.
Nick hurled the gun through the window. Might as well
advertise this brawl The two men separated themselves
and came at him low, hard and fast. They had been
around a fot. When they pulled up short to place their
blows Nick kicked the sailor m the kneecap because he
was closer and dodged around hum away from the jarger
opponent, The big man stepped over the yelling sailor, sct
himself sofidly and rushed ar Nick with his big arms
spread, Nick feinted forward as if to meet him, locked his
Jeft hand aganst a right that felt as if it belonged to 2
power-shovel and then back-pedaled with a side twist that
put his right foot mto the man's stomach while his right
hand carried the other’s left wrist right on by. §
¢ Skiddi idewnys, four hundred pounds of hurtling
man-meat smashed throogh a chair, a coffec table, swept 2
TV and its table out of the way a5 if it were 2 matchbox
toy and crashed to a halt in the suins of the desk-bureau
combination that splmtered against the wall wixad,
grinding crunch. Riding on Nick's foot and v
his grips, the big man was the point for most
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on the furniture, It took him a second longer than Nick to
get up. .

Nick sprang, slid an arm alongside his throat while
jacking the near arm into the hair where it waved helplesg—,
ly for a moment. A moment was all Nick needed—whex
they fell to the floor Nick’s forearm was locked alongside
the man’s neck, Nick’s other hand gripped his own wrist.
It was a hold that should shut off the man’s wind and
blood supply in ten seconds.

He didn't get ten seconds. Gasping and choking the
waiter-type revived enough to grope for his gun: Nick
unwrapped himself, slammed his adversary’s head against
the floor hopefully and grabbed a gun arm as it came. out
past a coat lapel, The first shot went between them, the
next two into the ceiling, and Nick threw that gun through
the other, unbroken window. They would need air if this
kept up. Didn’t anyone in this hotel ever listen to any-
thing? .

The waiter punched him in the stomach. If he hadn't
~ watched the blow delivered he might not have known it

hit. He put his palm under the man’s chin and popped
- im backward at the big man who was coming from the
all like a bull at a cape. Nick started to dodge in what he
. thought might be a graceful Veronica when his foot

caught in the TV wreckage. Big man would have gored
him in the appendix if he had had the horns. As they
toppled -against the bed the room’s decor opened and 2
woman’s scream burst in, then withdrew as she fled, Nick
and the bull were tangled in spread, blankets and pillows.
* His adversary was slow. Nick saw the sailor crawling
toward the door. Where was waiter-type? Desperately
I\'{xck ripped at the spread that insisted on coming up wifh
him, BLAM! The lights went out.

He_ was shaken and blind for only a few seconds
magnificent physical condition kept him almost cons:
as he wagged his head and pushed himself up fror .
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i caution. In form-fitting chartreuse sweater:
Loy pivaccu skirt, with her hair secured by a small salmon-
hued scarf, she Iooked more lovely than she had on the
Plane. Very British, prim and sexier than in the linep .
mini-skirt, :

He watched her features and profile for a moment as "
she drove, No wonder Manson’s used her as a model. She
pointed out landmarks proudly. “There’s Qoster Park ...,
now the Zoo, see ... it has one of the best collections of
animals in the world, We are going northwest toward the
center of the city again, Do you see how the canals and
Streets are laid out in a plan? The ancient planners were
far-seeing. And there . . . Rembrandt’s house,”

Nick acknowledged each point of interest. The outer
city was as he remembered it; colorful, fascinating, with
an air that said those who lived here understood that lifs
had a past and a future, not just a today. s

She drove him past the docks, circled the busier canals

.. Where a man could spend a day just watching the passing

ack she said, “There’s g saying—God created the earth
but the Dutch created The Netherlands.” :
“You’re tremendously proud of the country, Amlie.
Yq}x’d make. 2 good guide for American Express.” .
It’s so different, Norman. For generations these people
have fought the sea. No wonder they’re stubborn. But
they’re alive and clean and energetic—.
.. “And some of them are gullible and superstitions just
hkf: other human beings. After all, monarchies have been
going out of style.” )
Sh.e sulked until they stopped at the Old Dutch restau-
rant in the Trianon for dinner. No one can sulk through
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cold seafood, meats, cheeses, dips, salads, meat pies and
innumerable pretty dishes offering every known taste
blend. Yt was supposed to be just the beginning,
- After two trips 10 the table, excellent beer and a Jook at
the massive offering of pastries, Nick quit. “T've got to et
into condition to put away the meals arcund here.”

“This is really an fent bt inexpensi
Wait il you try our duck and partridge and lobster and
Zeeland oysters—"

“Later, my dear, Much later. But there you go again.
Our duck. You're a real Dutch-Amencan.”

“f2¢ me show you how to speak it~

Stuffed and content they drove out the cld road to
Vinkeveen, When they feft the city she stopped and sug-
gcsutzd that Nick dnve. He discovered that the car handled
well,

1t happened on an empty stretch of road which Amlie
told him would take them back toward town. The car
came from behind, 2 man motioned stop and forced them
to the edge of the lughway. Nick debated a fast reverse;
rejected the idea, He wasn't that familiar with the car for
fnft action, and anyway—you could always leam some-
thing if you didn't get killed.

The man %ho had waved got out and came to them. He
looked like 4 police officral in a standard TV quickic. He
evEn Y00k out the nsual smalt Mauset as he sad, “The giel
comes with us, No trovble, please.”

Nick smiled at him, “Okay " He turned to Amlie. “You
know them?”

Her tones were shrill, “No, Norman. No!”

3 '.The man came just a little too close to the door. Nick
“‘}“Ppcd it open, heard it clonk against the gun as his feet
hit the road. The odds were good, When they talk about
“no trouble” and “please” they aren’t ready for quick
murdec, Might even have therr gun on safety. If your
reflexes are honed and yowre in condition and yow've
spent hours, days, practicing for just such sitnationg— __
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The gun didn’t go off. The man pinwhecled over Nick’s
hip and slammed onto the ground with a force that meant
a concussion or close to it. The Mauscr fell to the side. .
Nick kicked it under the Vauxhall and ran. around the
other car, drawing Wilhelmina. The driver was either very
smart or a coward—anyway a bad type to bc partners
with. He gunncd the cngine and left Nick staggering in
exhaust fumes.

Nick rcholstered Wilhelmina and bent over the man on
the ground who lay very still, his breath straining. Swiftly
Nick empticd his pockets—taking everything he could
find, searching the belt for cases, clips or a badge. He
threw the little collection on the scat, jumped back into
the car and took off after the taillights in the distance. The
Vauxhall was fast—but not fast enough.

Amlic had been saying things. “Oh my heavens! In The
Netherlands! We don’t have this. Let’s get the police. Whes
was that? Why? So sudden. How did you ever manage’
that, Norman? Would he have shot us?”

~ By the time she ran down he was parking the car. He
pt her quict going through the lobby of the hotel Dic
rort van Cleve, It took a Scotch and 2 half in his room
before she stopped gulping, shivering and babbling.

Meanwhile he looked through the collection of items he
had taken from the man with the Mauser. Nothing. The
usual stufl from pockets—cigarettes, pen, pocket knife,
qo(ebook, matches. The notebook was bare—not a written
linc. The matches advertised motor oil. He shook his
head. “Not the law. 1 didn’t think so. They don’t behave
like that although some incompetent might. We couldn’t
take any chances.” He refilled their drinks and sat beside
her on the long couch. If the room were bugged, the soft
music from the hi-fi channc] should earble their \‘."ords..He
asked, “Why would they want you, Amlic?”

“I—1I don’t know.”

_“That wasn't just a holdup, you know. He said, “The
girl comes with us.’” Now you're rape-bait if I ever saw
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any, but even those fypes don't pick out a car on 2 road
They wanted you.”

Amlie's beapty was the jo~depth kind that improved in
anger or fear, Nick watched the musty clouds that fogged
fher eyes and Jips with worry but did not soften the firm
set of her chin. “I—-I can’t think who—"

“Are you holding any business secrets?”

She gulped. Shook her head. Nick debated asking the
next question: Have you found our anything you shouldn’t
Anow? Thea he rejected it. That was too close to the bone.
She was suspicious of “Norman Kept” already. Her next
words proved it She said slowly, “Norman—you moved
awfully fast out there. And I saw your gun. Who ate
you?”

He put his arm around her. She seemed to welcome it,
“Just a Yankee businessman, Amhe. One of the otd types.
The kind that stripped the coasts of Africa and faced
, Tniltions of Chinese with a few small cannon and a lot of
nerve based on greed. When T carry diamonds, for in-
stance, nobody tokes them away from me while I'm
alive.”

She shuddered. Nick stretched aut his legs. He rather
tiked the picture be had painted. He wanted to add and if
they won't give you the merchandise, send for the Ma-
rines; but he felt that it would ruin the heroic image. He
brought over his free hand and patted her. “Relax, Amtie,
That was a disturbing scene. That one who hit the road
won’t bother you or anyone for a few weeks. We can tell
the police—or keep quict. Do you think you ought to tell
Phil Laansma about it?”

.- Tt was the key question. She was silent for a long time.

“rleg kead tlted onto lus shoulder. She sighed. “I don't
know, He should be wamed if they're after Manson’s. But
how will it look?”

“Qdd.”

“That's what T mean, Phil is modern, § He’s not .
the old-style Continental director in -~/ A
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high collar and starched mind. But what will he think of
an employee who is selected for abduction? Certainly it’s
not Manson’s cup of tea. You ought to see the -personnel’
checks he uses in New York. Detectives and consultant -
snoops and all that. T mean—Phil is a swinger personally’.
but not where business is concerned. And I like my job.”

“Think he’d fire you?” :

“No ... not quite that.” - :

“But when it came to promotion. Your future. He
might be influenced.”

“Yes. I've built a good record. Reliable. Efficient. This
would be the first wrong note.” )

“Please don’t get angry now.” Nick spoke soothingly
and chose his words carefully. “I think you've been warm-
er with Phil than—ijust friends. And you’re a magnificent
woman, Amlie. Any chance of his being jealous? Hidden
resentment, perhaps, of even a guy like me?” )

She thought that over. “No. 'm—I'm sure not. Phil .
.. and I—we’ve had a few—parties. Just—what comes natu-
. ally at his place on long weekends, He’s really very nice.

" teresting. So—"

“And he’s known about you and—a few others?”

. “He knows I'm a free agent, if that’s what you mean.”
There was a small chill in the words.

Nick applied gloss. “Phil doesn’t look like the danger-
fmsly jealous type. He’s too much of a polished cosmopol-
itan. Broad-minded. A man in his position would never
let himself or his firm get involved in anything shady. Or ",
illegal. So we can rule him out.”

She was quiet too long. That picture made her think.

~ *“Yes,” she said at last, but it was just a word. '

“How about others in the shop, though? I meant w
said about you. You’re a shockingly attractive g’
wouldn’t be upusual for some man or lad to go ov
for you. Someone you least suspect. Or someor’ "
been out with only a 'few times. Maybe someor™-*."'*
Manson’s, Women often sense these thines < " -

¢



AMSTERDAM 33

1y, Now think about it. Eyes that follow you whenever
you're around, Extra attentions.”

“No ... there might be, T guess. But we've been ...
happy family. I've never rejected anyone, No, 1 dcnt

sracan that M anyone showed tra interest or aff
for me I'd be extra kind. 1 like to be liked. Do I make
sense?”

“Perfectly. And somchow T can agree that you don't
have 2 bidden admirer who might tumn dangerous and
certzinly you don’t have tnemics The kind of gitl wha
develops them is partly hollow. The brittle ncar-the-edges
Lind who covers it up with teasing Gets a kick out of men
losing their controls over her. The guis who wrote the
Dear John letters.”

Amlie's eyes were misty as they confronted his own.
“Norman-—you understand.”

It was a satisfying kuss and a fong one The release from

_lensiop and the shanng of problems heiped, Nick knew,
but wow! She used those perfeet Iips fike warm waves
b:(hing a shore She came ageinst lum with sighs and
moist cheeks and surrender and acceptance without a
trace of falsity, She smelled fike flowers after an early
summer rain and she felt Lke the kind of woman Mo-
hammed promised 16 his troops to keep his desert cavalry-
men charging against concentrated fire. If you go down—
zap—~—and into her arms! She caused a catch i Nick's
throat and a faster beat to his breath as she meited her
long length against him with a sighing deliverance

It scemed like years ago she had said [ mean a relation-
stup that's fun and you're strong {nerds and you can salk
10 each other, And 1f you get the urge and want to plan
Sy special way 10 do it tonight you talk about tt. When
1he time comes, you ran commurucate.

There was no need for Lalk this mght When he unbut-

“toved his shirt she helped him and shed the chartrense
sweater and her frontchip bra with unhurmried but uahesi-
tzet purpese. His breath stumbled agzin ot what was




atterns even though his eyes were closed. Allah—you
deliver! It was the softest, most fragrant cloud he had ever

4l strippings and tossings they blended sKin and bodies o
the bed he was intrigued 10 pear her Murmur, “Oh it's
quite different. SO nice—1 thought it would be.”
He swam deeper int@ saturated depths, replying “1
thought so 100; Amiie. 1 koow now why you're $O beauti-
ful. Tt's not veneer. You're abundant. Solid.

wy oy make me fecl—"

‘He didn’t remember because they felt it.

Later against 2 pink ear B murmurcd, “Sweet solid.
Sweet sotid. That’s you, Amlie.” .

She sighed and turned t0 him again. “Real loving.” She
rolled the words along het tongue. 1 know what it is. ik

ing the right Jover—it's being the right lover”

. «Copyright that,” be whispered, closing his 1ips on



Chapter 2

It was a marvelous moming to have breakfast in bed
with a beautiful girl. A blazing sun snapped hot sparkiers
through the windows. The room-service cart, ordered with
help from Amlie, was a rolling buffet table stocked with
dehicacies ranging from buns to beer and ham to herning.

v After savonng his second cup of excellent coffee, served
lovingly by a completely nude and unself<conscious Am-
Tie, Nick said: “You'll be Iate for work. What if the boss
discovers you weren't home last pight?”

Soft hands pressed the stdes of his face, feehng the
stubble, She looked into hus eyes, made an mpish grin.
“Don't worry about me I don't punch a clock on this side
of the ocean and I don't have a telephone 1n my apart-
aept. Oa purpose. 1 ke my freedom.”

Nick kissed her, then eased her back & few inches—if
be kept on, they'd never get up I bate to mention them,
but have you thought sbout those two buckos who tried to
$rab you last pight? Who were they working for? They
_bere alier you—~Ilet’s not kad purselves, The stuff from the
“guy's pockets doesat 1ell a2 thing."”

He watched the pretty smile fad: from her lips. He
Liked her, As she knelt over um on the big bed he liked
her especially; the plump fullness of her cutves and arcs
seen from the prone position formed an anist’s drgam. it
w25 2 shame 1o erase the piok glow from that2” Nface

35
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and let the sombre mask of worry replace it. If only.she
would tell him all she kmew—yet if he pressed too hard
for it, she’d fiee from him. ' :
She caught a bit of one lip under white tecth for an
instant. It gave her a look of concentrated worry-—more
problems than a pretty girl should have. “I never saw
them before,” she said slowly. “I've been thinking about
them too. We can’t be sure they knew me, Perhaps they
just wanted——a girl.” -
“You don’t really believe that, even if you want to.
Those boys were in the business. Not the kind of profes-
sionals you find in the big time in the U.S.A,, but sharp
. enough. They wanted you. They weren’t rummies or hot
pants boys in their beer looking for a blonde, They picked
their spot and made their move.”
“And you stopped them,” she observed. o .
~ “They don’t usually bump into a Boston.lad who nsed
to fight for fun with the Irish and Italian boys in the

... North End. We learned how to really take care of our-

selves there. They were unlucky.” ’
" The worry was all over her now, like a coat of gray
i wusparent plastic. It took the glow off. He thought there
was fear in her eyes as well. She murmured, “I'm glad I'm
going back to New York in a week.”
" “That's no protection. They can have you cut up into
small chunks Jong before that. Or if somebody is_bulldog-
gy about it, they can follow you to New York. Think,
sweetheart. Who wants to hurt you?” -
“I~—I don’t know.”
“You don’t have an enemy in the world?”
“No.” She didn’t mean it. Ly
Nick sighed. He said, “You'd better talk to me, Amlic.
I think you’re going to need a friend and it may be that
" I'm one of your best bets, When I went to my hotel
yesterday three guys jumped me in the room. Their key
question was—how long have I known you?” :
She sank back on her haunches, suddenly pale, her
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breath held in and then expelied with a nervous spasm.
“You dida't tell me-—~who—7"

-“T could pull the old one about you didn't ask, It will
probably be in the papers today. Visiting businessman
victim of robbery attempt. T didn’t tell the police that they
asked about you Now I'm going to describe them to you.
Sce if you recognize any of them~"

He drew clear word pictures. The waiter-type, sailor-
man and no-neck gorilla. He looked at her as he talked,
apparently casual, but observing every change of expres-
sion and movement. He wouldn't bet on it, but he decrded
she knew at Jeast one of them, Would she leve] with him?
He concluded, * ... I'd say the sailor doesn’t go fo sea
any more and the waiter doesn’t wait. They've found a
better racket. No-neck is the boss of the tearn And there’s
moaaey fn it. The clathes I just desenbed were of good
quality. I tipped most of the coat off one of them. Nice
wool worsted. No label »

“Oh-h-h.” Her mouth was 2 worried rose, her eyes
gloomy violets, “I—-{ don’t know anyone who looks Like
them.”

Nick sighed. “Amiie, you're in trouble. f¥e’re in trou-
ble, Those tads meant business and they may be back
Whoever shot at us at Schiphol may be around for another
o, His aim may be better next time ”

“Do you think it was really meant—to kin—"

“It wasn’t just a threat. They meant business 1 don't
think 1 have any deadly enemies in town.” He thought to
himself: Y onght to cross my fingers or legs, I may have 2
jlouble-dozen. Anyway, she’s too pretty to disturb with

“ny legs and I’'m not superstitious. “So that Jeaves you and
Jacobus. 1 think it was you. The slug wes close to us. It
went bigh as they often do when you're trying to pick 3
target out of a crowd and dou't want to pot the wrehd
victim, The gunner may have been in a car ar truck N
could have found a high spot—like they €id 5. <
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they’d have had you cold. Think about it. There might be
a next time.”

She was trembling, “Oh—no.” )
You could see the circuits working bechind the blue‘
eycs, relays and cores sclecting and re;ectmg madly, pat-~
terns forming and reforming swiftly in her brain—the
most complex computer in the world which makes mans

devices look like an abacus.

He programmed an overload and said, “What are the
Yenisei Cullinans?”

Fuses were blowing, “The what? I don’t know.”

“1 imagine they’re diamonds of some kind. Think.”

“*I—I seem to remcmbcr a Cullinan. But—no—it
doesn’t ring a bell—

“Can you look them up, see if there are famous crown
jewels or big stones or special settings with a name like
that?”

“Oh yes. We have a library at the office.” “

She had answered automatically. If he dared fire key
.questions at her now he might get answers—aund he might
" »veadad an intricate portion of the delicate device. The
oillions of relays packed into a delicate gray, misshapen
ball can be instantly stalled by an amateur, The eye-lights
will flash NO—TILT—REJECT. And you’re through
with that one.

Her arms were braced on the bed beside his chest. He
admired the sheen of her golden hair as she shook her
head. She said, “T'll have to tell Phil about this. It may
involve Manson’s.”

“You've changed your mind about telling him of your
adventures?”
“It wouldn’t be fair to the firm . . . not to tell, It may be
part of . . . a robbery plot or somethmg >
The eternal woman, Nick thought. Smokescreens and
subterfuges. “Do me a favor, Amilie. Call Manson’s and
. see if my credit is okay.”

Her head came up. “How dld you know—‘”’
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“First thing a smart compagy would do Will you call?”

“Yes.” She clambered off the bed. Nick stretched and
enjoyed the view. She spoke rapidly in Dutch. He heard,
“ ... Algemene Bank Nederland .. .°

She hung up and tursed to him. “Constent says your
credit is approved. The Bard Galleries have a hundred
thousand doflars on deposit and a Jetter of credit for
more.”

“Did we pick the leading bank?”

“They have twenty-five offices in Amsterdam alone.”

*“So T'm a welcome customer now?”

“Yes.” She picked up her bra and started to dress, her
motions slow and preoccupred. “Phil will be glad to sell
you anything you want, I'm sure.” She wondered why
Phil had sent Oom Myer 2nd two helpers to accost Nick.
And that bullet at the awrport? She shivered Did someone
2t Manson's kaow that she had discovered what Kelley
included in the engravings? She refused to believe Phil
was involved, yet—who else? She had better not tell him
she recognized Nick’s descniption of Oom. Keep that 23 a
secret weapon The police would like to know it. By the
time she gave Nick a long good-by kiss, before completing
her lipstick, she bad regained her poise.

He said, “IN be along in a half hour. We tell Loansma
the truth, eh? Except about where you spent last night?”

“Yes. I think we must.”

“ “Okay, Amlie, You're the best judge of your own sitna-
ion.”

He wondered if she believed that.

f Michel Eduard Oom Myer squirmed under the scom_fu
remarks of Philipne Lasnsma. He bumped one expensive
shoe against the other. 1t helped him to remzin calm—
only in the last few years bad he enjoyed a0 income whic
allowed him to tive as 2 man shovld. He san 2 Qe1os
the back of his neck that alrost wesn't any ¢ M i
came away damp from the heavy folds of {i~ - N
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not to talk to him like this. He could smash the dapper
man into nothing with one blow. No, no—he mustn’t
think like a fool. Phil had the brains and the money. He
winced as Laansma spat words at him like pellets of .
dung, “ ... my force. Three imbeciles. Or two imbeciles”
and a cretin—you—to lead them. What idiocyl You fired
the shot yourself?” Co

“Yes.”

“With the mufiled Browning?”

“YCS-”

“You once told me you could drive nails with it af a
hundred yards. How far were you from her. head—a
bigger target?”

“Two hundred yards.” .

“Liar.” Laansma slow-marched back and forth in his
plush office with precise strides. Not for an instant did he
think of letting Oom know that he was glad he missed that
ill-concejved shot, or that he had changed his first impres~"“‘
sions of Norman Kent. When he had left the breakfast
table to call Oom and order him to check on Kent when
. he reached the Die Port van Cleve, he had been certain

hat Kent was a counterespionage man. -

i Just, as he had been sure that Amlie had discovered, at
Kelley’s studio, how complex and voluminous data and
diagrams could be transmitted in the microdots of engrav- -
ings. He was prou_d of the pipeline, as he thought of it, for
lIt{ was his own invention. His customers included the

ussians, and South Africa, and Spain and three middle-
eastern countries. So simple and so profitable, and it led to
interesting sx@e_hpes, like Groot and his stolen Cullinans.

Groot! Philipine squared his shoulders, He thought he)
could peddle his loot to the highest bidder, Let him
dream_. Groqt was a capable spy but when it came to
ng«{:hmg brains with a man like himself—hah!

- Now—as soon as he figured out what kind i-
‘nal to use, he would rent his pipeline to the ﬁcﬁcﬁgﬁs
and the British and couriers could carry data both ways!
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The CIA would adore it. The British MIs nceded pew
patterns, they had only one Teft that was truly efficient.

Lasnsma did an almost military abomt-face, Firm, fear-
less, but fiexible! Be more than you seem! The old Ger-
man general staff sclected the right maxims. Groot was
Tight about that.

Flexible! Amiie was evidently still of use—just nervous.
Kent was a tough Ametican playbay with moaney to spend
for diamonds. So! A small, significant, instantaneous
change in tactics. And he wouid use Gom's two failures as
weapons. The brute was getting cocky.

He watched Qom rotate bis big hands, rubbing one on
the other, “You necd practice shooting,” Laansma said,
“Some day you may meet someone who shoots back.”

Qom could not meet his eyes “I aimed at the head. It
would have been stupid to wound and 1 coulda’t aim
Jower,”

. “1would have done as well with furelings off the Ham~
“burg docks. What a mess at the hotel! He made fools of
you

“He isn't an ordinary man. He must be from Interpol *

“You found no proof New York says Kent &5 a buyer
for Bard. A high-living young man A hunter and boxet.
You don’t understand Americans, Oom. One off the street
makes you—call yourself a professional—look like a girl

slapping her tennis partner for a goose. Three of you!
Hat®

“He has a gua.™

“A man like Kent might Our police take guns away
from Americans every month You know that. Tell me
again what he said about the Culhinans,”
% “He said, ‘T got "em.’ *

“You moron. I would have told you if he had them,”

“You said we wouldo’t see them ull we got to Gees-
teren so T thought maybe he—"

*“Maybe he had ocutwitted mef

“Well not fike that but—»
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“§ "+ 31® Philipine liked to give such commands. They

4 17 feel like a German officer he had watched come -
(. .¢ "5 billet ncar Reichswald and silence his whale
(. T —troops, civilians and horses—with a word.
¢« 1 ied his knuckles. ‘

1. once more,” Laansma ordered, “Did he cver
cven say diamonds?” He watched Oom closely, wondered
for a moment if the man might be more than he scemed.
He had never let Oom know anything about his special
communications pipeline, He used the hulking fellow as a
messcnger occasionally to contacts within Holland, but
that was all. Oom’s thick brows came together like pray
slugs touching noses.

“No, Just that he left them at the Krasnapolsky.”

“Not in the safe. Not locked up.”

“No. Nothing about how they were kept. Just that they
were with Stahl.”

“Who knows nothing about it. I checked with him. ™
Unobtrusively—a procedure you wouldn’t even under-
. stand.” Laansma sighed with the weighty ponderance of a
> “general forced to make a difficult decision and convincing
. himself that what he did was wise. “All right, Oom. Take

Beppo and Mack to the farm in the big Citroén. Stay
there, I don’t want your faces around the city for awhile.
Go out by the private gatc and don’t stop off anywhere.”

“Yes, sir.” Oom left quickly.

Laansma got up and paced his big office, puffing gently
on the cigar, stepping slowly on the thick carpet. He
fgﬂowgd the rich wood paneling with his eyes. It failed to
give him a feeling of security and success, as it usua
did. He .to‘ok up a.position at the right distance from a
Dufy original, studying the masterful color work. His
spinc was §traight, his chin in and his weight even on his
fcct: He failed to feel lucky—ijust jealous. The games were
getting dangerous. Amlic had discovered too much, yet he
dare not ask her about it. It had been a practical idea to
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tane et climinated, fi—he inced himself—it had
off smoothly.

m:;u it Jooked ;yu if he might ride out the winds after all,
1f she had talked in New York and Norman Kent had
’been seat with her, they would have made their maove by
now. They had all the evidence they needed right in the
artist’s case the had carried on the planed Whew. Tie
patted away perspiration from his forchead with a spotless
Dandkerchicl, replaced i with anather from a drawer,

The intercom announced Amlie. Laaasma said, “In a
moment.” He went into his private suite and studied his
handsome features in the mitror He must pay more atten-
tion to Amlie, He had kept it casual because he did not
believe in strong alliances with those beneath him, He
would warm it yp—and that would be pleasant, because
sha was among the greatest in bed,

He went to the door to greet her. “Amlie! Darling. Ah
" beste it's gond ta have yon alone for a moment.” He

kissed her on the cheek. She Iooked puzzled for a mo-

ment, then sauted~without brightness

“I's mice to be in Amsterdam, Phi. You know how I
fove it.”

*“And you brought a custemer with you. You have an
cyc for business, my sweet. Mr. Kent's references are
eccellent, Sooner or later they will favor us with some
business, 1 am sure. Sit down, Ambie.” He held her chair
for her, it her cigarette. Jesus, she was beautifull He
stepped into fis suite for an instant and checked his
brpwn mustache and white teeth with a quick series of

_ grimaces,
b Ambe said as he stepped back around the door, “Tve
been talking with Mr. Kent. 1 imagine he might davelop
into a good customer.”

“Do you think he just happened to have the seat next fo
you on the plage?™

“Ihink s0.” Amlicbad pondered this. “If he wanted to
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contact Manson’s that was a complicated way to do it. Ii
he wanted to sit next to me—I'm flattered.” ¢

“He’s a powerful man. Physically, I mean.”

“] noticed. We went sightseeing yesterday afternoon
and he told me that three men had tried to hold him up ir
his room. Someone shot at him or me at Schiphol. Aad
Jast evening two men tried to abduct me.”

Laansma’s eyebrows jumped when she mentioned the
last attempt at abducting her. He had been prepared to act
astonished—now he didn’t have to act, he was. “Amlie!
Who? Why?”

“The men. who attacked him at his hotel asked about
me. And about something called the Yenisei Cullinans,
Do yvou recognize them?”

She watched him closely. Phil was a magnificent actor—
and how she had once trusted him! His polish and suawv
generosity used to fool her completely, Revelation hac
come to her with a jolt when she had unexpectedly visite
Kelley’s Color Engraving studios in New York. She hau

'«\discovcred their connection with Manson’s and the unusu-
-, engravings that were inserted in her carrying case.
erhaps Phil didn’t know about it but thinking back,
re-evaluating some things he had said and done, she be-
- ‘lieved he was part of the scheme. She hated him for it
Her nerves had twitched horribly until she had handed the
case over to him,

Laansma smiled warmly—friendly reassurance in his
expression. “The Yeniseis are diamonds. Allegedly for

sale, but you know how stories float around in this busi-

ness. More important—how do you know someone shot at
you at Schiphol?”

“Norman said he heard a bullet.”

“You call him Norman? That’s nice. He is—"
. “We agreed on first names when we met at the
Krasnapolsky. Remember? And he is a charming man.”

She knew a dart.like that pricked Laansma and she
couldn’t resist placing it, like a female picador. She sud-
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denly realized how scif-centered he was. He hated compli-
ments about other men, except when he made them him-
sclf as business flattery. Laansma smoothed a corner of his
mustache with a little finger. *You were with him, Did
“$ou heat anything?”

“I'm not sure. I thought it was a plane.”

“] see. And the men at his hotel or on the road. Any
idea who they might have been? Perhaps robbers or rap-
ists? Amsterdam isn’t what it used to be, We have them—"

“No The first three asked for me by name,”

“The ones on the road did not?”

“No. They just said ‘the girl comes with us.”

“Amlie, T think we may all be facing a problem. When
you go back to the States next Tuesday I had planned to
have you carry an especially valuable shipment, One of
the biggest we've ever moved. Ever since I assembled
them there have been suspicious things bappening. These

¥ may be part of the plot, although how it all connects I
don't sec.” He hoped she believed him. Anyway, 1t should
confuse her and Kent.

Amlie was shaken. There had been 2 number of thefts
and robberics in the past year—more than usual. The
loyalty she had developed for Manson's increased her
gullibility, “Oh! But how? We had nothung with us when T
left the plane except—"" She bit 1t off. She had been about
to say those engravings.

“Who can tell how the criminal mind works? Perhaps
to offer you a tremendous bribe Perhaps to drug you or
hypoctize you so you weuld cooperate later on, Heaven
only knows the evil things that arc available.”

L4 “What will we da?”

“Did you or Kent report the shot or the men on the
road to the police?”

She was not so shaken that she overlooked his failure to
ask about the affair at the hotel Iid he know Norman
teported that? Suspicion steadied her. She could swallow
again. “No, There didn’t secm to be much paint to il._”"
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“Probably you should have. But it’s a bit late to do it
now. Norman will be here shortly—if he keeps our ap-
pointment. Let’s see what he says . . J )

“Norman” showed up on time, They shared a-bountiful .
Dutch second breakfast in Laansma’s office and discussed:.
events. Nick learned nothing new-—and Laansma re-

-mained on his prime suspect list. Laansma said be was
giving Amlie a guard for the balance of ber stay and Nick
suggested politely, “You can withdraw him when Amlie is
showing me the sights. I'll be responsible for her.”” =

“From what I hear,” Laansma observed, hiding his jeal-
ousy even from himself, “you are an excellent bodyguard.”

Nick shrugged and chuckled. “You know these primi- -
tive Americans. Always ready for violence.” ’

Amlie left them on that note, agreeing to meet Nick at
six. Under Laansma’s guidance Nick viewed more mag-
nificent diamonds than he had known existed. They vis-
ited cutters and other houses, and Laansma was frank in®

. pointing out good values and interesting selections, Nick
. " noticed that there was very little difference in pricing.
5. Vhen they returned to Manson’s after a hearty late Junch
i ;L_the Waroeng-Dijawa—rijsttafel with twenty-four items—
. Nick said, “Thank you for your time, Phil. I've learned a
Iot. Let’s do business.” ;

Laansma blinked. “Youw’ve made a decision?”

“Yes. A decision to learn what firms my company can
trust. So let’s select a lot. Say thirty thousand dollars
worth‘ of thase stones you showed me. We'll find out damn
soon if you're déing us right or wrong, If it’s right you've
got a long-term customer. If wrong you and I are still
friends—but we won't do any business.” }

_ Laansma laughed. “It’s the old Venetian. You're mak-.
ing me balance my greed agaisist my business judgment.”

- Yep. It works with substantial firms. You don’t use it
in the street.” :

“All right, Norman, I’ll select the stones in the morning
aud you can go over them with your glass and I'l explain
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them so you' be able to inform your people. 1 too lote

to do it today—"

“Qf course, And Phil-please bave a batch of small
 white covelopes that 1 can srite on. I'm geing fo put
' “dawn your remarks sbout each stone or group of stones.”

" “Cenainly, You may not talk the language but you
know business, We'll got along, Norman, What will you
do now? See more of Evrope? Go home?”

“I'2 be leaving soon.”

“You're not in any hurry?”

“Not especially—"

“Then I'd like to suggest two things Come out 1o my
country place over the weekend, We have a lot of fun.
- Tennis, borses, golf. And balooning, One-man jobs. Ever

fry i7"

“No»

“Yau'll get a kick out of it.” He put his arm on Nick’s
".sshoulder, “I read you, Norman. You like new adventures,

And occasionally—new beantiful women. Blondes in~

cluded. Right?”

“Right.”

“Then here's my second suggestion, 1¢'s really a request

for a favar. 'm going to send Amlie to the States carying

a big selection of diamonds. Really big. I thunk someone is

planning to stead them, Your adventures recently may be

part of the picture, 1 want you to travel with Amlie and
belp guard them——and her—unless it won't fit in with
your plans at afi

"Il make it it Nick fenhed “Fntricna favaiocses oy

} should have bee . o '

>5as 3 great fam o . . .-
Rick Cag:r's adve " ! e

“Yes indeed They're tremendousl, Iar here,
“",‘.;“ such things happen more otzcnymp;op: Am,,;:;n?,f

lasbe in quantty, But I read somswhers that the

mast complex eriny H )
LR oot P
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“Really?” Laansma was fascinated. “But think of.
Murph the Surf. Your police on every subway train. The
way they rob armored cars in New England—it seems like
every month.” -

“We can’t match England, where they clean out 3.
whole train.”

“I see what you mean. Our criminals are ingenious—"

“Sure. The States gets the action, but the Old World has
the brains.”Anyway, I'll be glad to schedule my.return to
match Amlie’s trip. As you say—I like diamonds asd 1
love blondes.” )

After Nick had gone Laansma smoked thounghtfully,
leaning back in his big leather chair, studying the Lautrec
sketch on the far wall—an original. Norman Kent was an
interesting type. He looked deeper than he was. No police
agent would discuss crime the way he had or admit his
interest in it or mention secret service, Nor would any
agency Laansma had ever heard of turn loose an agent’
;Wwith a hundred thousand dollass to spend and a letter of
o for more. Kent would develop into a good custom-
.7 A there might be a way to use him for other mat-

.. He was glad Oom and his aides had failed. He

nought of Amlie, She had probably spent the night with

Kex_:t. The idea aroused him. He had regarded her as a
delightful playmate to be enjoyed cautiously, The image
of'that gorgeous body in another’s arms excited his mem-
ories.

He went up to the fourth floor and found her in her
office near the design department. When he hinted at
dinoer she said she had a date with Norman Kent. He hid
his disappointment. Returning to his office he found Nich!
olas G. Groot waiting to see him. They went into
Laansma’s private chambers.

.Groot was a small dark man with the odd ability to
disappear amid three people. He was as inconspicuous as
a theater usher or the co-pilot on your flight. After the
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preetings Laansma asked, “Have you decided on a price
for the Cullinans?”

“Have you decrded what you will pay?”

They spent thirty minutes arguing to a no-decision.

Nick walked slowly into his hotel. There were many
things he wanted to do Nose about among Herb Whit-
Jock’s acquamtances and haunts, trace the Yenisei Cul-
hnans in case Amlic brought no information; discover
what Manson’s did with the Kelley engravings, But any
wrong move might destroy tus cover and role which were
working wefl. It was frustrating—wafling watchfully for
them to come to you, Or come at you.

At the desk he was handed a large, pink scaled enve-
lope, marked—Mr, Norman Kent, Hand Deliver. Valu-
able,

Ie stepped into the exotic fobby and opened it. The
typed message read; J have the YCs at an attractive price,
1 will contact you soon lean Batiste Van Rijn.

Nick smiled. He entered the elevator carrying the pink
envelope hike a flag, They caught him at the door of I,
room, two well-dressed men who scemed to fill the deseri-
cd corridor.

‘The OId World has a lot to leamn, Nick thought as he
fumbled at the lock, “Damn,” he said.

They were coming to him No doubt about it. Their
paths at him were as true as two planes homing on an
omni-range stauon When they were six feet away he
dropped the key and drew Withelmina 1a a fraction of a
second. The pructiced sweep of hus right hand, as fast and
unexpected as the flick of a lizard's tongue, hardly disar-
“ranged his jacket or topeoat,

“Hold it nght there,” he snapped. He tossed the pink
cnvelope from his left hand at their feet, “You are follow-
ing that? Okay, you'sc found me.”
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what Marson's did with the Kelley engravings, But any
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At the desk he was handed a farge, pink scaled cnve-
lope, matked—3r, Norman Kent, Hand Deliver, Valu-
able,

He stepped into the exotic Jobby and opened it, The

o typed message read: [ have the Y Or at an attractive price.
I wafl contact yon soon. Jean Batiste Van Rijn.

Nick smifed, He entered the elevator carrying the g k
emelope bie o flog They caught hum at the doar o B
1oom, two well-dressed men who scemed to fill the deseri-
ed corridor,
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They were coming to hun No doubt abour it There
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Chapter 3

The two men froze like characters on a screen when the

~ film is stopped. Their eyes widened at the deadly g greeting

2

"of Wilhelmina’s longish snout. Their hands were in sight.
One carried black gloves, Nick said, “Don’t move until I
tell you to. Do you understand my English all right?”

After a pause to swallow the man with the gloves

" swered, “Ja—yes. You are making—

" “Shut up. Follow me.” Nick swept up his key, unlocked

e door with one quick twist and backed into the room,

keeping both men in sight. “Come on.”

They trailed after him, He kicked the door shut.

The one with the gloves said, “You don’t understand.
We have a message for you. If you'll come—

“I got it. You put it in a pink envelope to mark me. We
_used that track in-the U.S. a century ago. But you didn’t

*"come up in the elevator with me. How did you catch up?”

The two looked at each other. Gloves said, “Transmit-

ter. We were waiting in another corridor on this floor. A

friend in the lobby sent us word when you picked up the’
envelope.”

this?”

“Up to a few hundred yards You walk back and forth
until you find a spot where the receiver functions.”

- 50

L

“Very efficient. Your mtercoms work in a bulldmg hke
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“We have the same problems. Sit down. Don’t toke
your hands out of sight.”

“We don't want to sit. Mr. Van Rija sent us to fetch
s , . .

Ui g, L

“Well, Mr, Van Rijn was—definite

“Why didn’t he ask me to call on him, or come to see
me himsel{?”

“We don't know.”

“How far anay is he?”

“Fifteen minutes.”

“In his office or home?”

“In a car.”

Nick nodded thoughtfully He had wanted contacts,
action. Wish and receive, He said, “Botk of you. Lean on
that wall, There” They startzd 10 prowst. Wihelmina

» urged as Nick’s exprescon charged from pleasant to un-
smmbingly impassive. They put thesr hands on the wall.

One carried a Colt 32 aummauc, the other was
unarmed, He searched them horoughly, nght down to
their shins for garter hakters, Hz stepped back, snicked
the magarine out of the Colt 2z thumbed the cartridges
off its top in a cascade to e floor Pmmng Wilhelmina
under one amm be pulied back the shde, The chamber wes
empty. “This is 21 ;mzrslag weapon, Not very popular
any ;z}orc. Can you get shells fox o hase?”

s

“Whers did you bay 12 .

_ “In Besttlebora, Vermort { wias over on a visit T £
At—comfortable,” e
F  Nick saapped the magazine back into the butf. B0
Wiltelmiga {rom vader s arm back deto et &

held out the Colt, “Here » cend Y
They turued from the wall, Jooking SWF™"G"

wamen, gases beld out fus hand for.

i %o Bim. “Putat away,” Nick sa)

z




NICE CARTER:

jn. 1 don't have mouch time- And pleas
fast TaoveS: T

ing ™l

v
They
into 2 street where a
near the middte of the block with one man in it.
1im?” Nick asked. ‘
‘GY es "S
the car. 1 will t im.”
i o call it smell, 2 tighten-
they didn’t like it. Be
’t tell him what happened at the

alked swiftly
until he was

1o the Jagual,
- shielded by the gray cat. -
%%, The man in the car Jooked like 2 nav

liday. He wore 2 blue doublc-br.easted jacket
puttons and 2 blue yachting cap. Nick said,
Rijn—may 1 get in?”
«please d0.” Nick shook 2 firm hand. wgxcuse MY
M. Kent, put thisis @ delicate

method of sending for you,

matter.”
«1 enjoyed it,” Nick answere
jooked puzzied.

al officer on
with brass
wpfr, Van

4 with a grin.
van Rijn “Ah-——wen.’of course YO
koow what 1 want {0 k to you about. You ar® here t
‘buy the Yenisel them. You know the
worth, I presume. ake an offer?”
«y certainly would, _ “But you S€&
we don’t know { ¢ value. What is your idea of
© figure?” .
«gix million.” .
«Can I see them?”

e etatly !

”
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‘They sat regarding cach other pleasantly. Nick won-
dered if he'd take them out of his pocket or the glove:
compartment or from under the scat. At last Nick said,
“Do you have them with you?”
© “The Cullinans! My heavens no, Half the police in
Europe arc Jooking for them.” He laughed. “And nose of
them letting the others know they arel And—" He Jow-
cred his voice, “~-seversl highly skilled cniminal groups
are after them.”

“Really! 1 thought-—it would all be very—secret,”

“Oh no. The news 1s all over East Europe 50 you can
imagine the leaks The Russians are livid 1 actually think
they'd pop a bomb on Amsterdam—a smail one I sup-
posc-—~if they could be sure. It's almost the theft of the
eentary, you know.”

“As you know, Mr. Van Rijn—"

“Call me Jean—"

“Okay, Jean, call me Norman I'm no diamond expert.
Tor instance, and forgive this stupid question, how many
carats?™

The older man’s handsome face expressed astonish-
ment, “Nomman-~you really don't know the diamond
business, Is that why you had Phd Lasnsma with you
when you were visting around”™

“Of caurse.”

“I see. You must be~—a little careful of Phul.”

“Thank you.”

“The Cullimans have not been ot The buyer may want
to make many decimons ebout 1hot, But 1 assure yeu that

what you heard s correct Thev are as beactifel 2od
ividently as flawless as the engmaal”

“Really1”

“Yes. God in his wisdom ooty knows why simifer €723
were found so far apart Tha: 13 a delightfied o= &
perhaps no puzzle 2t au f w2y are no related™

“That’s true.” ) . -

Van Rua shock bis beed, posderiss

5
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“Amazing. Nature. Geology. Who can tell?”

“It’s a mystery.”

Nick thought: If you only knew What a mystery it is—to
me. We could do half this talking in Mondolingue for all I .
really understand. “I bought a few stones froin Phil. A"
wholesale experiment.”

“Oh? Will you need them if you get the Cullmans"”

“Qur business is expanding rapidly.” :

“I see. That’s good How did you kanow what to pay?”

“Y let him set prices. We’ll know in two weeks whether
we do more business with Manson’s—or never again.”

“Clever., Norman, my reputation, I believe, is even
more substantial than Laansma’s. As you can check for
yourself. Why ‘not let me set a price on the Cullinans?
With an agreement to renegotiate.”

“There’s a big difference between a little test order and
six million dollars.”

| “You said yourself you’re not a diamond man. Even 1f
¥ rou inspect them, what will you really learn?”

~ “Tll know a little more than I do now about them.”
ick took his jeweler’s glass out of his pocket, hoping he
didn’t hold it too clumsily. “Can I have a look?”

Van Rijn chuckled. “You Americans. I wonder if you
arc a diamond expert—fooling us all. It could be.” He
teached into a pocket of his magnificent blue jacket. Nick
stifiened. Van Rijn gave him a Wulff Bagatello cigar from
a small case and Iit one himself. “Very well, Norman, you

" shall see them. How about Friday evenmt"? At my place
in the count-r ™ near Volkel above Helmond. Tl send
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is the address and there’s a bittle map on the back. Shall ¥
have my men drive you back to town?”

“No thanks. Pl et a trolley at the end of the street. ¥
enjoy riding them—and your men seemed bored with my

vz company.” Nick shook hands and got out, He smiled and
waved good-by to Van Rija who nodded pleasantly as he
drove off. Nick smiled and waved at (he men in the
Mercedes as it followed. They cut lum coldly, like old-
school British gentry passmg a farmer who had closed his
fields to the huat,

When Nick entered the Die Port van Cleve he sniffed
the aroma from the steak dishes in the big restaurant,
glanced at hus watch. He should pick up Amiie in fory
minutes, He was hungry. The big appetites were catehing:,
He hurried under the neat siga—Since 1870—We Sefl
Beefsteaks.

A voice behiod lim stopped tum near the elevator.

- “Mr, Kent—" He turned swiftly, recognzed the police
detective who had talen down the statement after three
men had invaded his room

“Yes?”

Nick had Iked the sharp-cyed, businesslike CD man
when he had met hun—be hoped Jus opunion wasn't going
to change. The mans pleasant, open, soft-featured
t‘Dulch" face was impossible to read—and there was often
iron under those bland features “Mr Keat, can you spare
@ moment for a glass of beer with me?”

“All nght, Just one, thank you, 1 have a date.” They'
went into the ancient, nose-teasing bar, with its xich smells
of fine food and heavy brews. The CD man ordesed

. schooners,

“When o policeman buys the drinks he wanis 5907
thing” Nuck s2id wath a g}’m to sgﬂ'g‘s w5
can e}l you?” ' \15 i
mg);h sc,(‘[b?d‘ asmic (o match bis ¢ % it

) -l tmagine, Mr, Kent, yau wil'
You want me to know,”




56 NICK CARTER: KILLMASTER

Nick let his smile go. “Oh?” "

“Don’t be angry. We have so many problems in a city
fike this. It bas been a crossroads of the world for cens
turies. We always wonder if events fit into part of a larger -
pattern, I think in America you may be—rougher but ™
simpler. You still have the oceans that shut out a lot of the
world, Here we always wonder about every little possibil-

‘ .,)

tyNick tasted the beer. Excellent. “I suppose you're

right.” .
g“Ccmsider your—robbery attempt. It would have been

much simpler to burglarize your room. Or wait until you

were on a lonely street if they wanted something you

C'}?Tf_'y:” o :

“I'm glad to see you chaps are careful to distinguish
between robbery and burglary.” Nick put out the tiny
lcad—deliberately. ) .,

“Not everyone knows the difference, Mr. Kent. Except™
lawyers—and policemen. Are you a lawyer?”

“Pm not a Jawyer.”

“Ahh.” It was a noncommittal sound of interest. “Of
course, you are a diamond buyer,” He took out a small
picture and showed it to Nick, “I wonder if this might be
one of the men who attacked you?”

It was a file-shot of no-neck, with flat lighting which
made him look like a professional wrestler seen full-face

- on a bad TV screen. Nick said, “Now that might be him.
_ T can’t be sure. Everything happened so fast.” .

The CD man put the picture away. “Would you like t
tell me—off the record as the reporters say—if he was one
of them?” A Y

Nick ordered more beer and glanced at his watch. He
would have to call Amlie, but this was too jmportant to’
hurry. *You're spending a lot of time on a simple hotel
job. You must have a big staff.” .

“We are just as busy as they arc everywhere. But as 1
said—sometimes things fit into a larger pattern. You keep
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trying and sometimes the bit of the puzzle goes into place.
1 you will answer my question, T'll tell you hing you
ought to know.”
. “Off the record?”

< “Off the record ™

Nick studied the man once more, Followed his intui-
tion. “He was onc.”

*f thought so. He works for Philipine Laansma. The
three of them have returned to his country home, Somee
what the worse for wear.”

“You've got an inside man out there?”

“] cannot answer that, even off the record.”

“I understand.”

“Do you want ta charge them?”

“Not now. What are the Yemsei Cuthinons?”

“Ahh. Mony people in the trade can tell you that
although the papers haven't got 1t yet or don’t beheve it

~Some months ago in the gold washings at the Yemsed
River—that's in Soviet Sibera—three magnificent dia-
monds were found It was the most astonshing find ever
made. Allegedly they weigh nearly one-and-a-half Enghsh
paunds each, Estmated 3,100 carats Do you realize the
value?”

“Approximately. Depending on quality.”

“They are supposed to be as good os the find after
which they are named, the Cullinan Diamond found m
1905 in the Transvaal, It was ent here in 1908. Two of
the first four big stones may still be the largest, most
flawless brilliants in ewustence. The Russians reportediy
aliowed a former Dutch diamond expert to evaluate them.
Jheir sceurity was lax Both he and the diamonds disap-
peared. ‘They are supposed to be 1n Amsterdam.”

Nick made a short, soundless whustle. “That would be
the theft of the century, Do you have a Jead on the man?”

“That is the d:fficulty, During the Second World War 2
number of Dutchmen, 1 am sorry to say, tog™ ertive
positions with the Huler gang. For: B
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some for ideological reasoms, Naturally the records on
them were destroyed or confused. And trying to trace
those who went to the Soviet Union or perhaps were
captured and stayed there has been almost impossible. We.
have over twenty suspects but we have pictures and de-"-
scriptions on less than half of them.” :

“Laansma one of them?” :

“Oh no. He is too young. Mr. Laansma is a business-
man. His operations have been getting complex in recent
years.”

“Complex enough to make a grab for the Cullinans? Or
be a receiver.for them?” -

The CD man carefully avoided the trap. “Since the
ownership of the stones may be clouded, there are many
firms who might take a chance at such a prize.”

“What about international complications? What will a
find like this do to diamond values?” |

“We are cooperating with the Russians, of course. Buf”
once the stones are cut identification may be hopeless.
They may be cut too quickly and wastefully, but there
- will still be several fortunes in gems. In themselves the

stones are not a big danger to values, and as far as we
know, the Yenisei area is not a new field. If it is there’ll be
chaos in the markets, at least for awhile.”

“I see that I must buy very carefully.”

“Mr. Kent—not to contradict . you—I don’t think you
are a real diamond buyer. Would you like to tell me who
you really are? If my suspicions are correct, we could be
of help to each other.”

“I hope to help you all T can, and T want your help.
But my name is Norman Kent and I'm a diamond buydr
for the Bard Galleries in New York. You can call Bill
Rohde, the owner and .manager of Bard, and check for
yourself. I’ll pay for the call.”

The CD man sighed. Nick regretted his inability to
cooperate, but tactically it would never do to relax his
AXE cover. The CD man might know more about Whit-
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Jock’s death than had appeared in the records. Nick
wanted 1o ask him about Jean Batiste Van Rijn, and if
Oom Myer and his boys were up to sniping, but be could
.noL He finished his beer. “I've got to run, I'm late for a
Jate now.”
“Can you postpone it for a bttle while Jongex?™
“Y don't want to.”
“Pleasc—-here is a man you must meet.”
Nick bardeped his jaw. For the first time since be hod
met him the CD man showed a hittie muscle. There was a
stroag accent oa the miust.
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Nick called Amlic and told her he would be late. * ...
I'm sorry. Lots of people want to meet Norman Kent.”

“Norman—" The concern in her tone was genuine, “Be
careful.”

*Nothing to fear in law-abiding Amsterdam, my dear.”

The CD man left them bestde a chauffeur-driven
Bentley. De Troija was silent as they drose swiftly out
Linnacus Straat and ten minotes later stopped before the
door of a giant warchouse. Nick saw the sign Shelf as the
big metal door rose, then lowered behind the car,

The intetior of the wetl-highted buitding was so barren
they made a loop and stopped beside an even larger,
shinier fimousine parhed near the center. Nick saw stacks
of cartons, ncatly parked fork-lits—and at the far end
another, smaller car with a man standing beside it. He
hield a nife or submachine gun—Ntek could not tefl which
at the distance—trying to keep it unobtrusively behind his
body, In an opening between cartons piled on a loading
dock Nick saw another man Another was stationed near
the door. They Jooked watchful.

Nick eased Withelmina with a twist of tus left arm. He
was fetting too trustful De Troya sad, “If you will get
into the back of the other car, you will meet the person 1
mantioned.”

Nich sat still for a moment, He saw the empty flag
mounts on the gleaming black fenders of the other imou-
s'ne He said softly, “Tell me—docs the person in that car
have the right to put flags 1n those halders?

“yes ™

“Mr. De Trovja—when 1 got out of s car Tm a
badpless target for a few moments. Would you be so kind
as to ot oul first and rake me across.”

“Certainly.”

Nick’s back itched. He kept very clone to de Troifa as
the other opensd the hmousine's door and murmured,
“Mt Norman Keat.”

Nick ot out of the open and into the car s and
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than one person that if I were interested the Cullinans
might be available,”

He heard something like a short, dignified snarl, “Be-
warte of such offers. I am the only one who can s¢ll you

»“the Cullinans. The others are tricking you. What the
English call confidence games.”

“Perhaps Idon’t even want them.”

“Mr. Kent—we are a small community here. The pur-
pose of your visit 1s quite clear, T am trying to help you.”

“And make a sale?”

“Of course. We saw that you might be defrauded, T
deeided to caution you. In a day or two Mr. de Troija will
make an appointment with you to view the diamonds.™

“Can’t I see them now?” Nick asked the question with
bland interest, coupled with an innocent smile.

“1 think you know you canpot. Mr de Treva wil) call
you, Meanwhile—don’t spend any money foolishly.”

# ,*“Thaok you *

The discussion was cvidently at an end Nk said,
““Well—thank you for warmung me. I'm sort of new to the
diamond business.”

“We know. It is often wise to send a clover man who is
not an expert than an expert who 15 not clever. Good-by
for pow, Mr. Kent "

Nick climbed out of the limousine and returned to his
scat beside de Trofja. The car with the woman rolled
silently to the metal door which arose in greeung—and
vanished into the spring dusk There was a cover over the
l(censc pla!e The door stayed up but de Trolja’s dnver

3P Jate

L o * They were giving the

oL e . 4o

“yes”
“How shall we identify ber when you calt me?”_
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“Use any name or code you wish.”

“Madam J?”

“Very well.” .

Nick wondered where de Troija reccived all those . -
wounds. He was the type who might have been anything™
from a fighter pilot to an infantry officer. The man had a -
certain simple determination about him; you concluded
that he would “do his duty” as he saw it under any
circumstances. Like the British officers General Patton
admired: “If it’s duty they’ll charge hell with a riding
crop.”

Fifteen minutes later the Mercedes stopped at the Die
Port van Cleve. De Troija said, “I’ll telephone you. Thank
you for coming, Mr. Kent.”

Nick saw the man approach him in the lobby and
turned slightly, alert and balanced. A hundred men can
pass you and you don’t change course, but if your senses
are honed to a sensitive edge, your eyes extra keen m:i
_ Tarely relaxed, a man coming fo you registers. Some of us,
*Hawk once said, have built-in radar, like the bat. -

_The man was ordinary. He was oldish, well but not
nicely dressed, on the small side, with a gray mustache
.and an uneven gait that hinted at arthritic or other trouble
in his joints, He was uninteresting—because he wanted to

Zc.t I;lIc wore shell-rimmed glasses with the lenses slightly

nted.

The glasses prevented Nick from identifying him for a
moment. Then he said, “Good evening, Mr. Kent. Shall
we tz}ke that stroll? It’s lovely along the moat.”

Nick grinned. David Hawk! “T'd enjoy that,” he an-
swered. A

He meant it, It would be a relief to discuss the puu]ing;
events of the last two days, and although he sometimes
pretended otherwise, he always enjoyed Hawk’s company.
The older man was ruthless when his responsibilitics re-
quired jt, but when you saw beneath that surface therc
Was a gentle compassion-—an odd sympathy for the follics
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was the bullet at Schiphol. Probably by Laansma’s men
and meant for Amhie because 1t 15 suspected that she has
di she is a tr ion courier 1 an espionage
operation and you were perhaps a CIA ageat or FBL
boy.”

“And they've changed their minds about ehminating
hee?”

“Yes. Faulty judgment, The curse of the thieving class.
We know that data is being dropped at Kelley's Color
Engraving Studios ia New Yock A busuness awned by
‘Manson’s, It shows up aver here. They thought she dis-
covered something at Kelley's. The attempt on her failed.
Then she delivered the latest batch of engravings in good
shape. She acts normally You tum out to be a diamond
buyer who checks out okay and has a lot of lovely U.S.
dollars, Everyone jumps to the conclusion that you don't
fit the role of an ordinary diamond buyer Of course not,

~because you're after the Cullinans, You may be legiti-
mate, you may be a Mafia spreader, but there's no need to
fear you. Faulty judgment again >

Nick recalled Amlie’s nervousness on the plane, “I'm
overtired,” had been a thin excuse And Hawk had put
the pieces of data tentatively together without even know-
ing that!

Nick said, “She was nervous as a cat on the plane. Kept
that art case with her as if it were chawned to her wrist.
Both Laansma and she seemed relieved when she passed
it over to him personally, Perhaps they were, although for
different reasons.”

“How interestng, We cannot be sure, and we must

_, assume Laansma does not know, whether she has discov-
»vered what Manson's is up to or not. I'll feave that aspect
to you.”

They sauntered on. Street lights came on. It was an
Amsterdam spring evening—not cool, not warm; the air
moist with fragtance, pleasant rather than humid. Careful-
ty Hawk recapped several poiats, probing Nick's or* ™
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The key question is, who really has them?. Doys 1t}conncc1
with our cspionage leaks and Whitlock’s death?” ™

“It may. Perhaps not. Let's say Manson’s’ 'bccamc dr
intclligence transmission line because of the’ continucus
flow of couriers between diamond centers.: The, Cullmam
came to Amsterdam beause there are diamonds and be-
causec Manson’s transmission belt is here, The, thief know:
that much.” Hawk pointcd at a ¢luster of floodlit flowers
as if they were discussing them. Nick thought he- handlec
his cane like an épée. “They may muddy the . water
enough to help us with such a counterespionage prob]em
According to his reports Herb Whitlock knew Laans
ma quite well but he never met, Van Rijn and hc };nevs
nothing about the Cullinans.”

“There’s a bare possibility Herb hcard ‘about thcm 'tm1
didn’t conncet it up. He would have—if he lived.” Haw}k
put his cane on the walk with a short stabbing motion
“We'll find out. Your CD man may have held back ¢
piece of data which we have. His Dutch turncoat callcz
himself a German in the Soviet Union. Name of Han
Geiser. Short, small build, about fifty-five years old. Ligh

lond hair and he wore a bcard in Siberia, Gray-blond.”” B

“Perhaps the Russians didn’t pass on the descnptxon tc
the Dutch.

- “Very possible. Even the gigantic theft isn’t Worth re
vcahng what Geiser has been up to since 1945, in their

opinion, or the CD man is withholding it from you, Whld
would be logical,”

. “I'll watch for Geiser.” .

"“Look for a small dark beardiess man. It would be k:
predlctable switch for a methodical type. That’s about al
we know about Geiser. Diamond ~expert, Long-rangt
planner. No loyalties except to himself.”

‘Nick thought for an instant. “None of the men I’vt
bumped into so far—or those that have tncd to bum}
me—fit him.”

. “A poor pun, Nicholas. I think the only. lcthal attemp
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overtired,” had been a thin excuse, And Hawk had put
the pieces of data tentatively together wathout even know-
ing that!
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Both Laansma and she secmed relieved when she passed
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with subtle questions, At last the older man did-an about-
{ace on Prins Hendrick Kade and Nick knew that official
business was completed. Hawk said, “Let us have' onc
quick glass of good beer, Nicholas. To your success.”

They entered a bar, all ancient architecture and finc old
woods, which looked as if it might be the onc in whick
Henry Hudson had his last glass before sctting sail in de
Halve Maen to discover an Indian island called Manhatta
Over amber schooners with creamy, full-bodicd heads or
the brew Nick said as much, ; .

“Yes,” Hawk agreed somewhat sadly. “They called
them explorers, But never forget that most of them wer
on the make. Two words will answer most of your gues
tions about them. And about men like Laansma and Var
Rijn and women like that onc behind the veil. Wher
you've got a tough puzzle, put it to the test.” .

Nick drank beer and waited. Hawk could be infuriating
at times. Hawk sniffed the aroma of his big glass. “Hmm.

- That’s beer. Not soda water with alcobol and .beer flavor
- “ag added.” '

“What are the two words?” Nick asked.

Hawk slowly drank the last of his beer, put down the
schooner with a sigh and picked up his cane..“Whe
gains?” he murmured,

As Nick relaxed in the Vauxhall—Amlic drove well,
there were few women drivers with whom he did not sil
up straight and worry—he apologized again, “Business,
darling. Damn nuisance. To make up for it—how abou
D'VijfI Viieghen for dinner?”? ‘

“I_‘hc Five Flics?" She chuckled. “You rc:;d Holiday
But it’s for tourists.” , *

*“You pick another place, Surprise me.”

“All right.” i

He was glad hc.askcd. They dined at the *t Swarte
S(;hacp, by candlc}lght beside o stained glass casement
window, on the third floor of a picturesque Scventecnth



AMSTERDAM 69

Century building. The stairway bannisters were oiled
rope, copper pans adomed the burnished wood walls. You
expected Rembrandt to saunter in with a long pipe and
floppy hat, one hand patting his girl’s buxom bottom. The
drinks were perfect, the food magnificent, the atmosphere
2 reminder that time is valuable and effortless

Over coffee and brandy Nick said, “Thanks for bringing
me here. This background reminds you that maybe birth
and death are important but all between is 2 game.”

“It does seem timeless.” She put her fingertips on his,
across the table. “It’s mice to be with you Norman. I
feel—secure, even after the things that have happened.
All my hfe T've been really on my own My famdy was
correct and affectionate in their way but I never actually
felt close to them. Perhaps that’s why I've developed such
; hr:l'nrm feelng for The Netherlands And-—Manson's and

™ She stopped short and Nick thought she might ery.
‘Women! Wonderful when you had them moving in one
direction, but when you hit crossroads and forks—look
out! They navigated by guess He frowned. You had to
2dmit that some of the guesses were good

_ He stroked her polished nails. “Did you check on the
Cullinans?”

“Yes.” She told him about the Transvazl Cullinan.
“Phil said there are diamonds called the Yenisei Cuk
linans. Probably for sale.”

“That’s risht. You may hear more about them. The
stary is they were stolen from the Soviet Union and are in
Amsterdam.”

. $"And they are what you are really after”” .

Nick sighed. It was her way of explaining the mysteries
that bothered ker about “Norman Kent” “No, dear. I
don’t think I'm interested in stolen goods. But Tl take 2
Took if they’re offered.”

The pretty blue eyes were pinched with a blend of £
and uncertainty; the narrowing for caleulation which i

t
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eppecit of the widoning for unworricd thinking, "You
pundd n'.c. ;\’r)r jan. One minute I'm convinead you're 2
s wirt or smarter as the case may be, Then
der if mu'rc 1 INSUrance con‘p’m\: investigater. Or
Ie.!. “.o‘. Are vou? Darding—tell me the truth.”
forost and true, sweet, Nol” \"c was a weak cross-
siter should hoave asked if he was with any soere
r:‘:r‘.i?;.\inn. They always mads Wim swent a listle when

was ferved to lig, cithough he was good ot it, and hated

“Did they fied out any more about the men who at-
tacked you in s eur hotel?”

“Na" )

She thourlt of Oam Mver, a {rightening man. Why
vould Phil have anyvthing 1o do with u creature like that?
The thread of fear tightenzd along her spine. The pirport

aliet—mCom?—Tor her? Could it have b».Lﬂ ordered by

t

PRI? Oh no! Not Phil, Not Manson's. But there were (9
(."‘_;‘T;a\mv. from Kellev'sy if she had not discovered them
. the would fece Phit with her questions, but now the little
warid f?u fad wtacked hcrcﬂ( 0 was quaking and she
dide't Lnow where to turn. “f never thought of Amster-
damozovieleat, Noman, TH be glad to get beck to New
'zu.r... even iF there I'm afraid to walk the street near my
spertmen *vt nizhtc Welve had three muggings within two

T

}w}n:f- =Y
H fele

\gr“-f' vrn ool s

A

wos sarry for her, A li(U"
r for women to create tha

e, urd \ . if. Civ. ng o i, She was nc:zstm’*
Ber anzhors ot him, B 0 osea cremture groping fnr a com
Buven b worauatt e, When she acked ore you troe?e—chie

a { nhip was nat j rred from
i peveint vonre, Beovanld cveatadly erente the power 1o
fore bor mvmsne e way hr wiched, Te vwould hove that
paner wlen wme of Rer enchore were tmenferred fron
Lromvmehianmern’s B Rmeelll He would !!! et nlle-
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glance and then ask, “Darling, can T rtaﬂy trust Phil with
an order that will ruin me if he cheats?”

Perch her on that knife blade of divided loyalty, then
wa!ch her reaction.

"« Nick drove and she directed him out Haarlemmer Weg,
cuddiing close against him as they cruised through the
ruld, quiet night. Nick szid softly, “I feit a It jealous
today.”

“Whyy

“Thinking of you with Phil. I know you admire him.
And T saw the way he locks at you. That's a nice big
couch he has in his office. I~—imagined things. Even if
you dida't want to—the big boss and all that.”

“Oh, Norman—" She rubbed his leg, inside the knee,
and he was surprised at the warmth she could create in
him. “It's not like that. We never—not in the office. I told
you. Just a few times at partes. You're not so

~old-fashioned as to resent that.”

“No. But you're beautiful enough to make a bronze
statue try something new.”

“If it wilf make you feel petter—Constant Draijer is
always in and out. The office doors at Manson's are never
facked. And, sweetie~—if you want to try no cheating for
awhile—I'm with you. I like you, Norman.”

He hugged her with the arm that encircled her “That's
1ot a bad idea T've had a deep feeling about you, Ambe,
since the instant we met on the plane Then [ast night it
was so perfect. It's an unusual, strong emotion. As if your
mind or your being was devefoping a link to mine ™

“I feel it too, Norman,” she whispered. “Usually I don't
worry about seeing a man one way or the other. When

“ fou calted and said you'd be late I felt cmpty [ to
read and couldn’t. T had to keep busy. Know whe
Washed a set of dishes. You'd have died to” ~
Dressed for dinner with a big apton on and rubb!
and washing dishes. To keep from thinking, A~
wonder if you might not come at afl.”
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“I think I understand.” He stified a_ yawn “'Bedtime.’
You're invited.” B
“I accept.” :
When she was in the bathroom thh the ‘water Tunning
he placed a quick telephone call. A softly’ accented -woms,
an's voice answered and he said, “Hello, Mata:. 1, cannot
talk long. There are some details about Salam’s' pmnnngs
I'd like to discuss. Hans Nordenboss scnds hxs rega:ds
Will you be home at ten in the morning?” ‘ :
_He beard a muffied gasp. There was a pause. “ch ”- L
“Can you help me for the day? I need a guxde Jeowill
be profitable.” 2
“Yes,” He admired her recovery and thnitmess Wlth
words. The water in the bathroom was turned off.. %"
He said, “Okay, John. See you,” and hung up. -
Amlie came out carrying the last of her clothes,‘placed
them neatly on a chair and asked, “Little mghtcap? A-—--
toast?” R
“Great idca.” RS
», Nick caught his breath. Bvery time he saw- ihat gor~
geous body it did things to the hairs on the back of his
_ neck. In the soft lights she glowed like a model set up: with
_back lights for a color shot. Her tan was not nearly as, dark
-as his own, but no suit marks left white hands 'oniher
: mocha curves. She handed him his glass with. @’ smlle
~which had a new, shy warmth, “To—7?" o
" “Us, of course.” He gave her a kiss to go with 1t. “The
Yankec traders.”
7i. She walked slowly to the bed and put her drink ‘on thc
l}bedsuie table. Nick watched appreciatively. She climbed
“onto the white sheet in the angle of the tumcd-dowﬂ
- covers and pulled her knees up under her chin, watc
- her. toes for a moment and wxgglmg them. “Norman, ‘W¢
"may be Yankee traders but we've got to be careful.’]
“¥now yow're shrewd and you know a good deal abou
« diamonds but there’s always the chance of getting.s stuck
- ‘The smart way to do it is to place small orders so that yo!
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can check the sclections at the other end before you are
committed {or more.”

Nick tumbled down beside her. “That makes sense,
baby. T sort of planned to do it that way.” He thought,
The sransfer is working, Balancing on the hmfe blade will
be next, She was waming him against Laansma and Man-
son's without putting it in exact words.

She turned to him, all soft and sweet and powdery and
surprising him with her power to trigger his own reac-
tions. Caution, he warned himsell. Yet the genuineness of
his responsc eased his semse of guilt. The sea creature
floated, groping with her soft teptacles for security and a
strong base. She was not mistaken in judging him an
immovable recf in a nising sea. He would not willingly shed
her hotd and let her flounder or pensh. In the end that
decision would depend on her

She kissed the lobe of his ear and Ius neek and like a
bride surprising her new husband revealed new ants to
pleasure him—slowly, as if to say, I've heard about this
and I've secretly dreamed of trying u but this s the first
time. Healthy animat with a new playmate—he reacted
without reserve and although he knew he could feign bis
part if necessary he was moved to discover his senses
responding honestly and fully to her tiny dramas. You
could get used to this Addicted was a better thovght. He
took a doep breath and curled and uncurled his toes,
watching the patterns of night beyond the windows and
reminding himself that it would have been a pood 1dea to
draw the shades He stroked the golden wheat-fluff of hair
and she paused and smiled 2t him and sad, “Iso’t it
nice?”

“Perfect.”

“I mean being here with the whole mght ahead. No
hurry, The world pushed back It's as af we found a chunk
of time.”

“You know how to spend it."

“No more than you. I mean if you
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“I think I understand.” He stifled a y-an “Bedtlmc
You're invited.” T

“I accept.”

When she was in the bathroom thh thc water rurmmg
he placed a quick telephone call. A softly accented woms,
an’s voice answered and he said, “Hello, Mata. T cannot
talk long. There are some detads about Salam’s paintings
I’d like to discuss. Hans Nordenboss sends his- regards.
Will you be home at ten in the morning?” :

_He heard a mufiled gasp. There was a pause. “Yes ” .

“Can you help me for the day? 1 need a gmde It wﬂl
be profitable.” ,

“Yes.” He admired her recovery and thnftmess vmh.
words. The water in the bathroom was turned off. ,

He said, “Okay, John. See you,” and hung up. . '

Amlie came out carrying the last of her clothes, placed
them neatly on a chair and asked, “Litle nightcap? A—
toast?” P

“Great idea.” no
~ Nick caught his breath, Every time he saw that gOI-

geous body it did things to the hairs on the back of his
_ neck. In the soft lights she glowed like a model set up with

back lights for a color shot. Her tan was not nearly as dark .
. as his own, but no suit marks left white hands on her
. mocha curves. She handed him his glass with a smﬂeA

‘which had a new, shy warmth. “To—?" :

“Us, of course.” He gave her a kiss to go w1th it. “'I’he
Yankee traders.” |
.- 'She waiked slowly to the bed and put her drink on the
,"bedSIde table. Nick watched appreciatively. She climbed
. onto the white sheet in the angle of the turned-down
-+ covers and pulled her knees up under her chin, watc

her toes for. a moment and mgglmg them. “Norman, We
" may be Yankee traders but we've got to be careful. T

know yowre shrewd and you know a good deal ‘about
diamonds but there’s always the chance of getting 'stuck.
- 'The smart way to do it is to place small orders so that you
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wouldn’t be the same. No point. That’s the catch to having
all the time in the world I guess. Say, that’s not a bad
hypothesis. Time is only as important as its content. How
about—time should be measured by its content?”’

He tickled her—very lightly—and watched her try to
contain her laughter and then admired her excitement as it
exploded. “You're on the track of something, Miss Ein-
stein. Now—" He explored her flesh with his lips, kiss-
caresses that brought sighs from her, rich sounds of relax-
ation, pleasured hums. “—I'm going to give this time
something to remember.” ) .

Using the tips of her fingers very cleverly she made him
.start as she whispered, “I'm going to help.”
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women, although there were a few, but other substantial-
looking men like Myer himself. He must be a busy and
prosperous man.

Myer’s prosperity came from these men, especially Nich- |

olas G. Groot, who had.appeared five years ago, told
Mike to watch for a nice big apartment, and vanished for
six months at a time. Recently Mike had learned that he
was “a diamond man for the Russians,” which was all
Groot would say. It was enough. When Groot appeared
suddenly and virtually vanished into the apartment, Mike
knew. “You’'ve got ’em,” was all he had to say.
“T've got em. You get a piece. Watch Laansma and say
nothing.”
Groot made his contacts with Laansma and other pros-
" pects via poste restante. The Cullinans were hidden in a
- gutted camera in a nondescript case in Groot’s luggage.
Mike had made a quick bunt for them on three occasions,
but he was not too disappointed when he did not find
them. Better to let another handle a package of e}\ploswes
"™Jong as you take a small profit.

¢
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he had been wrong, although he regretted not the means,
only e lack of success. Hasbrouck merely shifted his
needs from one symbol to amother. He was absolutely
loyal to Groot.

When Groot told him about the Cullinans Hasbrouck
had smiled and said, “I knew someday you would succeed
at something big, Will we make alot?”

“Two fortunes, perhaps. One for each of us.” Has-
brouck was the only person in the world, outside himself,
for whom Groot had any feeling at all.

Now he placed the two letters carefully one on the
other. “Henry, the fish bite Van Rijn wants a meeting
Friday night Laansma on Saturday ”

“At their places?”

“In the country.”

“Dangerous,”

“Yes, but necessary ”

“So we will go?”

“We must Wary and armed. Cautious. Mike will pro-
tect us with inside information against Laansma’s tricks,
Philipine has him out sometimes trying to trail me at the
post office! He gves me a2 wink and we have a grin
together as we pass.” They chuckled. “But Van Rijn may
be another matter, What do you thunk of him?”

“I was surprised when he offered to buy.”

“A good point, Henry. Van Rijn was vouched for by
The Three, yet—"

Groot poured more coffee, his expression thoughtful,
Hasbrouck said, “The Three cannot be often wrong and
survive,”

« “True, They arc the biggest fences in the world. But
why did they not show more interest themselves? They
said, “Too hot. You need a big channel to sell off to. Like
sour own diamond house.’ Yet—they handle big quanti-
ties of stolen diamonds from all over the world. Cut and
uncut.”

“We must be very careful.”



7’
Locked in the secret place And the caris Jocked

With the gups ”

4Ye "’

‘Meet me here at one. We will go. Two old mer
iting crocodile >

wywe need glasses for 1ong-range,’ Hasbrouck replied
avely. “But We are still very good shots.”

Groot laughed. Henry was a dullard compared 10 him-
1f—he had beent sure of it smce the day long ago when

declined to

.ccompany him. But Hend¥ wa
Jle soldier of whom you must not

had never asked ab

Laansma called the stolen data—10 his coO

of it was yaluable, some worthiess.

Jess, but in the long run it provided 4 pice income. There

.would be 1o more of that—=2 risky business if you kept it

“.p too long.
Laansma woul

er-agent. If he we

one. But it was now none

He had just one swamp to crf

jinans while th

of eating him. Groot's hard, thin, colorless lips firmed.

those animals underestimate 2 man.

d have no trouble finding another couri-
nt at it right he Russians would provide
of his, Groot—Geiser’s, concern.

After Amlic departed, all bright and bouncy 25 if-,’
lick’s company erased her worries, Nick prepated for a
trip out of oW He packed carefully, checking his special
equipment.

He swiftly assembled the pistol from parts of his por-

table typewriter which could not write. The platen made ?

finc, mid-rangc parrel over pige inches long: The magd
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zine held five cartridges of the same Smm mlibpr as
Withelmina, It functioned He strpped it and rebuilt xh'c
“typewriter,” and packed it in its case. Stuart-—AXE’s
gemus with special devices—was especially proud of it
Nick did not mind the extra weight when fravehng If you
needed it, you'd need it badly. .

Nick inspected the three candy bars and large haicbrush
which were molded of explosive plastique. The firing caps
were capsules in a medicine bottle, complete with date and
prescription and the advice—Take one every four hours.
The fuses were pipe cleaners in his pipe case, the six that
were 2 haf-inch shorter than the authentic opes.

His luggage contamned an unusual number of ballpoint
pens, distributed in half-dozen lots between his wnting
casc, dispatch casc, pochets and two-suiter Some of them
were picric acid flame ignters wath tep-munute timers,
athers were explosive and the blue ones were fragmenta-

- tion grenades,

When he was ready to go—leaving only a few items 1
the room~—he called Van Rijp and Laansma and
confirmed his dates with them at their country estates,
Then he reached Amlic and sensed her disappointment
when he said, “Sugar sweet—I won't be able to see you
this evening, Are you gomng ont to Laansma's for the
weekend?™

“I was waiting for you to bnng it up. I'm always
imited—"

“I'm lable to be tied up for awhile Let's meet there
Saturday.”

“All right .. ™ She spobe slowly and with concern, He
“knew she was wondermng where he would be, what he
would be dowg, conjectunng, worrymng He felt sarry for
her for o moment, then closed his emotions She had taken

chips in the game, knowing ifs odorous and brutal rules
Driving & rented Volvo 334, nang a detaed map of

the city and its suburbs, he found the address near Zaan-

dasm, on the edze of 2 toy town pmted bright colors and
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kept spotless and in perfect repair. You wouldn’t want it
any other way, he thought as he bought a cluster of
beautiful flowers at a corner shop, but the dolls ought to
learn to think as they scrub.

Mata opened the door the instant he knocked, said,
“Darling,” and when he held out his arms, crushed the
flowers between them. Kissing and fondling took a long
time, but at last she put the flowers in a vase, then dabbed
at her eyes. ~ :

Nick said, “I’'m not that bad news. Stop crying.”

“It’s been so long. I'm lonely. You remind me of Ja-
karta'* ’

“The happier times I hope.” :

“QOf course. I know you did what you had to do.”

“I'm on a similar job here, My narme is Norman Kent.
The man before me was named Herbert Whitlock. Ever
hear of him?”

“Yes.” Mata walked slowly to a small self-contained
~ bar, lifted its cover. *“They drink too much here, but I feel
< the need. A small oude genever with some coffee?”

. v “Love it.”

" She brought the drinks and sat beside him on a couch
with a crisp, flowered cover. “So—Norman Kent. I would
not have connected you with Herb Whitlock, although
now I see why he was in so many places, attended so
many parties and affairs. I should have guessed.”

“Perhaps not. We come in all sizes and shapes. Look
—"" He took a map from his pocket and showed her the
Volkel area. “Do you know this country?”

“Yes. Wait a moment—I have detailed maps.”

She went into another room and Nick surveyed the
apartment. About four good-sized rooms. Very expensive.
Mata had landed on her feet—or you might make a bad
joke, her back. Mata had been one of the cleverest, most
influential amateur “intelligence” agents in Indonesia until

* See the Nick Carter book—Jakarta.
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Nich expelied her. Il‘ had been a deal without rancer—he
ieht have been much more severe.
mxi?:?; reterned and spread out a detall map, “There.
Folk<l” .
v u"lkr:‘s an address. 1t's Jean Batiste Van Rijn’s country
tace, Can you place 02" .
r 35h: smd)'\:\! &f; intricate lines and shadings “Here. Tt
must be a farm. Ficlds and forests. They're rare and
expensive in this country.” .
“1 asked you if you could spend a day with me. Sup-
pose it takes longer~—-ohay?” .

She tumed to bim. She ware a surple wrap which
resembted a far-East wraparound in design and pattern It
rave her a willowy, supple look, and set off atwractively
the rounded ares of her breasts and ru—p. Mata was small
and dark, in dircet contrast to Amlic, and she was as
utterly attractive 1n her different way, Her smule was

ek, her sense of bumor broad. In one way she was
smarter than Amlic. She had seen more, ived through
trying times  She did not resent life because of it—she
thought it absurd, Her dark eyes mocked him as she
raised red lips and put her small hands on each sude of hus
stomach, “I knzw you would come back to me, darling
What tock you soJong?”

After two more gins and several warm embraces for ofd
time’s sake they left, Nick carrying Matas quickly packed
overnicht case. It had t2hen her four minutes to get ready.
He wendersd of she sull kept herself ready to go over the
reat wall atthe wrong haock,

As they rolled along International Routs 9 Niek sad
"4 fizure under a hundred miles Do you know the way?” ’

“Yes, We'll turn west at Bois Le Duce and ' mquire 21
l-!;fur:st offices or police stations in Uden or Zeeland |
To0a e b on T sude of nght? Ottervise—sel

“Van Rija is a solid ¢t . o .

sest, Use the poiflgnmm e Jook ke responsitte

]
‘l <. 1 have an appotatment woth
P
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him this evening but I want to look the place over careful—
ly. What do you know about him?”

“Not much. I did one job for his company’s ad agency
and met him two or three times at parties. Like all busi--
ness communities, you get the feeling that the great city ot
‘Amsterdam is a small town once you. start to move
around. The same propositions.”

“From him?”

“No, no, [ was just thinking.” She sxghed “If vou talk
politely and keep your ears open you get. the feel of all of
them. Not speaking literally. He is supposed to be big
time. Excellent connections. And loyal—I mean, if he has
any leanings toward international crime like’ those men
we—knew in Jakarta—1I think I would have heard of it.”

“In other words he’s not mixed up in espionage.”

*“Yes.,” She replied softly, as if the word were-distaste-
ful. “I don’t suppose he’s any more honest than any other |
wheeler-dealer, but his—how do you put it?—his seris’
are clean?”

“Right. How about Philipine Laansma of Manson’s?”

“Ah! I don’t know him but I have heard—he will do
business in the dark.”

They rode for awhile in silence. And you, N1cl. won-
dered, you, Mata?—do you no longer do business in the.
dark? He peeked at her. The clean-cut, eye-catching Eur-
asian profile was outlined against a wide green field.

He said, “You're as beau‘uful as ever, Mata. How are
things going? Fmancxally——-romantlcany"”

“Thanks, Is that why you left me in Singapore? Be-
cause I'm so beautiful?”

I deserve that. You know my job. Shall T take yﬂll
back to Amsterdam?”

She sighed. “No, my love—I'm happy to see you agam
Except that I cannot, for a few hours, laugh quite as much
as we used to, I'm worlung They have heard of me in
Europe. My sample book is impressive. I make out well.”

- “By the looks of that apartment—very well ?
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“It cost me a horxible amount. But T had to have a
decent one  Romantically? Nothing serious. Some very
dear fricnds, Nice men. I cannot any longer stand the
other kind ” She lcaned against him and added softly,
““Since I knew you—"

Nick put his arm around her and felt 2 little bit like a
heel.

They enjoyed a magnificent lunch—a bountful Fol-
landsche Koffietafel—~at a lovely restaurant overlooking
the blue Maas, where the proprietor banked both sides of
the entrance with five yards of assorted, multi-hued flow-
ers. The effect was so stnking Nick thought Mata was
taking him into a florist’s instead of a restaurant.

Less than an hour later they drove sfowly along a rural
road lined with the typical new-toy farms, following direc-
tions Mata had obtained at a post office. They passed
scrubbed chuldren wearing  Alompen—wooden  shoes.

~Actoss 2 ficld Nick watched a sailboat that appeared to be
‘sailing in 2 meadow with cows, so hidden was the litde
canal on which it floated. They passed what was cleatly a
stable and Nick grunted. “I don’t believe it.”

“What?”

“F'm sure that was a stable. There was a horse in a stafl
looking out at me past lace curtans.”

Mata laughed. “It's not verstandsverbijstermg. Some-
times you do see stables with curtains.”

“Okay, but what's that word?” )

“It means madness.” She sat up and pointed ghead.
“There! That's the side road on the detail map. Unless
there are smaller roads not shown it should eross Vaa
. Rijn’s place at the back, or close to it. He must come from
L old family—to have this many acres in the Nether-
lands. Ttis not like Yava.”

A high, wire-topped fence came out of a neat forest,
made a right angle to paratlel the road It was sct well
back, Nick said, “That may mark his property.__

“Perhaps.”
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The road was barely wide cnough for two cars, and
here and there were turnouts, usually with small clumps of
trees, their neat shapes showing that they were pruned.and
cared for. There were no branches on the ground, not a.
scrap of litter, even the grass was neat. From the forest
beyond the fence a dirt and gravel path appearcd and
made a gcntlc turn to follow.the road, then led away from
them again to disappear in the trees. Nick pulled into one
of the turnouts. “That looked like a bridle path, Van Rijo
said he has horses.”

“There is no gate here. We passed one but it bad a big
lock on it. Why not look further?”

“In a moment. Please-—the map.”

He studied the topographical drawing. “Sure—it is
shown as an unmarked trail, and it goes all the way to the
road on the other side of the forcst * He drove on slowly.

“Don’t you ever just drive in a main enttance? I
temember in Indonesia—you usually popped up.” - ;'

“Still at it, Mata, my sweet, There—" He saw faint tire
tracks in the grass leading to a space between the fence
* nd trees. He followed them and parked, partly concealed

om the road. In the U.S.A. it would be called a lover's
lane, except that here there was no litter. “I'm going to
take a short look around. I like to know somethmg about
a pIace before I pay a visit.”

* She uptilted her face to him, and he thought: In her way
she's pretticr than Amlie—it’s the dark, httle-gu’l Eura-

sian look. He kissed her slowly and thoroughly and handed
her the keys. “Keep these.”

“And if you don't come back?”

“Go home and cable Hans Nordenboss the whole stor)'~ .
But I’ll be back.”

As he climbed onto the roof of the car he told himself,
I always-have. But the day will come when T wor’t, Mata
is s0 practical. He made a pOWerful standing broad jump
that rocked the car on its springs, cleared the fence, rolled
over once in a side-somersault and bounced to his feet and
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grinned at Mata, making a little acrobat’s bow. Then be
ran into the trees and vanished from her sight.

A pencrous slice of golden sunhight came through the
tezes and crossed her cheeks. She basked in it—smoking,
¢ inking, remembering, In Jakarta she had not accompa-
nied “Norman Kent”—hea was known by another name
then——but he was the same powerful, fascinating, kind,
unswervable, soft-hard and hard-hard man when he
trailed the mysterious Judas, He had searched without her
for the Q-ship headquarters of Judas and Heinrich Mul-
Izr, and when he found it, a Chinese junk disguised as a
Portugese pray, another Indoncesian girl was near him,

Mata sighed. To an objective observer her brown Eur-
asian beauty was more captivating in thoughtful sercnity
thaa when she was animated or smuling. She had the
timeless foveliness of the girls the Chinesc artists paint and
cane—passion highlighted and stopped-in-place. That

g _ouarer gird in Indonesia, Mata thought, had been beauti-
* tul. As charming as Mata herself, to be fair~-but beyend
. that, between them there was the world’s differcnce, Mata
knew what 2 man wanted between dawn and dusk acd
- darkness and light, the younger woman was jest lsarsizg
, Tife. No wonder that pretty adolescent had worskiped iz,
~ “Norman Keat™ was the ideal man to awaken any gil.
" Mata studied the forest into which Normea bad Csap-
peared, She tned to remember just what she Bad Beard
. about Jean Batiste Van Rijn She had deseribed Bin—
. “Ixcelient connections Loyal.” She sat up swaighe Hzd
~ abe misted him Perhaps she had not been explds, she 5‘.’.‘.
not krow Van Rijn, She had overdocksd such a simyticn
one ..
7sthe pot out of the car, stam cn bor drzrene ad
» 100k off ber yel'ow laather sho:s.?e'l?i‘fy west of BeamFaty
" cured hida, medizm keels, dooeft
%ad 3 hollow Reel, the erevice now e=pt- SO0
top of the Volvo, braced bersalf 22 ¥
. B awress the fance, Her l2ap dida €070
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as Nick’s but it was more graceful.” She landed on legs
which cushioned the shock with a deep 'knee bend as
smoothly as the shock absorbers on'a light plane. She pu
on her shoes and headed for the trees. . . g ,
Nick walked along the edge.of the bridle trail &
several hundred yards, following its gentle curve through
the forest. He walked on the thick, spring-green tightly
woven grass in order not to leave footprints- on the horst
trail which was as smooth and even 'as a raked footbal
field, except for the track of one set of hooves which hac
passed by at a steady trot. There were indentations on thi
edges of the gravel path which had been made by tires
Nick decided that was the answer to the immaculate con
ditton of the trail, They had a landscaping machine o
some sort which probably clipped the edge-grass anc
raked and smoothed the gravel at the same time. .
.He reached a long tangent where the bridle path cu
straight through the trees and the tracks of the unknow,
‘horseman changed to a canter. Nick decided not to I
wcaught in the middle of that open stretch, and went inic
w woods and moved paralle] to the trail. You couldn”
~ave done it in Southern Pines, or even near the trails it
. Pocantico Hills which Rockefeller tries to keep neat, Here
Nick was able to stroll through the trees as if he were
walking in a park. Low branches were pruned to head
level, there was almost no deadfall or even leaves on the
ground, and the trees themselves were so well-spaced thaf
they grew sturdily with wide-spread tops-because eack
received ample sun. ‘
He came to a large oval of tight growth, composed ¢!
barbed and impenetrable bushes that Jooked like barber:
and wild roses. The vicious spines, green and red bey’ .
- and multi-color flowers were deceptive. There were': -
- tunnels into the oval and Nick decided it was a refr-
game. A rabbit’s resort. He went on, humming 1% "
about the man who jumped into the bramble bush
The bridle path crossed a creek on a rust
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bridge that looked as if 1t were coated weekly with hinsecd
oil. The wood glowed. The creck’s banks were as mam-
cured as the trees and a deep pool with rocks at its edge
seemed to guarantee good fishing. Nick jumped it, went
3P a Jong nse still paralleling the horse path, and came to
the top of a knall where the trees bad been removed like a
circle of missing hair on the head of a man going bald.

The trees had been cut away to permit a view. A path
or sidetrack came to the tap of the hillock from the bridle
path, and on the crest there was a hitch-ral, two long
benches and a mounting block, made out of the same rich
wood as the bridge. Nick took onme quick look and then
faded off to the side to stay off the skyline

The panorama was Jovely It belonged on a touris
7 d captioned Dutch Land: The forest hed
away for 2bout a thousand yards, and even the tops of the
trees looked pruned-to-the-round. Beyond were neat sec-

- fions of planted fields. Nick studied them through his
small telescope, another of Stuart's devices, all fing lenses
and very little brass case The fields were an odd assort-
ment of grains, fowers and vegetables A man wotked one
with a small, bright yellow tractor, and two women were
bent low working in another.

Beyond the fields was 2 beautiful big house with lagge
outbuildings that included a parage, stable and a long
group of greenhouses that sparkled jn the sun. Nick low-
ered his glass suddenly and smffed—cigar smoke! He
went back into the trees and circled the kooll, prowliag
from tree to tree On the opposite side of tke hill he fousd
2 pew, bloe Daf sedan hudden in the teos. Iis trechs
showed bow it had corkserewed throngh the sozdicss for-
&, and water sill dipped from its wheels. Semewhers it
must have been forded through the creck.

He studied the ground. You conlda't trck anvhody on
the carpetfike earth, He went on throuz2 ! o
the cigar smell became stronger. Thes B wx- 'L
Sitng o3 2 rock with hus back to him, %
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valley through a large pair of binoculars. lecntly Nick
made a note of the Daf’s plate numbers, took a look
around for other intruders, cascd Wilhelmina in the soft
Ieather and coughed. The man whirled on lus hard perch_
Nick said, “Hello.” X

Nick smiled affably as he remembered Hawk's words—
look for a small dark beardless man. And about ﬁfty—ﬁve‘
Welll

Nicolaas G. Groot rcturned the smile and nOdded
pleasantly. “Hello. A beautiful view.”

The smile and pleasantness were on the ‘surface. Hard
as steel, Nick thought. He said, “Marvelous. It is the first
time I bave secn it. You seem to know your way.” He
tipped his head in the direction of the hidden Daf.

“Tve been here before, although always on foot. But
therc is a gate. A common lock—" Groot shrugged.

“I suppose we're both—trespassers,” -

“Let’s say explorers. You know whose house itis?” ™ _ar.

“Jean Batiste Van Rijn’s

“Yes.” Groot was smd’png him, “And you m—-—NGtmﬁn
Kent?”

“Right. Mister—7"

“Groot. Nicolaas Groot. I sell diamonds, Mr. Kent, and
I've heard in the city that you buy them.”

“Maybe that's why we're here studying Van Rl]n ’s?
You may be going to sell and I may buy?”

“Very quickly put, Mr. Kent, but perhaps right, Slnce
we've met, it might be that we do not need a middleman.”

Nick thought swiftly. The older man had the picture in
‘s flash, Nlck shook his head slowly. “I’m not a diamond
expert. And I'm not sure it would be to my advantage] in
the long run to anger Van Rijn.”

Groot put hlS binoculars in the leather case sluno
around his shoulder. Nick watched his hands carefully. “I
don’t understand that. You Americans are supposed to be
so sharp at business deals. Do you realize what Van Rijn’s
commission will be on our—this—deai?”
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“A Jat of money. But to me it might be insurance.”

“If you're worried about the merchandise we can feet
later, With your expert if he is—trustworthy.”

“Van Rijn is an expert, I'm satisfied with him.” §

Groot came forward until he was six feet from Nick.
The smaller man walked with an alert step, his spioe
steaight, gs if he moved 1n breeches and jachboots i.ustt:ad
of a conservative gray suit He shook his head from side
to side, *It doesi’t seem to me that you are taking the best
advantage of our pew situation.”

“You have a poiat, I know. Well—for opencrs—do
you want to show me the Cullinans?”

“Y might. They're pearby.”

“In the car T suppose.™

“Of eourse,”

WNick tensed, The small man was too canfident, He drew
Wilhelmina in a fraction of a second. Groot faced the long
blue barrel unperturbed except for 2 widenng of the hard,
keen cyes. Nick said, “Of course—there’s someone else in
the woods watching the car And you. Call him or her in
here. No tricks, please. You know what 2 slug from this
can do,”

Groot did not move a muscle except those of his lips.
“¥m very famihiar with Lugers, Mr. Kent I hope you are
familiar with the big British Webleys, There 1s ane potated
atyaur back and it is in competent hands

£ TF AR
Vo . . sometume. So kill
. ' . with me ™ Groot
M try to hi hum,

',Henry. If he shoots, kill huﬁ‘ Take Lhé udmmonds and sell
them. Auf Wiedersehen,”

*“Are you bufing?” Nick asked gently,

“Say something, Henry »

The voice came from bebind Nick, with the hint of 2
sobinst. *1 follow orders. Exacly You are 50 brave—"



Chapter 6

Nick stood still. The sun was hot on his neck. Songbirds
trilled in the forest. At last Groot said, “It's called a
Mexican stand-off, isn’t it?” L,

“Sometimes. P'm surprised you know the expression.

“My hobby, Mr. Kent, Your West. Dutch and Germans
had far more to do with its development than they are
given credit for, Did you know that some of your Indian
fighting cavalry received orders in German?”’

- “I had heard it.” )
"It is true. The Fifth Cavalry once had a band that
.oke only German.” He smiled as if he could hear the
blare of brass on the air. “Now—business. Won't you
change your mind about buying the Cullinans from me?”

“I might. Considering the circumstances. But why do
you care whether I buy direct or through Van Rijn? 5}
want them at his price. Or the price you were going to ask
Laansma or Madam J.”

“Madam J?” ‘

“Everybody wants to sell me the Cullinans. Some wom-
an in a big car told me to wait for her deal.”

Groot frowned. The news shook him a little. Nick
wondered what he would do if he mentioned the CD man
or Hawk. “This complicates matters,” Groot said. “We

_should conclude our arrangement at once.” S

90 '
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except that his voice had an odd fanatic | quahty 10t
Henry? Oh Henry! I hope you have that thing pomtet
somewhere else if you stumble. If it was one of .the:big
sturdy government Webleys it had no safety. They &rossc
the few feet of ground and could see the Daf through' th
trees, lookmg like a child’s toy left among model raxlroac
scenery.

The voice came from behind him, shortly after then
was a rustling of tree limbs, “Drop that gun!” :

Nick got the picture in a flash, Jeaped to his left am
whirled around, snappmg out words “Tell Henry to obey

“ Groot. She is with me.’

“What will 1 do?” snarled the small man Nxck saw ter
feet behind where he had stood. A few feet -behind .the
litle man—who held the Webley firmly, followirg -Nic]
with the muzzle—Mata Nasut crouched where she’ ha
dropped from a tree. She had a small blue automatn
pointed at Henry’s back.

“Stand still,” Nick said. He fought down an lmpulse t(
draw Wilhelmina.

- “Yes—hold still,” Groot growled. “Kent—tell her k¢

"op that gun.”

- “Let’s all put our weapons away,” Nick said swthmgly
9 was first. Tell Henry— :

. -“No,” Groot said. “We do it my way. Drop—" .

. Nick dove forward in a somersault—McDonald’
Singapore rolling dive. The Webley roared over his heat
as his body was flat on the ground, covering the ten fee
between him and the Webley with the speed of a rollet
hoop. As he came up from the ground, his feet doubh
back to support him in a crouch; he was almost unde
Henry’s outthrust gun hand,

- Nick was canted to the right, his hands leadmg his heac
nd trunk They came up under the Webley as it blastet
1gain,” locked in under the big gun and the smail hand
ind Henry was dragged with him as he completed his fall
he: gun pomtmg ﬁrst at the sky and then above the tW(
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& wled on the ground, Nick took the revetver 2wy
?:n;s{y{?my Lhea mo%xcr talang a rattle from a baby agd
bounced to his feet, whisling 25 1\‘{:\\4 snarfed at Groot like

female tigress, “Dovt—don'e—"

" :G“;Agol':%l‘:nd was inside his jacket, He froze. Nick held
the Webley by nis bamrel, “Easy, Groot Let's 2lf calm
down.” He watched Henry from the corner of an eye The
small man stumbled erect, gasping for breath, but be &4
nat reach for another weapon if he carried one.
*Bring your hand out empty,” Nick urged “We're on
even torms now, Bl nothing else need change ™
Groot's icy ¢yes met gray ones that were fess cold but
inflexible as polished gramte The tableau temaned fixed
for several seconds, except for Henry's cough, then Groot
slowly withdrew an empty hand, “I sec we underestimated
sou, Mr, Kent. A serious tactical mistake.”
Nick prinned and Groot looked puzzled “Aw—if we'd
>zach had thuze or four prople with us, think how long this
sort of thing might have kept up You dont have asy

more men hiddan in tha svane A~ .- o
Vet Ty © haid
¥o . ¢ " . N .

iicuty snooe fus head, made no answer. Groot said
drily, *You have excellent reflexes for 2 businessman, You
aren’t—anything efse?”

“Just a Yankee who's uced to handling guns ® It was
the kind of abwued temark that just might wotk wnh 2
man whose hobby was the American West 2nd who had a
trewendous epo, These primitive Amencans, he would
ik, wait i the tables are tured

Nick's pewt move disconcerted hum, but st was too late
to checkmate it. The American came cfoser 1o hum, thrust-
ing the Webley away jnside hus belt, and suddenly thrust
his hand fnade Grootls jacket and plucked a shormt-
banc!.:'d -38 Irom Groot's clamsheff belt holster Tt was a2y
CYCC in an inttant. The Amencan's fimbs viere hard as
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oak. Groot knew that if he moved he mxght 'discover, the
big man had other surprising reflexes. Gnt your teeth and
wait. e
“Now we can all be friendly,” Nick sald “I’Il glve
back to you when we part. Thaoks Mata—"" " - o5

She came to his side, her lovely dark face completely
composed. “I followed because you might have: -misundeér:
stood—I1 don't know Van Rijn well. Or what © }ns——-
policies, is that the word?—may be.” .

“It’s as good a word as any. Maybe we don’ 't need th
now, eh, Groot? Let’s have a Jook at those Cullinans.”: ;. "

The four walked through the forest to the Daf. Henrj
looked at his leader. Groot said, “Get them, Henry.” . : i

Henry produced keys, climbed around in the' car,. came
out with a small brown bag, Nick said boy1sh1y, “Gee, ]
thought they'd be bigger than that.”
. “Less than four pounds,” Groot observed “All thai

value in so small a package.” He put the parcel on- the
roof of the little car, fumbled with a drawstrmg whxch
secured one end of it like a moneybag,

“Aclll those tomatoes in one little-bitty can,” Nxck mur-

“I beg your pardon?” L

“Old Yankee maxim, Motto of a cannmg company m
St. Joseph, Missouri, in 1873.”

“Ah! I had not heard jt. I must remember. All those
tomatoes—"" Groot repeated the phrase carefully as he
dug at the cord. o
<. Mata said sharply, “Peaple are coming, On horses "

- “Groot,” Nick said. “Give the bag to Henry chk
Have him put it back.” 4y

‘Groot tossed the packet to Henry who was already
dwmg for the car’s interior. It went from one man to, the
other like an NFL handoff on a smooth, tight spmner
Henry’s back wxggled as he worked in the car, Teplacing
the diamonds in their hiding place. Nick watched him and
the- pomon of the forest at which Mata was lookmg You
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mustr’t underestimate these two old boys. You could wind
up very far in the rear, or even ead. .
Four horses came through the trees, following the faint
tracks left by the Daf. They were medium-size, sturdy
saddle horses of about 15.2 hands—called posies in Eu-
rope. Riding the first one was Van Rijn’s man who had
accosted Nick at the hotel, the younger of the pair who
fiad been unarmed; he had accompanied the one who had
worn black gloves and carried the Colt .32 automatic
which he claimed he had bought in Brattleboro, Vermont.
Only Nick’s exceptionally keen viston and photographic
memory for faces enabled him to jdentify the man, for he
was riding the chestnut horse well-balanced, light-handed
... and stark naked,
Nick bad only a moment to approve the man's horse-
manship before noticing the two girls 2and a man who rode
. the other horses. The man sat well, aithough not as per-
fectly as the lead rider—there 15 a precise point-of-balance
to sitting a horse which you esther have or haven’t, and
some cowboys never achicve it—and the girls were just
average. They rode Indian bareback style, hunched and
bent-kneed. But one thing the four had in common—there
- wasn't a stitch of clothes on any one of them.
Nick growled to Groot, “Know them?”
, “No. Decadent young fools.” Groot ran his tongue over
s lips as be watched the girls approach,
“Do you have nudist camps around here?”
“I suppose s0.”
"an Rijkr;\]a swinger?”
“I don't know, Give us back of Ad
- “}Nht;n we part.” e guns
“T think—I think i .
Groot muttered. 1 recoguize that fellow 1n front,”

[ L R

s saiu, Nk gectded the girls were
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stunning, and there was something cxciting about them
nude on a horse—the succubus cavalry. Centaurs wit]
lovely breasts that the motion of the horses kept in con
stant agitation so they drew your eyes like magnets. Wha
to call them . .. gay Centauros? The man Nick recognizec
said, “Welcome, trespassets, I guess you know you're o1
Mr. Vaa Rijn’s estate.” ,

Nick watched the brown-haired girl. Milky white pat
terns on her deep tan, tiny strips of skin in a Bikin
design, showed that she wasn’t a full-time nudist. The
other girl, whose long black hair reached below her shoul
ders, was browned alf over.

Groot answered. “Mr. Van Rijn is expecting me.” -

“In the back gate? So early?” .

“Ah—-then he told you I was coming.”

- “You and many others. Now we’ll all go down and se
lm.”
“Suppose I don’t agree?” Groot suggested in the pre
.. cise, cool tones he had used during the Mexican stand-of
“».with Nick—before Mata changed the odds.
© “You have no choice.”

“Perhaps not.” Groot looked at Nick, “Let’s get intc
the car and see. Come Henry.”

Groot and his shadow went to the car, followed b;
Mata and Nick. Nick thought swiftly—this case was get
ting more complex every moment. He must not clog hi
channels to Laansma which might lead him to his firs
objectives, the pipeline of intelligence-espionage and Whit
lock’s killers. On the other hand Groot and the Cullinan
would be powerful leverage to hold, and he had his suspi
cions about Groot-Geiser and his possible connection f«
Manson’s and Whitlock’s death. )

At the side of the little car Groot paused. The hors
party had followed them. “Please, Mr. Kent—our guns—

“Let’s not have any shooting. Would you bang away a

. that?” Nick gestured at the brown-haired girl, a mounte:
nymph who now wore a mischievous grin.



AMSTERDAM 97

“Will yon drive, then?”

“Sure.” Groot didn’t want Nick or Matz in the rear
compartent; they might bave scen just where Henry hid
the package. Nick wondered how Groot planned to pre-
vent Van Rijn's people finding the Cullinans. The small
car woualdn't be hard to search, The four squeezed in,
Groot in front with Nick. The rider Nick recognized came
up beside the driver’s window. Nick rotled it down. The
man said, “Circle the hill and get on the borse trail and
follow it down fo the house,™

“Suppose T decide to go another way?”

‘The h smiled. * ber your fast draw,
Mr. Kent, and I suppose you're carrying your gun now.
But look—" He gestured at some far trees. Nick saw
another horseman, dressed in dark trousers and 2 black
tortleneck sweater. He carried what looked like a sub-
machine gun.

"t Nick swallowed. They'd be fish in a barrel in this
thing—uo, sardines in a can “I sce some of you wear
clothes,”

“Sute.”

“But you prefer .., uh . . . the sunshine?” Nick Jooked
beyond the rider at the two prefty girls. )

“It's 3 matter of choice. Mr, Van Rijn has an artist’s
grovp and 2 avdist camp and a place for squares at ibe
maia howse. You could fit in with them.”

Still sore about the hotel scene, eh?”

“Not 2 bit. You went where we wanted you to. Now

deive dowm the horse path and stop at the house.

Nick sterted the engine, guaned it appreciatively 1t 4

# smooth puer. He ch i iftly on the
> d ecked himself out s% y
wontols and ingtruments He had drivea almost ST
Xin¢ s . . (IR

2D, e secaied that they had 2 musu-v* - '
9F some Kind which was .;_v.vypp@sea to be ¥ ~nd. Why
207 1t b2d worked wellop™ Uartew]
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He drove slowly, corkscrewing through the trees, get-
ting the feel of the car. It handled nicely. When- he
reached the bridle path he intentionally turned the wrong
way, south instead of north, and was gunning along at a .
fair clip when the posse caught up. “Hey—the other
way 3

NxcL stopped. *“Uh? I figured it went to the house either
way.”

“It does, but this way is longer and you have to ford
the creek again, Turn around.”

“Okay.” Nick backed into an opening between the
manicured trees, headed down the trail which offered him
a long straightaway on wbxch to get started, and opened
her up. “Hang on, gang.”

The little car clawed itself quickly up to a decent speed,
_spurting gravel and crushed stome at the riders like a
hound dog digging in a fox bank. They were rolling about .
forty miles an hour when they reached the first turn, andg-
_ the Daf cornered nicely and whipped into a mild § curve
Vwith little sway and good traction. Nick followed the

mooth, narrow roadway with the concentration of a .
country boy leading 2 holiday road race, braking and
pouring it on, using the turf here and there to catch the
wheels and hold the car away from trees.

., Someone grunted or gasped as they shot out of the
forest and saw before them a long, gentle incline leading
down to the buildings in the distance. The bridle path was
almost straight, following the planted fields to its left. On
the right side was a parallel jump course—stone fences,
~hedges, post and rails, and prettily painted oxers and -
targets. “Lovely country,” Nick said cheerfully, and fed.
all the juice the motor would take. It drank it and growled
gratefuny without a bobble—they built a good carburetor
into these little skates. “How’s the cavalry doing?” '

Henry’s voice answered from the rear. “They .are just
coming out of the woods, The gravel in their faces slowad‘
them up. Now we're gaining on them.” '
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“The LUy with the machine gup with themy»
“Yes,”

“Is he going to shooty
“No,»

' >
* y%ent op toward what should b the puby; bighway. The
tr W35, as Nj, 1t

c
ouble Svaluated gh, situation jp 5 fraction
of a Second, there 3 00 way around the big h, van
and P truc] Parked t across ghe drive. The
Teached frop, £25 10 the stope fence on the Tight,
pluggmg the roag Y like g corked botyle, Nick spuq the

d the cul d three times, feehng g5 if
ke wag i ¢ sa

ly, Stopping on the next circle with the
105e of g, thirt the OPening between the
Which the tiders “were ing,
barrier, Van Rijg and the man
- 1s Calt apq WO other men and & womgag had
T out Trom bey;,

behind the vehicleg and were Wwatching the
Urtyard, Y look, uzzled, .
Nick spep is bead oy of the window and
? Rif3 204’ ricme, Van Rija titted pigj -
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raised a hand just as the riders started popping out of the
passageway and hid him from view. Nick counted aloud,
“QOne—two—three—four—" One short. “Last girl takes
her chances.”

He gunned the car back into the opening as the riders
fought to halt their mounts, iron shoes clanging and slip-
ping on the stones. The girl with the long black bair—the
poorest rider, sitting in her schoolgirl show-off bareback
crouch—was coming up the aisle. Nick -hit the horn,
touched the brakes just in case, he had no infention of
hitting her, and whizzed past her on the right hand side.
He made a mental bet that she didn’t dodge him—the
horse did. But sloppy rider or not, she made a gorgeous
picture, bareass on that pony.

They rolled at speed back up the long stretch of trail

- past the jump course and into the forest. It shouldn't be
hard to plan—when he crossed the bridge the section of
trail which ran along the back country road where he had

. parked the Volvo would be close ahead.

S Nxck said, “We've got a car out on the road. Shall I
© ", the fence or try your gate with the lock?”

oroot answered with the pleased tones of a man point-
_»+ g out a tactical mistake. It was the first time Nick heard
him sound cheerful. “They may have sabotaged your car.
Test it. Let us try the gate, I will show you.”

Nick felt chagrined. Groot was, of course, right, They
whizzed past the fence near the road, caught a glimpse of
the Volvo, made several mild S-turns -and Groot said,
“Just ahead. Turn off past that next clump and you'll see
it.,”

Faint tire tracks appeared in the turf. Nick brakcd:
_swung left, saw the big gate ahead, barring them from {
country road. He stopped and Groot jumped out ¢
trotted to the lock. He efficiently inserted a large key
tried to turn it . . . and fried, and twisted, and shook
lost his cool, strugglcd with the lock.

A mofor roared behind them and a big Opel p



AMSTERDAM 101

and stopped inches from their rear bumper, pinning the
smaller car between itself and the gate It disgorged men
1ike nickels from a slot machine slot when the jackpot is
hit. Nick climbed out of the car and called to Groot,
2“That was a mce try on the gate,” before he turned to face

the mob.




Chapter 7

Philipine Laansma left his officc early for the long
weckend, pointing his red MG toward Gecesteren with a
sigh of relief. He had problems—sometimes it helped to
think about them while driving. He was pleased that his
current girl friend—a daughter of an excellent family who
wanted to become a tooneclspeelster like Bette Davis—
was in Paris meeting with a producer who might have a~

. part for her in a movie he was making in Spain.

. Problems! The dangerous but profitable pipeline he had
at together for carrying information from the United
States to anyone who would buy it was clogged at this end
as long as Groot refused to carry on. He bad thought that
Amlie had discovered the system’s machinery at Kelley’s
Color Engraving Studios in New York, but he had been
wrong. Thank heavens Qom had missed her with that
stupid shot. Groot could be replaced. Europe swarmed
with eager and hopeful spics, couriers and hustlers who
-would like to be spics—as long as it was reasonably safe

_ and profitable. ‘ i

Groot's Cullinans were the rainbow’s pot of gold. It
should be possible to turn a profit of over half a million
guilders on them. His contacts reported that dozens of
Amsterdam sharpshooters—the ones with real capital—
were sniffing after the prize. That would explain Norman
Kent's unusual adventures, They wanted to contact him—

© 102
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but he, Philipine, alrcady had. If he swung the Cullinan
deat for Bard Galleries, they might become customers for
many years
Eventually he might be able to buy a bigger estate, like
4 Van Riju's, He scowled at the thought. Van Rijn! He was
intensely jealous of the older man. They both came from
famiies that operated b happij—steamer
companies—but Laansma had sold his in order to enter
lines that promised faster profits, Van Rijn stll had his, as
well as Far East i tobacco panijes, oil inter-
ests and his diamond operations Tt was hard to overtake
entrenched holdings hike those, it was like trying to match
the royal family's wealth. Rulers didn’t need treasure
houses any longer—the Joot poured mn from therr world~
wide stock holdings mn such streams they could swim in
it,
He camie to an empty stretch on the International High-
» way and broke the speed regulations. 1t gave tum a feeling
Jof power, Tomorrow Groot and the Cullinans and Keat
would be at his country place. The deal would profit
Philipine Laansma even if he had to use Oom Myer and
Beppo and Mack to turn the trick. This was no world for
weaklings. He wished he had lived i the days when Van
Rijn’s ancestors and other ancients got their starts, You
didn’t Jook aside, you just wrung it out of the natives.

Jean Batiste Van Rijn knew of Laansma’s envy. It was
a fact he kept on file in his keen mind alopg with many,
many others. In spite of what Laansma thought, Van
Rijw's great-grandfather had not brutalized the natives in
Sumatra and Java, He had had eight killed sad the rest

~Jvorked diligently for small rewards Big men know the
difference between the stick and the carrot.

As Van Rijn walked up to the imprisoned Daf be was
smiling slightly, symbolizing the carrot, “Good morning
Mr. Kent—you're early.”

Nick matched him with a small grin, “Got bere carly,
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Lost my way. I was looking your place over, It’s beauti-
ful.”
“Thank you. I saw part of your motor tour. 'You out-
distanced the escort.” .
“] couldn’t see their badges.” s
. “No—they belong to our little nudist colony. Yowd be ™
surprised -how well behaved they are. I think it’s because -
their frustrations and repressions are out in the open.”
“Could be. They don’t conceal much.” As they chatted
Nick weighed it up. Van Rijn had four men with him
who, after their eruption from the Opel like olives sudden-
1y released from a bottle, now lined up respectfully behind
their boss. They all wore ties and jackets and had the
' bland, purposeful faces Nick was beginning to identify
with the sturdy Dutch. Mata and Groot and Henry had
_ clambered out of the Daf and were clustered hesitantly at
its side. Nick sighed. His only logical course was to go
farther into the parlor and hope that, if Van Rijn and his
crew were spiders, they mistook the wasp for a fly. Nick!™
said, “Although I'm early perhaps we can get down to
- business.”

“Have you mentioned the matter to Mr. Groot?”

*Yes. We met by chance. We both—Iost our way and
were coming in your back door. He told me he’s part of
the deal you and I are considering.” . 4

Van Rijn looked at Groot. He wasn’t smxlmg now. He
looked like a dignified, unswervable English justice of
George II. The type who insisted that the ten-year-old
children before his court be well behaved and quiet as he
sentenced them to death by hanging for stealing food. His
expression indicated that he knew when to be kind and
when to be firm—and youw’d better believe it. “Did inl
show Mr. Kent the details?”

Groot flashed a glance at Nick. Nick locked up at 2
treetop, admiring the pruning. Groot replied, “No. We
just discovered that we all——have mutual interests.”

“I see.” Van Rijn turned to one of his men. “Alan.



AMSTERDAM 105

Unlock the gate and bring Mr, Kent’s Volvo to the house,
The rest of you ride back in the Daf”” He motioned to
Nick and his group “Won't you join me? The big car is
much more comfortable.”

4~ Nick introduced Mata to Van Rijn who nodded appre-
ciatively. They agreed they had met briefly but couldn't
yemember the party. Nick made a bet with himself that
they both recalled it and mn detail. If you ever took a
chance on this phlegmatic but keen man forgetting some-
thing, or the beautiful girl not remembenng a face or a
fact, you'd be guaranteed a loss. Mata had stayed alive by
staying alert. You could guess that generations of stolid
‘Van Rijos had created thus extensive estate by keeping
their eyes and ears open every waking moment.

The mag calied Alan had no trouble at all unlocking
the pate. As he walked toward the Volvo Van Rjjn said to
Groot, “We change the locks around here frequently.”

...- “Aclever tactic,” Groot said as he held the Opel's doar

" for Mata, He followed her into the car, and Nick and Ven
Rijn took the folding seats. Henry watched, then joined
the driver,

Groot said, “The Daf—"

“I know,” Van Rijn apswered cabmly. “Onz of my
men—Adrizen—will bring it to the house and guard it. It
is a valuable car ” He added the last phrase with just the
right amount of emphasis to mezn we Argw WAL i u.h

They rolled majestically back through the estats 10 &2
main fiouse, passing a yellow road mackicz wEich aiready
was swetping the bndfe path, chiminating both tir trecks
and hoot prints, You couldn't faolt Ven Rifa ea maiies

ance,

as from the fione

paized vy yrer

““ The horse van and truck were
~surfaced drive, They went along it
m?—:ch hause that looked s if It W2 -
2nd the gleaming windows washed €557 BUEEE SR
$2x side was 2 Jarpe, black-topred P“‘:‘_\*:f:" hf-
ebout forty cars and had room foF = =

'
B
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Their host said, “Miss Nasut—MI- ‘Hasbrou
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me business.
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Just before they entere
King area, Out of s
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ings. He Was sure he recognized the Volvo an
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Efficient and gnobtrusive, Nick thou

ck—that
swim-

d the house without waiting fof
a quick nod and wink and went

d the house Nick heard {wo.cats .

jght peyond the plant-
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One wall of the toom was lined with ship models, on
shelves and in glass cases atap tables. Vaa Rijn pointed at
one. “Do you recognize it7”

Nick could not read the mameplate in Dutch script.

oo

2+ “She was the first ship built in what is now New York
City. The Onrust. It meass unrest m English Prophetic,
perhaps? She was built with the help of the Manbattan
Indians at about where 45 Broadway is now. The New
York Yacht Club has offered me a very Jarge price for the
model, 1 wont sell~—but I bave willed it 1o them at my
death.”

“Very generous of you,” Nick said.

Van Rijn went bebind a wide desk of rich, black wood
that almost plowed, “Now-—Mr. Groot, are you armmed?”

Groot actually blushed, He looked at Nick, Nick took
the short .38 out of his pocket and pushed it across the

.desk. Van Rijn dropped 1t wto a drawer without com-
" meat, “I assume you have the merchandise in your car or
bidden somewhere on my grounds?”

“Yes,” Groat said crisply.

“Would you say this is a good time 1o get it—and we
can discuss terms?”?

*“Yes.” Groot tumned toward the door.

“Tony will go wath you so you won't lose your way.”
Groot went out with the wiry fad at fus heels.

Nick said, “Groot can be—elusive *

“I know. Tony is dependable If they do not come back
T will conclude that he is dead Now Mr Kent about ez
transaction~—if you make what deposit you can here, c23
You pay the balance in cash in Switzerland or your ew2
Lountry}”

Nick sat down stowly in a farge Jeathomtir, “Terd~
~it you take responsibility for del Bbe UnN
S!zizcs. I'm not an expert ot smugglingf . -

That I can bandle, There remain:

‘And inspecting the merchandise.!
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“Of course. We will do that in a moment—"

The intercom chimed. Van Rijn frowned. “Yes?”

A girl’s voice came from a speaker. “Mr. Jan de Troija
and two friends. He insists it is very important.”

Nick stiffened. Across his mind flashed the memory of g,
hard jaw under a cold glass eye and expressionless artifi-
cial skin and the woman in the black veil. Uncontrolied
emotions flowed briefly across Van Rijn’s face—surprise,
determination, chagrin. His host did not expect these visi-
tors and he was thinking fast. If Van Rijn was losing
control of the situation it was time for a stranger to move.
Nick stood up, “You must excuse me—

“Sit down.”

“m armed, to0.” Wilhelmina glared suddenly at Van
Rijn with her expressionless Cyclop’s eye. He put his
hands down on the desk. “You probably have all kinds of
buttons under your feet. Don’t push them unless you want
lots of violence.” N

Van Rijn was solemn faced again, as if this was some-'
thing he understood and could handle. “No violence is
necessary. Just sit down, please.” It was a stern command.

Nick said from the door, “Meeting postponed,” and
went through it. De Troija and Van Rijn and a horde of
- troops. There were too many loose ends for an AXEman
to hold still under the potential weight of this crew.

He ran back the way they had come, across a giant
living room and through the glass doors that led down to
the pool. As he went down the wide steps three at a time
Mata, seated in front of the cabana with Henry Has-
brouck, saw him coming. She got up without a word and
ran toward him. Nick gave a come on wave and turned
and galloped through the grounds toward the parking lot. -

He caught Groot and Tony at the Daf. Tony leaned
against the car, watching Groot’s small rump just inside
the door as he groped in the rear of the car. Nick had
tucked Wilhelmina out of sight and he grinned at Tony
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who pushed himself off the car and swung to meet him,
balanced on both legs. “What do you—
The wiry lad was prepated for alt Linds of attacks
,except a clean right which hooked shightly as it drove in
Master than the cye conld follow just ynder the bottom
button of his jacket. The blow would have shattered a
one-iach plank, Tony folded ke 2 book snapped shut and
before he squirmed twice on the ground Nick's powerful
fingers closed on s veck muscles, the themb punching in
the spinal controf cord. Tony would be useless to anyope
for five minutes no matter how rugeed he was. Nick
extracted a small ftalian automatic from the lad's belt and
straightened to face Groot who stumbled out of the car
holding the small brown bag
Nick held out @ hand Like o robot Groot put the bag
in it. Nick heard the patter of Mata's fect coming across
the tamac, He glanced back Mo one foliowed ber or
s<him—yet. He said, “Groot—we can talk about our deal

Iater. {11 Bold the merchandise, Then if they catch you
you're clean™

Groot stood straight, speakung crisply. “And I have the
problem of catching you?”

“Im giving you no choice.”

“Where's Heary?"

“At the poot lost T saw He's okay. T don’t believe
theyl botber him. Now you bettet roll out of here.” -

Nick beckoned to Mata and 7am to the Volvo which
had been parked four spaces away from the Daf. The keys

%ete in it Nick gunned the engine 25 Mata hopped 1.

She said without puffing, “My what a short visit.”

J “Too many hosts* Nick answered, reversed the car and
‘whipped around the oval lot and headed for the ughway,

As he picked up speed he shot a glance back, The Da

Was moving From the house Henry came at a run, fol

fowed Zy Alan and Adriaen and de Trofje anf;ll o ;fn the

men wl i yeile
0 had been in the garage with ﬁi{,\qd‘n, A

Note of thery had guDS jn sighs MR



110 NICK CARTER: KILLMASTER

driving, cut the corners of the double-curves between t
regimented trees and entered a straightaway that led to t
highway. :

Forty feet or so back from the main road were b
squat, stone structures, one joined to a neat stone ga
house. As he floored the accelerator he saw the wide, stur
iron gates begin to close. He considered a lot of things
once—but he kept the throttle wide open. Stone pasti
fences came up to the gatehouse and the stone squares
each side, You couldn’t crash them. He judged the opeu-
ing between the gates as they swung toward each other.

Fifteen feet? Say fourteen! Now thirteen—twelve—
eleven—

The gates swung faster, folding shut in their faces. They
-were majestic metal barriers, so heavy their outer ends
rolled on small carrier wheels like casters. The vertical
bars were six inches apart, made of iron two inches thick.
Any car that crashed them head-on would be demolished.

- FEight—seven— » .

He kept the spewing carburetor wide open, rolling the

.. ball of his foot over the pedal with an extra push and’
press. They sure as bell weren’t going to ever stop now.
They were whizzing past trees and blurred landscape at
well over sixty and still accelerating.

Mata bent over. From the corner of his eye he saw her
fold her arms over her head—she’d rather have a broken
back and neck than scarred features. He didn’t blame her.
- He cstimated the remaining opening, tried to steer at it
centered to a hairline measurement.

Clang—skleek—cranng! A metallic screech—and they
shot through the vanishing opening. One or both of thg.
gates had closed on the Volvo like shark’s teeth snapping
at a fieeing fish. Their speed had added enough longitud-
inal rigidity to carry them through, helped perhaps by
some play in the gates and their hangers which the slash-
ing force of their contact had gained. An inch of vibra-
tion-—the difference between freedom and disaster. '
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ighway twas close. Nick stabbed the brakes,
pu?‘?lpidh(%:m zga‘m as they raced at it. He did not dare
fishtail ot sidestip—she’d turn over. The blacktop was
3 gritty and dry, ideal for raction but den’t try to slide on it
Munless you saw an oil slick, And he saw none. N

The highway was 2 nght-angle T across Van Rijn's
drive. Nick used every foot of curve he could see. They
shot behind 2 bus and his Juck beld—nothing coming the
other way. The Volvo's wheels curcled within inches of the
far edge of the road.

There was a four-foot-drop bank at the far edge. They
skirted it in a shower of fiywng gravel. He was sure a rear
wheel swung out over it for an mstant——you could feel the
wobble and sidesway as the sturdy little car fought and
clawed for a hold. No more brake—be gunned the motor.,
The car serpentined, staggered ercct Iike a man who has

| Stombled, and they roared down the two-lane highway.
7 Mata raiced her head “Whew—woosh,”

Nick shot a glance back at Van Rijo’s drive. A man
had run out of the gatehouse and was looking at them and
shaking his fist, Good. If he didn't get the gate open be
would delay any pursuers.

“Do you know this road?” be asked.

“No2 She groped in the locker for maps “What hap.
pened back there? They serve you bad Scotch”

Nick chuckled. It did um good He had been imagining
Mata and himself scrambled in an won and stone omelet,
“Inever even got a drink.”

“At Teast I got 2 sip of mine. I wonder what they wall

?:c r:?‘ Henry Hasbrouck and Groot. They are odd htle

“0dd? Like scorpions *

"IG mean éu have stolen the Cullinans,”

“Groot did that, Henry is hus shadow 7 i
Van Rijn will simply b them agt Whatl"alﬁig;: ",:’:;
to kim pow? He may not even want them to be seen by
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Jan de Troija. He's the British dlplomat type I told you
introduced me to that mystery woman.”

“He was there?”

“Just arrived. That’s why I decided to get away. Too
many angles, Too many clutching hands after the Cul®
linans. Take a look in that little bag. and sce if Groot
pulled a switch on us. I don’t think he had time, but it’s a
thought.”

Mata opened the bag. She said, “I don’t know much
about uncut stones, but these are bxg

“They’re record size, I understand.” Nick glanced over.
The objects in Mata’s lap looked like small pieces of
high-grade rock candy. “I guess we got ’em. Put ’em away
and check that map.”

They raced around a gentle curve where picturesque
bridges crossed small canals or streams on both sides. If
they had been going more slowly he might have tried ong
of the roads—then he shook his head. Too close to Van'
Rijn’s. A thorough search would find them, especially if
_ the lanes were dead-ends. Far back, a beetle in the mirror,

he saw a car that did not gam on them. Van Rijn was
slow in following—or had he given up? No, he wouldn’t.

“Junction ahead,” he said. “Check the signs against the
map. Our compass direction is south.”

“Which way would you prefer to go?”

“Northeast.”

Mata was silent for a moment. “I'd go straight. If we
turn left we have to go back through Wanroy and we
might run into them, if they're following us. Go on to

] Gexéxert and then we’ll turn east and we'll have a choxce Of
roads.”

“You've called it. 'm not stopping to look at the map.”

The four-way intersection led them onto a better road,
but there was more traffic, a small parade of little polished
cars. Local people.

“Watch our backtrail,” Nick said. “This mirror is too
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small, See if any cars are passig others, trying to catch
us”

Maia kneeled on the seat, looking back. After several
minutes she said, “Everybody is staywng ia line, I mean—
if there was a car following, it could pass some of ther.”

“Damn funny,” Nick muttered.

As they approached the town the landscape became
more crowded. The neat little houses stood shoulder to
shoulder, there were no more pastures with sleek-coated
cows that looked as if they had been washed—and per-
haps they had. Mata turned arourd. “Take two lefts.”

“Okay.” They were approaching another i ior, in
an industrial area with closely fitted, narrow side streets. A
helicopter droned overhead, He searched for a road block.
Did Van Rijn have such good connections? Certainly de
Troija might have, if they were now altied aganst um,

He moved slowly through the town traffic, made the
“tve lefts, and they rolled on into another rural area. No
‘road blocks, no pursuers.

“There aren’t any cars that seem to stay with us,” Mata
said, “Shall 1 keep watching?”

“No, Sit down I'm going fast enough to spot anybody
who tries to catch up, But 1t's a puzzle. He could have
caught us in the Opel.”

“The helicopter?” Mata asked calmly. “It went over us
again,”

“Where would he get one so fast?” .

“I don't know. Perhaps it 15 2 traffic control. She put
her head out the window, “It's gone way ahcad.”

“Let's get off this rond Can you find another one that
yakes a loop so that we can sull head east and north’

“The map crackled “Try the second night. About five
miles ahead. It goes through forests, too, and lht:p after we
cross the Maas we can go north on the big bighway.t~
Nijmegen.” i

The turnoff looked good. Another two-fane cour
road. After they had traveled a couple of mt
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slowed down and said, “Not a sign of anybody following
us.” ' ' :

“A small plane went over us.”

“ know. You're a good girl on detail, Mata.” ‘

She moved across the seat and snuggled against him!
“It has helped me to survive,” she replied softly.’

He put an arm around her soft body. Soft—but how
strong her muscle and bone and brain were, developed as
she said, to survive. Their relationship was a strange ane,
He admired her for the many qualities she had which
matched his own—and first among them were durability
and alertness and swift refiexes, Many times during warm,
perfumed nights in Jakarta she had said, “I love you,” and
he had returned the averment. P

And being the people they were they had meant it, for
the night or as long as it might last. It was why, when she'
might have caused his death and thus saved herself a
fortune—she could not. And why he, when logic had
callf_:d for her elimination—he had not. He had offered her
banishment, and with wry smiles which each understood,
she had accepted it.

“You're as beautiful as ever, Mata,” he said softly.
“But we don’t belong to the beautiful people. We're the
durable people.” .

She squeezed his knee, “Which would you choose, i
you could?” : o

“To be? Since we just twinkle for an instant on this ball
of mud I take durable.” . ' :

:‘Because you feel the bumps less?” )

. “And you can help another twinkler. The beautiful
ones often fold fast.” RN &

She.kissed his neck, just under his ear. He said, “That
feels nice. Now—look at that.” He slowed and braked. -

- On the bank of a small stream, nestled under tremen-
dous trees that looked like willows, was a tiny camping
ground, an oblong carved out of the cultivated fields that
came right down to the road and streamside, A swing
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bridge crossed the little canal which paralled the road they
were on, and the stream apparent]y went under the canal
or the canal crossed over it in a wooden channel. Yellow
stakes marked the corners of three campsites, and all of
them were occupied.

A big Rover was in the first one, a Volkswagen in the
sscond with 2 camping tarpaulin attached to it, and 2
battered Triumph was 1n the last one, parked beside a
large umb tent with an afumi outside frame, The
umbrella tent was old and faded to a thin, light green,

“There’s our man,” Nick said He drove over the swing
bridge and along the narrow track to pull up beside the
Triumph, It was a four- or five-ycar-old TR4, and at a
closer fook was more worn than battered, recording a life

of sun and rain and flying sand and gravel. Its tires were
quite good,

Nick got out and a lean, all-brown man in faded khaki

~borts wath fringes for bottom hems left a httle campfire

- and walked toward them. Nick put out his hand. “Hello,

I'm Norman Keat. American "

“I'm Buffer Whicker Australian.” His grip was firm
and hearty,

“That's my new wife in the car.” Nick glanced toward
the Volkswagen, A couple were seated under the tar-
paulin, wathin heanng distance. He lowered his voice.
“Can we step over by the stream, I've a proposition that
might interest you.”

Buffer followed him, saying, “T can offer you a cup of
It:]ai(but if you're selling anything you've got the wrong

oke.”

Nick took out his wallet, removed five 100-guilder aotes
and five US, twenty-dollar bulls, bolding them aganst
his stomach 50 that those in the other campsites could not
sc them, “I'm not seling I'm reatng Aoyone with ..
you?”

“My gl Asleep in the tent.” .

“We were just gzam’cd. My so-called frer "
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for us, you know the bit. Usually I wouldn't care, but a5 1
think vou lads say Down Under, some of the boys are
bloody bastards.” '

Buffer looked at the money and sighed. “Norman, for
that you can not only stay with us you can travel rent-frez
all the way to Calais.”

“It’s simpler than that. T'd like you and your girl to
drive to a nearby town and enjoy a good hotel or motcl,
Don't say anything about leaving your outfit and campsite
here, of course. All you have to leave us is the tent and
tarp and a couple of sleeping bags or biankets, The money
I'm giving you should be worth more than the outfit you
leave.”

Buffer took the money. “You leok straight, mate. We'll
leave you all the stuff except our personal gear. Therc's
not much. Few odds and ends of cooking things and
grub.” :

“How about the neighbors?” b

“I know them. I'il tell them you're my cousin who is

-, using the camp for the night.”
- “Adeal. Will you help me hide my car?"

“Drive ’er around this side of the tent. We'll camouflage

f1er somehow.,”

Within fiftcen minutes Buffer had rigged a tent fiy
which hid the Volvo's rear from the road, yet looked
plausible, introduced “Norman Kent, my cousin” to the
other two camping couples, and departed with his cute
plump blonde in the Triumph, :

The interior of the tent was comfortable, with a folding
table, chairs and slecping bags on air mattresses. A clever-
ly crafted wooden cabinet, apparently made to fit in the
Triumph, served as a pantry. Its various slots and shelves
were filled with dishes, silverware and a small amount of
canned goods. Nick brought in his luggage from the
Volvo, took a bottle of Jim Beam out of his case, put it op
the table and said, “Sweetic, Pm going to have a look
around. Will you mix up a couple?”
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“Love to.” She hugged him, kissed his chia and stepped
away.

A lot of woman, Dz thought as he walked to ths bridge
over the canal, She knew what to, when to, and how
to—and when not to. He crossed the little bridge and
studied the camp. You could hardly see the Volvo. A Iittle
red and black barge, powercd by a purring outboard
motor, slowly approached the bridge. Nick walked back
over it 1o the camp bank to watch its passage, The skipper
stepped to the walkway at the canal's side 2nd spun a
giant wooden wheel which swung the bridge aside like a
gate. He stepped back aboard and the barge crawled past
ke a snad with flowers on its head, The waterman waved
at him.

Nick walked alongside. “Don’t you have to close the
bridge?”

“No™ The man laughed, his Enghsh was rourdly ac-
cented, as if each word came wrapped mn pastry. “Time
‘clock in the locker. In ten minutes at closes. A bell will
ring. You will sce.” He pointed lus pipe at Nick and
Taughed more heartily “Electric. See. We are not all tulips
and tobzacco. Ho-ho-ho.”

“Yo-ho-ho to you,” Nick replied, but he laughed hearti-
Iy as he spoke. “Why not open 1t with a button then,
instead of the wheel?”

‘The bargeman looked around the empty landscape as if
alarmed. “Shhh'* He sclected a bunch of pretty flowers
from one of the boxes stacked on the deck and hopped
ashore and put his head close to Nick's “If we did that
tourists like you wouldn't come to watch 1t any more and
Jask questions. Here is a @ft " Nick was looking into
twinkling blue eyes as the bouquet was pressed 1ato his
Land and the man jumped back onto his toy-like boat.

“Thank you very much. My wife will fike them.”

“Peace.” The man waved and the barge's stern purred
past Nick.

As he strolied back toward the campsits e hridoa
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- for us, you know the bit. Usually I wouldn't care, but.as I
think you lads say Down Under, some of the boys.are
bloody bastards.” e

Buffer looked at the money and sighed. “Norman, for
that you can not only stay with us you can travel rent-freet
all the way to Calais.” ] ‘ :

“It’s simpler than that. I’d like you and your girl to.
drive to a nearby town and enjoy a good hotel or motel.
Don’t say anything about leaving your outfit and campsite
here, of course. All you have to leave us is the tent and
tarp and a couple of sleeping bags or blankets. The money
T'm giving you should be worth more than the outfit you,
Ieave.” -

Buffer took the money. “You look straight, mate. We’ll
leave you all the stuff except our personal gear. There’s
not much, Few odds and ends of cooking things and
grub-” . T

“How about the neighbors?” ‘ N

“Y] know them. I'll tell them you’re my cousin who is’
. using the camp for the night.”

-2 “A deal. Will you help me hide my car?” ,

-~ "*Drive er around this side of the tent, We'll camouflage

: somehow.”

.- Within fifteen minutes Buffer had rigged a tent fly

which hid the Volvo’s rear from the road, yet looked
plausible, introduced “Norman Kent, my cousin” to the
other two camping couples, and departed with his cute
plump blonde in the Triumph. .

* The interior of the tent was comfortable, with a folding
‘table, chairs and sleeping bags on air mattresses. A clever-
ly crafted wooden cabinet, apparently made to fit in the

~ Triumph, served as a pantry. Its various slots and shelves
were filled with dishes, silverware and a small amount of

.canned goods. Nick brought in his luggage. from the
‘Volvo, took a bottle of Jim Beam out of his case, put it on
the table and said, “Sweetie, I'm going to have a look
around. Will you mix up a couple?” T
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hummed and creaked—and crawled back into position
across the canal. The cwner of the Volkswagen stopped
him, stepping up to the narrow roadtrack with a smile.
“Bonjour, Monsicur Kent. A glass of wine?” ‘
“Thank you. Can I join you this evening? My wife and -
I are tired. It has been a big day.” S
“Come over when you please. I understand.” The man
bowed slightly. His name was Perrault, according to
Buffer's introduction, The I understand was because
Buffer had told them his “American cousin, Norman
Kent” was with his bride. Nick could have given Buffer a
different name, but if he needed to produce his passport
and papers, that would lead to complications. . .
He went into the tent and gave Mata the flowers. She
beamed. “They’re beautiful. From the barge?”
“Yes, Prettiest little scow I've ever seen, But how in the
world do they make a living?” -
“Very ... gently.” S
.. He thought that over as she filled a glass with water
™ om a canvas bucket, put the flowers in it and arranged
;¥ mas a centerpiece for the table. He watched her small
¥k head bent over the cluster of color and shape,
~ houghtfully moving a bud here, a leaf there, as if this
moment in her life,<Oncerned with bits of organic matter
which would be dust in days, was all-important. As he
had discovered in the Orient, this girl-of-two-worlds had
unique depths. You could learn from her, if you had the
time and the world would keep its hands off you. :
.She handed him his drink and they sat in canvas chairs
with a view of the quiet stream and its tall flanking trees
and the neat fields on the other side. Some of the oblongg‘.
were of 'diﬁerent colors, probably flower fields, and they
looked like a giant’s patchwork quilt, They faced away
from the other campers. Nick felt secluded, drowsy. It was
very quiet except for an occasional car passing on the road
or a murmur from another tent. He took a pull at his
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glass. Mata said, “There was a bottle of soda water in the
bucket Is your drink cool enough?”

“Dehgious *

. “Cigarette?”

~. “Al right—thanks ® He didn’t care if he smoked or
not—he was cottng down—but he enjoyed the way she
lit one for him, carefully putting just the tip in her red
Yips, banding 1t to him carefully, as if to serve him was an
honor. A man could get to bke it. And make mistakes.
Somehow he knew she wouldn't make a try for the brown
bag’s contents, but perhaps that was because they could be
profitless disaster to anyone without strong connections.
He felt distaste for his profession, in which you stayed
ahve by trusting no one.

She stood up and he watched her take off the wrap-type
garment to reveal tailored shorts and a bra of the same
gold-and-black fabne She hung the outer garment neatly

3#on a hanger, one of a cluster hanging from the roof
center-hook,

A woman to be proud of. A woman you could love?
You could live out a pleasant bfe under such attention
and affection. He had decided once, admitung that his
small sampling was an unfair survey, that the most wildly
passionate women in the world were the Scots and the
most intelligently passionate the Japanese, He had told it
to Bill Rohde one night 1n Washington over several drinks
at the University Club, and the younger AXEmon had
cousidered the apinion carefully, then said, “The Scots
bave bees going to Japan as sadors and merchants and so
on for generations. First one of us gets there agais, Nick,

~Search for the nght gul, Japanese-Scots Eurasian. May
have to advertise.”

Nick chuckled. Practical fellow, Rohde. It was only
chance that he hada't been sent to Amsterdam on the
Manson project instead of Whitlock. Bill was hasdling the
New York end and the Bard Gallerics, .
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Mata leaned her small dark head on his-shoulder. He
placed an arm around her. “Are you hungry?” she asked.

“A little. We'll see what we can put together after
awhile.”

“There are beans and corned beef. Enough vegetables
for a salad and oil and vinegar. Cookies and tea.”

“Sounds great.” Smart girl—she had the larder mvcnto—
1y in her head already. '

“I hope they dorn’t find uvs,” she szud softly. “The heli-
copters and that small plane bother me.”

“I know. But if they've put up roadblocks they should
grow tired after twelve hours and think we've slipped
through. We'll leave early in the morning. Before it’s light.
But you're thinking clearly, Mata, as usual.” ‘

“Van Rijn is a shrewd and persistent man, I think.”

“I agree. Yet he seems to have more real character than
Laansma. If either one has principles, it's Van Rijn. By
the way, Mata—did you ever date Herbert Whitlock?” ~

*Of course. He took me to dinner once.”

~ Nick kept his arm still with an effort, it almost tenscd
flexively. “Where did you first meet him?”

“He bumped into me at Kaufman’s. The photographer’s
place. That is he pretended to bump into me, but some-
how he had planned it, He was looking for me. He Wamed
something.”

“What?” '

“I don’t know. It was about two months ago. We dined
at De Boerderij and went to the Blue Note on Korte

" Leidsedwarsstraat. The acts were wonderful, Herb was a
good dancer.” .

“Go to bed with him?” ¢

“No. Just some warm kisses at good night. I guess we
would have the next time. But he went out once or twice
with a friend of mine, Paula. And then he had the acci-
dent. I was sorry, I liked him. I'm sure he would have
called me again.”
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“Did be ask questions? Have you any idea—what b2
was trying to do—or find out?” .

“] thought he was like you. American agent probably.
We talked mostly about photograpby and the modslicg
business.”

“And business? Advertising?”

“Yes. The commercial side of photography. I planzed
the next time to ask him frankly if T could help him.”

Nick shook his head thoughtfully, Poor Herb St=2Z7
and methodical He limed up Mata and was prping
Paula, plodding along the trail. If he had been mors i
with Mata, he might be alive now. Hetb bad paver
hunch jumper, he went by the pumbers, *Did ke &&%
much?”

“Almost nothing. One of the things I liked zbomt =7

“Do you think he was murdered?

“I wondered about it. Perhaps Panla koows socerm=z,
?hall T talk to her when we get back to Az

“Please. You're right about s conpeceis
American agent, I'd very much like to
was really acerdental, I mean—the Dutsh znice
cient, but—" y
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Nordenboss about her. He sighed-~for want of a word,
for want of a note, for want of a nail—

Mata’s kisses and caresses were guaranteed to take your
mind off your troubles. He stretched and relaxed, holding
her as close as the small aluminum arm of his chair would;’
let him. ) '

You got so much more with one of Mata’s kisses, he
thought lazily. She up-spiraled your temperature through .
all five senses. Her subtle perfume blended with the moist
warm-woman aroma and your nostrils dilated automati-
cally like those of a bungry man smelling a roast in the
oven. The taste of her lips and tongue- stirred you as if
every drop of her saliva was part of a sixth peach brandy.
In your ears her soft sighs and occasional hums of satis-
faction strummed tingles from your spinal cord with.a
sooth-and-surprise brilliance, the way Richter stirs you
with a Tchajkovsky concerto. Don’t clamp your eyes
tightly shut, the out-of-focus loveliness is dynamite iy
close-detail, all the colors are absolutely true because™
when you try to see clearly they change to what your
.dreams want. And to hand, to the touch!—he tilted her
and massaged her small rump thoroughly with the slow
tenderness you use on the head of a beloved child after it
has received a bump. It was enervating, yet no more so0
than the stroke of her agile fingers on his chest where she
had teased them past his jacket and through his shirt,
raising his T-shirt, yet not seeming to touch Wilhelmina,

Her hand danced down, solved the buckle of his belt in
an instant. The belt, he thought grimly, with its flexible
blade-and-file encased at the back, money folded long-wzg
around one side, on the other flat waterproof packets of
instant death or suicide powders, improved chloral hy-
drate and an acid dust of a dozen dangerous uses. Even as
she exposed him, distended and stiffly vibrant, and her
head made tiny bumping march-steps down his chest he -
felt like an alien in paradise. The guest with the dagger.
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He stirred, “Darling, let me get some of this cloth and

gear off.”
* She got up lazily, smiling in nnderstanding, and held
out her hand for his jacket. She hung it carefully on a
-hanger, added hts tie and shirt, watched quetly as he
Yucked Hugo out of sight 1 his open case on the sleeping
bags. “A swim would be mce,” she sad.

He promptly took off lus pants “Still Javanese, eh?
Want to get into the water five tumes a day?”

“Yes. Water is good. Gentle and it cleans—"

He glanced out Dusk was falling, no one was in sight
from this angle. “I can wear my shorts.” Shorts, he
thought, even they betray me in the garden, with deadiy
Pierre sleeping in the secret pocket.

*“This cloth 1sn't bothered by water,” she said. “Any-
way, if we go along the stream a little way perhaps we can
swirm nude. I like to be cleansed all over

 He found two towels, wrapped the brown bag and
{3N‘u):,elmina and his wallet in one and sad, “Let’s get
wet.

A straight, neat path followed the side of the stream.
Just before they lost sight of the campsite Nick looked
back around 2 thick tree trunk. No one appeared to watch
them. The Rover people were cooking supper on a grill.
He understood why the campsite was so small. As soon as
they Ieft the grove the trees were set back from the bank
and evenly spaced, and culuvated fields came down al-
most to the water'’s edge. The path seemed almost like 2
towpath, as if in generations past popies or mastiffs had
hauled small barges or scows along the edges of the field,
delivering manure, taking in harvests. Perhaps they bad.

ey walked for a long time and st the ficlds weat o2
and on. It surpsised you 1n a country you thought of 2s
small and densely covered by man. Man. He heftad Wil-
helmina, The cancer of the plaget. The form reckines
and workers were gone from the fizlds.

Under one of the big trees be fouod the 7oz s
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cluded bower in the gloom, a shallow gully filled with dry
lcaves, like a nest. Mata studied it so long he looked at
her. She was smiling. He asked, “You're cn;oymu some-
thing?”

“This place. You've noticed how neat the sxdes of the
stream are—no litter or branches or leaves, Yet here are” .
Jeaves, all dry and fluffy. I think lovers come here. Per-
haps they have for many years,” ‘

He put the towels down at the base of the tree. “You're
probably right, Or perhaps some farm lad just kecps the
leaves forked over for a comfortable place for his lunch
nap.”

Mata was stripping off her bra and shorts, “That too— -
but this place has known lots of love. In a way—it's
sacred. It has its own resident spirit. People sense it.
Nobody carves the trees or leaves trash. Isn't that proof?”

“I guess so,” he said thoughtfully as he shed his shorts.
Go ahead, Carter, prove she’s wrong! .

Mata turned and walked into the stream. It shelved of‘
sharply and she ducked under and came up a few yards

i‘v.

. upstream. “It is lovely. Warm. Come—"
™,

It wasn't the sort of setting you disturbed with a dm,,
cven if you were foolish enough to disregard unknown
rocks. Nick Carter, who had on occasion dove a hundred
feet and more, entered the water as softly as a twig falling
and swamr to the girl with noiseless strokes. He felt that
this setting deserved quiet, respect for all those who had
known and shared love in it. Or—he stood up beside
Mata—is that spirit caretaker working on mel

*Don’t you feel—good?” she whispered.

“Yes.” The water was relaxing, the night air warm on
his skin. Even breathing it, close to the calm surfacd,
scemed to fill your lungs with something new, fresh, if-
vigorating.

“Mata draped herself against his side, partly floating, her
head on a level with his. Her hair was quite long, and its
damp coils draped against his neck with a tender softness
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that was deliciously tantalizing. Another Mata plus, as he
recalled, no hairdresser visits. A few moments with a
towel and comb and brush and a bottle of the aromatic oil
she used, and she could have it perfectly arranged again in
“2ny of a dozen pretty ways.

" She faced him and put her amms straight along each side
of his head and they kissed lightly, their bodies rubbing
together with the rhythmless harmony of two boats
moored side by side and rocked 1n 2 swell. He raised her
slowly and kissed each of her breasts, an action expressing
as much homage as passion, and when he lowered her she
was supported partly on his distended tumescence, It was
a position so emotionally satisfying you wanted to hold it
forever yet perturbing because you were impelled to seek
more, She sighed and her strong, small arms closed on his
back. He could feel the palms open and close, the unthink-
ing Joving grip of a healthy baby kneading its mother’s
reast as 1t suckles,

They kissed exploratively for a long, enlivening time. A
quiet 2q) t of cap ing , mixing greedy
draughts with the dainttest bonne bouche, Neither moved
quickly or with strength, this was a duet of skill and
intuition. Whep at last he lowered a band she captured it,
whispering, “No. No hands. All the way Javanese,
remember?”

He remembered, with a blend of anticipation and awe
at the stimulation of the recollection, It took 2 Iittle long-
cr, and that perhaps was part of the delight. “Yes,” he
murmured as she floated higher and lowered herself on
him, “Yes—I remember—" .

« The pleasure was worth the patience. A hundred times
over, he reminded limself, as he felt the cloying warmth
of her so excitingly accented and marked by the division
of cool water, He thought, oddly, how simple and peace-
ful and rewarding life seemed at this moment, and he felt -
pity for those who said they couldn’t enjoy making love in
water. Shackled, they were, Bound in their inhibitions and
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superstitions. Poor devils. They couldn’t unwind and go
back-back-back, forgetting-forgetting, Back to a warm sun
on a ‘pool and odd creatures trying to beach themselves to
move from the sheltering liquid and build their own tow-
ering, racing, explosive hell, He imagined some of the
creatures coupled in the water, like this, watching the
climbers at the shore. Come back, they felt-thought-
projected, It’s much better like this. Up there you'll sepa-
rate. There’s no connecting fluid, Mata closed her legs
effortlessly, like an old-fashioned swimmer, and*her buoy-
ancy carried her up and then she pressed herself down. He
met her presence with a surge of need. His loins glowed
with a new warmth, his spine tingled as if to the pricklc of
alternating current, his toes curled to grip the gravel
bunching wetly under his insteps. Down here! In here,
you fools! Forget— He made a small, involuntary grow-
ling sigh of satisfaction and Mata scttled herself to him
like a hungry puppy. She said, “I know—I know,” as she
fastened her lips to his.

They walked back to the campsite in the water, shicld-
ed by the darkness, Under the friendly hiss of a gas lamp
Mata prepared a meal, She found curry and added a
touch to the beef, a dust of chili for the beans, thyme and
a sliver of garlic crushed between two spoons for the oil in
the salad, Nick ate every scrap and felt ashamed for
consuming at least a dozen cookies with his tea, Well—
Buffer Whicker could buy a lot more now.

He helped her clean the dishes and pans and tidy the
camp, trying to leave it as shipshape as they found it.
Then, when they got into the sleeping bags, unzippered
and spread open doubled, they began teasing cach other.
Instead of going to sleep they made love again, Fun sex,
varied sex, wild sex, delightful scx, blending animal urges
and healt}}y physical needs and affection and technigue
and . experience. They then decided to take.another dip
and of course they must visit their special dell again, The
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resident spirit ensnared them onto the leafy couch to try
the brand new Swedish innovation. It was after one in the
moming when they again cuddled sleepily in the soft
downy nest Mata whispered, “Thank you, darhng. We
still make each other happy.”

“Qutstanding—and 1t’s wild ”

“Wild? Nice, Lovey love. Not everyone enjoys life this
much.”

“People like us develop a knack We’ve had the knocks
to show us we're just passing by this way A wvisit not long
remembered, Soon we will be dead and forget everything
and soon everyone will have forgotten us We’re free of
phony guilt. We know it doesn’t matter. So enjoy.”

*Yes." Sleepily. “Only love and kindness are real, one
guru told me, Some people can’t help it. They're frozen
young. Wrong treatment.”

He Xissed her lazly “Good mght Miss Zen Freud. T

wguess you're right. I'm just too wonderfully twed—" His
Iast comment was a long satisfied sigh.

Oqdinarily Nick slept like a cat He could awakes him-
self within a minute of a mentally pre-set time. This
night—excusably—be slept so deeply he was taken by
surprise. Before he fell asleep he told his mind to awaken
him if any passing car slowed or stopped A few went by,
none stopped within hearing

The two big Mercedes stopped a half-mile fro= the
bridge. Five men walked softly along the rozd zod cressed

the bridge to the cemp with light cat-steps. Their Eader
eliminated the Rover 2nd the Volkswagen with 2 &P €&

Jis light, The rest was easy, He merely g2 2% ==
Volvo. =
Nick's fist knowledge of them eome wib & FFFE
glow that battered at bis eyelids, 2 F232 SZ5 57
bus eyes as bz spepped awake aﬁ}:’é-:?
€yes quickly ber Eery pinwheels spa =
expanding 2nd cczvi:?.l. T eckd BT

3
]
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moments. He put his head in his hnnds;—gaugll't cold
turkey! Wilhelmina was under his sweater bes.ldeﬂhxs case. -
He might reach it with a lunge. He forced himself to sit
still. Patience and shuffie the cards. Mata was playing it,
smart. She lay very still. She would be awake now, watch-s,
ful, awaiting developments. o .

The light was turned away from him and directed at the
floor. He knew because the glow on his lids eased.
“Thanks,” he said. “Please don’t shine that damn thing in
my face again.” v )

“Sorry.” It was the voice of Jan de Troija. “There are
several of us here, Mr. Kent. Please be cooperative. We
want the Cullinans.”

“All right. I have them hidden.” Nick got up, keeping
his eyes closed. “You blinded me with that light” He
groped his way outside, pretending more helplessness than
be felt. In the darkness he opened his eyes. The pinwheels,
still blurred his vision.

“Where are they, Mr. Kenf?”

“T've got 'em hidden away I told you.”

. “Of course. But 'm not going to let you look for them.
‘o the tent or the car or out in the fields, We can over-
power you if we must. Make your choice quickly.”

Some choice. He felt other men in the blackness. De
Troija had plenty of backing, It was time to play a hunch.

' He could imagine that once handsome, now immobile
face watching him carefully. De Troija was a strong man,
less to be feared than a weak man like Laansma. It’s the
scared man who kills you and then wishes he hadn’t,

“How did you find us?” -2

“Helicopter. Mr. Van Rijn radioed. Very simple, The
diamonds please,” :

“You’re working with Van Rijn?”

- “Not exactly. Now Mr. Kent-—no more talk—""

It waso’t a bluff, “You'll find them in my case beside

the sleeping bags. Left side. Under the shirt,”
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“Thank you.”

QOne of the men went into the tent, came cut and the
bag rustled as he handed it to de Troija. Nick opened his
;yes a sht, He could sce~—perhaps sixty per cent visien,
Give himself another minute, He could knock the light
Sut, but probably some of the others had them. If shoot-
ng started, Mata was right in the line of fire—

De Troija gave a disgusted snort. “You may have these
For souventrs, Mr. Kent. They are fakes.”

Nick was glad of the darkness. He knew he Bushed,
Fooled like a schoolboy. “A switch. Groot—"

“0f course, He had a dummy package A sensible thing
to do when you’re handhng jtems ke the Cullinans.™

“Did he get away?”

“Yes. He and Hasbrouck made the gateman opsn up
again while Van Rijn and I were bniefing the police beli-
copter to watch you.”

’/ “Then you're 2 Dutch agent. Who was the—"

“I didn't say that. How did you contact Groot?”

“I didn’t, Van Rijn arranged the meeting. He was going
to be the middleman, So where do you £it?”

*“Can you contact Groot?”

“I don’t even know where he lives. But he had heard
about me—the diamond buyer. He'lt find me if he wants
me again”

“Had you known him in the past?™

“No. 1 bumped into him in Van Rija’s backwoods by
chance, T asked him if he was the man sellag the Cul-
linans and he saw a chance to cut out a middleman, I
suppose. He showed them to me. I think they looked 2
)il e different from these dummies, Must have been the
o lg,mn}s, since he thought I might be a diamond man.”

"‘Wh)' did you depart so swiftly?”

. ‘When you were announced I thought it mught be
Yijack. T passed Groot so 1 took the merchandise alon:
Told him to contact me, the deal was still on, [ figured
yousger man with a faster car should carry them.”






Chapter 8

*Stole what? A package of junk from a big-time jewel
thier?™

“Ah-—then you knew the Cullinans were Stolen goods
when you offered to buy them.” He sounded like a police-
man, Affirm your guilt,

A8 fag 25 T know they don't beleng to anybody, or to
-(hnmcm has them. They came out of a Soviet mine and
they were grabbed,”

“Dh? It's not stealing if the vicum is a Communist?”

“You tell me, Your woman in the black veil said
they're hers.”

Nick could sec perfectly again This de Troija was 2
master of feint and parry, but where did it lead and why?
The other man handed him a card, “If Groot contacts
you, please call e

“Arc you still working for Madam J2”

. De Troifa paused, Nick sensed that he was going to

b reveal something, then decided against it. “Yes,” the man

%1' "I hope you call.”

t <“Trem what I heard last time,” Nick said, “she may get
Ny cMCuumn« first,”

| ; Peshaps. But as you can sce, things are more compli-

:]tsz nio%.” He went away into the blackness, lashing his
1t fetermittently to find his footing, Mcn Iell 11 behind

73 lrom the sides of the tent, another dark shape came

14

i
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from beyond the Volvo, a fourth from. down by the
stream. Nick blew out a breath of relief. And liow many
‘more did he have? Thank his lucky star for a good
"guess—you couldn’t call it ]udgment-——not to reach for
Wﬂhelmma when the light hit him. t
\ He went back to the sleeping bag, tossed the dummy

diamonds into his case, confirmed the position of Wilhel-
mina and that the magazine hadn’t been slipped from the
butt, and lay down touching Mata. She put her arm
around him, saying nothing.

.He stroked her smooth bacL “You heard it all?”

“Y’eS 2
- “Van Rijn and de Troija are now cooperating. Yet they
each offered to sell me the Cullinans. What are they——-the
Dutch Mafia?”

" “No,” she rephed thoughtfully in the darkness, her
 breath sweet against his chin. “They are both respecta-.
- ble.”

After a pause they both laughed. Nick said, “Respectag
. ble businessmen. Or Van Rijn is, anyway. De Troija is an

> agent for the world’s leading business woman., They only

‘take respectable profits, as big as they can get away with

and if there’s a reasonable chance they won't get canght.”

He recalled Hawk’s maxim-—who gains?

He let his photographic memory search back among the
recent confidential IPR memos he had studied at AXE
HQ-—International Position Reports. The Soviet Union
and the Netherlands were on good terms, with some
coolness because the canny Dutch were cooperatmg with
the mainland Chinese in certain nuclear research in which
_'the Chinese were making startling progress. The Cullinatis-
didn't fit into this pattern easily, and yet .

He thought and dozed until his watch read 6:15 A Ho
came fully awake and thought about Groot and Has-
‘brouck.- Men who liked established plans. What would
_they do now? They wamed cash for ihe Cuﬂmans and
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they still had a contact in Laansma. Their move was
forced—Zugswang.
He kissed Mata awake, “Time to roll.” «

-z

~They drove east into the arriving dawn. The cloud
cover was thick, almost moist, but the temperature was
moderate and pleasant. They turned northeast and Nick
exclaimed as they skirted a neat town and crossed railway
tracks, “That town. It’s called America.”

“You'll see a lot of American influence soon. Motels.
Supermarkets. It has changed the face of the country.
Especially along the main roads and near the cities.”

They ate breakfast at a motel coffee shop which would
have fitted into Oblo. Studying the map, Nick found the
main road north to Nijmegen and Arnhem. When they
came out into the parking lot Nick checked the car swift-
ly. He found it under the tailend, a narrow, three-inch
Slastic box with flexible wire clamps and a frequency
“Changing button which he was careful not to touch. He
showed it to Mata. “One of de Trovja's boys was busy in
the - ™ s Ce AT Y S are

. . . eanut. This
one probably js cheaper or has a long battery life and a
good range.”

He turned south on the highway instead of north and
drove for many miles until they reached a Shell station
with a dozen cars waiting at the pumps. Nick pulled ioto
the queue and said, “Take over. Keep her moving up
toward the pumps.”

He walked forward until he saw a car with Belgian
tags. He stumbled and dropped lis pen under the rear of
it, went forward and said politely to the driver in French,
“I dropped my pen under the rear wheels, Please don’t
move for a moment.”

The plump man at the wheel smiled cheerfully and
todded. Nick retrieved his pen—and fastened the beeper
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under the Belgian car. He held up the pen and thmkcd
the man and they exchanged pleasant nods. They toppcd
off the Volvo’s gas tank and turned north.

“You put it under another car?” Mata asked. .

“Yes. If you throw it away they know at once ity
stopped. But maybe they’ll trail that car for awhile. But
it’s a gamble. They may have a visual contact on us right
now. It could be any of the cars on the road.”

He kept watch for a car that stayed with them too long,
made a U-turn at Zutphen, took a country road back and
forth near the Twente Kanaal and no car followed them.
He shrugged. “We seem to have lost them but it probably
won’t make much difference. Van Rijn knows I'm doing
business with Laansma. But we may have confused them
some.”

‘They enjoyed an excellent Junch at Henglo and ‘reached
Geesteren just after two. They found the ‘Toad to Laans-
mi’s country home, It was on a wooded plain which coulr
. not be far from the German border, with about 500 yards™
=7 frontage on the rural lane lined with well-trimmed trees

2 sturdy two-rail fence.

t was a pale version of Van Rijn’s opulent layout, the
<Terence between a well-preserved, timeless plantation in
. Middleburg and a small country estate in Silver Springs
assembled at bargain rates. The price would be relative—-
neither could belong to other than a moneyed man, But
the comparison was clear, On one the trees were centuries
old, the house gigantic, the water plentiful because that
was what the old aristocracy looked for, The other—
Laansma’s—had a lot of land but none to spare, less stone
.work, and you couldn’t stand almost anywhere and sec‘a
"~ rook,

Tk o= the Volvo slowlv up the curved drive,
" lot among tr "ty or so cars. He did
“big hmou' . vored by Van Rija
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drive leading to the rear marked Service. There could be
cars hidden back there.

Beyond the parking arca on a lower fevel there was o
free-form swimming pool, two teanis courts, 2 shufle.
“oard court and three lanes that looked 2 if they were for
bowls or bocei. Both tennis courts were in use, but ez'y
hatf-adozen people sat around the pool. The day was s}
cloudy.

Nici locked the Volvo. “Comts oz, Matz. Let's see
what we can see before the party stans.”

They walked purposciully along the terrace past the
pool and sports area, cirdling the bouse, A gravel wak

sscended toward garages and stables znd outbaildings.
Nick Ied the way down it. In a fiz1d to the rizht of the
barns two giant balloons swayed m the breeze, tendad by
2 man who appeared 10 be valving something into one of
them, Nick wondered if it was helium or hydrogen. His

ift plances absorbed every detail. Thers were apart-
nents of servant’s quarters over the six-stall garage, Three
small cars were parked peatly in front of it, and the
service road continued on to disappear over a rise between
cultivatzd fields into the forest bevond.

Nick was gniding Mata toward the garags when Laans-
ma called from behind them. “Mr. Kent—hello-—-"

Nick tureed and smiled and waved. “HL.”

Laaosma trotted up, slightly breathless. He had been
lerted in 2 hurry. He wore a knitted white sports shirt
and brown slacks, in which he still looked Iixe a business-
mag who was careful of his appearance, Mis shoes
gleamed.

The news of Nick’s arrival had clearly opset Laansma—
é»‘v:‘..s strugeling to conguer his surprise and command
5}:: situation. “Well—well! I wasn't—sure you'd be com-
o™

“Lovely place you have here.” Nick introduced Mata,
Leansma was effosive. “Why didn't you think Pd come?”
Nick stedied the balloons. One was covered with weird
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designs, curves and shivers in fantastic colors, sexual sym-
bols and flowing explosions, - ] Y

“I-—1 heard some news.” . ’

“Groot get here?” o

“Yes, 1 sce we're going to be frank. It’s an odd situs
tion, You both were willing to leave me out, but you weré
driven back to me by events, Fate has willed it.”

*“Is Groot angry at me? I took his package.”

The flicker of Laansma’s eyes told Nick that Groot had
told him he had fooled “Norman Kent’—and Groot was
angry. Laansma spread his hands expansively and led
them up the garden path, “Oh, not really. After all Groot
is a businessman. He just wants his money safely and to
be rid of the Cullinans, Shall we go see him?” - -

“All right. But I can’t do business until tomorro
morning. That is—if he wants cash. I'm having a consid-
crable amount sent out by messenger.” o

“Messenger?” Y

“A friend, of course.” ' S

Laansma was a study. He was looking at the holes in it.
. Where was the messenger when Kent was at Van Rijn’s?
And Norman Kent wasn’t supposed to have friends in the
Netherlands—at least not confidants who would carry
large sums of money for him. “Couldn’t you—call and
have him come sooner?” ‘

; IZNOt the way it's set up. I'm mighty careful of you
olks—" .

“You ought to be careful of certain ones,” Laansma
obscrved primly. “I'm not flattered that you discussed the
matter with Van Rijn first. And you see what happened.
Because the Cullinans are allegedly stolen goods everyone
grabs at them. And that de Troija! You know who he
works for?” . .

“No. Just another Cullinan seller, T thought,” Nick
replicd innocently. -

Led by their host they reached a curve in the terrace
rail overlooking the pool. Nick noted that Laansma turmned



AMSTERDAM 137

them away from the garage and outbuildings as quickly as
he could. Laansma said, “I suppose we'll just have to
wait. And Groot will have to stay. He won’t leave withou

money.” .
. “Do you blame him?*

“No.”

Nick wished he knew what plans and projections were
being evaluated in that too neatly groomed head. He felt
that Laansma had swiftly considered and rejected the idea
of getting rid of Groot and Hasbrouck the hard way.
Small men with grand ambitions are dangerous, like ba-
bies who will clobber another for a toy until they are
shown it is wrong. Some grew up never believing that
greed was wrong, even senseless Laansma pressed a but-
ton under the railing A Javanese in a white jacket ap-
peared. Their host said, “Lefs get your things out of your
car. Sim here will show you your rooms.”

At the Volvo Nick said, “I have Groot’s package. Shall
T return it to him now?”

“Let’s have a talk after dmnner. Let it go until then.”

Laansma left them at the foot of a big staircase in the
£(§m: hall of the main house, urging them to enjoy swim-
ming, tennis, riding—he sounded like the hustling propri-
ctor of 2 small resort, Sim led them to two adjoining
tooms. Nick whispered to Mata while Sim was stowing
lugsage in one of the rooms, “Ask him to bring back two
whiskies and sodas.”

When Sim had gone Nick joined Mata in her room, a
cpamber of modest size, like his own, connected with hers
via the shared bath, “Mind sharing the bath with me,

(mada.m'l"
She flowed into his arms. “I don’t mind sharing any-
thing with you.” .

“Sim is Indonesian, isn’t he?”

“T'm sure of it. I wanted to talk to him—"

.“Go ahead, I'll Jeave. Make a fricnd of him. Do you
think you'll speak a common. language?”
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“He's Javanese. I can tell.” vl )

“Good. Take your time. Level thh lnm about - your
recent arrival in the country and how hard’it is to, ‘et
along. Turn on the charm, you beautiful doll. No man car
resist it. He’s probably lonely. Since we're:in sep'\ratc
rooms his dreams needn’t be limited, Turn him on” -~ - -

“All right, darling.” She lifted her car to be kissed.

Nick bummed a theme from Finlandia as he unpackcd
He nceded one little thread to start working on the-knot
and this might be it. The handiest, nicest, most scrviceable
Iever in the world was sex, wonderful sex. He hung up J his
clothes, distributed his toilet articles, put his typewriter, on
a small tablc in front of the window. All this special equip-
ment wasn’t as much help as one lovely, ‘clever woman.: A
knock sounded on his door. He opencd it and admitted—
Nicholaas G. Groot! The little man was crect and formal
as cver, and unsmiling,

“Hello,” Nick said heartily. “We made it, They couldnt
hold us. Did you have trouble getting out that gate?J. lost

- sliver of paint.” -

"Groot’s gaze was cold, calculating, cautious. “Thcy ran

to the housc and Henry and T departed. The
_gateman nceded only a little convincing to open up.? .

. “We had some problems. Helicopters overhead and all
-that, T went way south and then cast.” Nick handed him
:the brown parcel. Groot Jooked into it bricfly. “’I‘hcy’re 311
Lright 1 didn't even look at them, Haven’t had time.” -

* Groot was puzzied. “Yet——you came here.” B 5

““We were supposed to meet here, weren’t we. thrc
cisc would I go?” .

] see—" " ;

. Nick chuckled understandingly. “You're wondcmng
why I didn’t beat it to Amsterdam and wait for your call?
‘What do we need a middieman for? You don’t—but I:do,
I mdy :be doing busincss with Laansma . long tinie? 2
‘don’t know this country, Ther¢’s the problem of gclhng
the dxamonds across borders to where I'want’ thcm NO-~

P
e
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I'm not a lone operator like you. I'm a businessman who
cannot burn bis bridges. So yow'll just have to hold still
for your side of the commission. Although I imagine you
can ‘make a better deal with Laansma now, He won't do
much work for his money, You can hint that you can do
business with me directly, but between us, I won't go that
route, He said we'll talk business after dinner,” .

Groat was stalled an dead center, confused rather than
convinced, “The money. Laansma says you have a couri~
er. Did he go to Van Rijn’s?”

“QOf course not. We have a pattern. I stopped him.
Early tomorrow mormng I ring him and he comes in;'or
stays out, if we don’t make a deal.”

“I see.” Groot quite evidently didn’t, but he would wait
with bis eyes open. “There’s one other thing-—"

“Yes?”

“Your gun. I told Mr. Laansma of course what hap-

¢ pened when we met, We—he thinks you should Jeave it
with him until you leave. I know all about your American
ways—nobody takes my gun and all that—but as a Jogi-
_ cal thing. As a gesture of good faith—"

Nick frowned. With Groot on a knife-edge he had to
play it carefully, “I don’t like to do that. Van Run and the
others might find us here.”

“Laansma has plenty of good men. They won't get in,
He’s putting a watch on the roads.”

“I see.” Nick shrugged and smiled and dug Wilkelmins
out from where be had hidden her on a hanger under his
1!015:1. Re dropped down the magazine, levered the top
action and popped the cartridge out of the chamber and

aught it in the air! “T guess we can understand Laansma’s
int of view. Master in his own place. Here.”

_ Groot departed with the weapon out of sight in his belt,

‘Nick grimaced. They would search his fupgage the ficst

Chnnc‘e they had. Good luck. He removed the straps from

Hugo's Yong case and the stiletto became an unusually fing

fetter opeuer in his writing case. He passed some time by

-
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searching the room for a bug
meant nothing because when
the time you can hide ant
Mata came through the conne
we got along yery - well. He is :
peen with Laansma for three years the pay isE9C
put—" ST e
Nick put s finger to IS lips, took her into the
*;athroom and turned OB the shower, speakin soiﬂy,néaf,{’
he water's splatter. «The rooms are perhaps bugged.
From nOW on—we'll d our jmportant talking he e v L
She nodded. Nick went 08 “«He'll bump jnto you often,:
you can bet o8 that, my cautiful one. When you fave:a
hance, tell him yowre scared of Phil Laansma.“Aﬁd
sspecially of a big man who works for ho looks Jike
an ape with 10 neck. AS gim if this man Wmﬂd’hurt‘_fz'
. . And get his name if you can o %

«All right, darling. Sounds easy.” RN
et, it will e He turned off the walk
ot into Mata’s 1000 and drank the highba]
jazz on the piped-in system. Ni
arded the unit thoughtfully. That would be an-ide

_ ding place for 2 bug.

.+ Although the clou
3o the pool, played 2 set O
‘a}most-.win, and had another guided *

“under 1aansma’s polished direction. Groot never

“peared again, but Amlie was at the a

sth a dozen otber guests. All scemed t0 be fron

| SWiE istentiali ‘0. Nick thought, the d

-:tgnce_between Laansm iin. These Wer

q_l;vgys—ahusﬂe generation . - yan Rijo would ent
the haves, the solid and watchful types.
‘The balloon i
“moored by heavy manila 10pes- «These are DeW one
j_'@)r‘.plained proudly. wye'rs st inspecting them for
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They're okay. We'll maké some trips in the moming.
Want to try it, Mr, Keat? I mean, Norman—"
“[ think so,” Nick replied. “How about power lines?”
“Ah! You think ahead. And sensibly, They are one of
our great dangers, Fortumately we only have oge nearby, 2
few miles to the east. Of course there are & lot of small
pole lines left, but yau don’t get low enough to hit them
unless you're landing. We make short flights, then valve
down and the truck picks you up.”

Nick decided he'd rather fly in a soaring plane, but
kept it to himself. Two big colored balls, An interesting
status symbol? Or could they mean more? What would a
psychiatnst say? They ambled back to the house, Laans-
ma did not offer to show them the garage, although they
ook a brief look at the stable where thsee chestaug hatses
stood under shade trees in a paddock. More statys sym-
bols? Van Rijo rode ponies with abandon, Lasnsma pre-

- ferred horses that looked as if they conld handle them-
sclves in an English hunt.

Dinner was dress—jackets and ties but not dinner jack-
ets. Mata got the tip from Sim and they dressed ac-
cordingly. She said she was doing remarkably well with
Sim, he was about ready for the queshons.

Nick got Amlie aside over pre-dinner cockrails. Mata
was the center of attention at the other end of the scresned
patio. “Are you having a good time, my outstanding
blonde?

“Yes.* She didn’t quite sound as if she were. She wore
a keen, uncasy edge, much like Laansma’s He decided
ber nerves were quivermng again. Why? “I see you're

. Gn]aymg yourself. She’s charmng
-~ “An old fri¢nd I bumped into,”

“Ij’o: 50 old. And she certainty looks bumpable.”

'NICk followed her glance to Mata, where she smiled
gaily amid a jovial group, She wore a cream—colored cock-
2il dress llga_t clung hesitantly to one shoulder like 2 sar,
one gold pin shaped like an oyster pretending to hold it
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up. With her black hair and brown skin, the cffect was
stunning. Amlic, in tailorcd blue, was as chic as a model,
yot— How did you measure real dcpth in women?

“It's sort of a business relationship,” he said, “I'll tell,
you all about it later on, What room do you have?”

Amtie tilted her bright eyes quizzically at him, dccnded
his grave, small smile was sincere and looked plcased.
“North wing. Ten carpet in the hall, Second door on the
right.”

The rijsttafel dinner was magnificent, with twcnty'cmht
guests seated at two tables. Groot and Hasbrouck cx-
changcd brief formal greetings with Mata and Nick. The
wines, beers and brandies flowed with the valves never off.

It was late when the boisterous group wound up cither
on the patio, dancing and snus'\glmg or around a crap table
in the library, “Le craps” was manned by a suave, busky
man who might have been a pit boss in Reno. He was
good. So good that Nick watched for forty minutes before .
he saw him switch the dice on an clated half-drunk youth
who had bet a bundle and let it ride to more than 20,000
« uilders. The lad was looking for a six point——he scvcncd

his second yoll. Nick shook his head. He would never
nderstand men likec Laansma,

He went and found Mata on an empty section of the
‘veranda., A white jacket disappeared as he camc up. Mata
whispered, “That was Sim. We are now dear {riends as
well as compatriots. The big man is named Mike Myer.
He is hiding in one of the apartments out in the back with
two others Sim calls Beppo and Mack. They most certain-
ly would hurt a girl and Sim has prormscd to protect me
and get me away if I have to tun. He is very nice, my.
dear, Don't hurt him. He has heard that Mike-—or Oom?”
as he is sometimes called—tricd to harm Amlie.”

Nick nodded thought{ully., “Tried to kil her. T think
Phil backtracked and they called it off. Maybe Mike went
too far on his own. Anyway, he missed. And he tricd 10
squeeze me but it didn’t work.”
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“Something is going on. I've noticed Laansma in 3
out of lis office several times. Groot and Hasbrouck bavs

- been in and out of the house. They're not acting 1k een

¢ telaxing for the evening.”

“  “Thanks. Kcep an eye open but don’t fet them T
you, Go to bed when you feel like it, Don't look forme.”

Mata kissed him tenderly. “It better be busiaess 2
not that blonde.” .

“Darling, the blonde s business You know yoe
one I come home to. Even if it's o tent.”

He cut in on Amlie who was dancing wik 2
haired man who looked as if he had had
swayed in the corner farthest from the others &2
was Mike Oom Myer and Beppo and Mack v2o =
shoot you. They're the ones who tned to pe=ip =2 &
Lotel. Probably because Laansma thought v w3

, Ing together but later he changed his rpizd.™ N
J ?h: stiffened In his arms ke a plasis S
“Oh”

N
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office a few minutes, I put the engravings back just lxke
they were, But he gave me an awfully fumw look whien he
came in and I was thinking all -the way over on the
planc—he knows—he doesn’t—he knows—" Her C)CS .

were wet. e

“From what's happened, we can guess that he dxd
know, or guess that you saw something, Tell me exactly
what it was.”

“There was an ecight-by-ten blow-up on his drawing
table. It had a complicated drawing and mathematical
formutas and a lot of notes. All T remember are the words
US. Mark-Martin 108G. Hawkeye. Egglayer RE”

“You remember pretty well. And the blow-up was a
purtion of one of the proofs or separations you carricd?™

“Yes. You can't make anything out of the dot patterns
even if you know where (o look. Unless you make @
blow-~up, T knew T was just a courier for some kind of spy
game.” e handed her his handkerchief and she wiped
wr eyes, “I thought maybe Phil didn’t bave anything to

Y with it

“Now you know he docs. Kelley must have telephoned
sim his suspicions as scon as you left.”

“Nonnan Kent—who are you?”

“That doesn’™t matter, sweetie,”

“What was that in the dot patterns?”

He chose his words carcfully, “If you read all the Qp'mc
and missile technical magazines and every word in The
New York Times you could put the puzzle together your-
self.”

“1 don™t. Who does?”

M1 try to. Although Tm often weeks behind. Egglayer
RE is our new multi-warhead satellite nicknamed Robot
Zagle, T suspect that the information you brought over
vill tell Moscow or Peking or some other high-paying
sustomer the telemetry details.”

“How it's made?”

“Worse, How it is controlled and opcrmd The mmc
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frequencies which maneuver it and order it to .rclcase its
cluster of nuclear devices, Bombs. That’s e;geaaﬂy nasty
because you may find your own bombs raining down on
you, Try and make zn international complaint out of
that”

She was crying again. “Oh, my God. I had no idea.”

He put his arm around her. “We can guess morc,'.’ he
said, trying to be gentle yet anger her at the same time,
There was a steel core in Amlie if he could reach it.
“There has been an efficient information pipeline carrying
data fike this out of the U.S.A. for at least 2 couple of
years, Military information, industrial sectets—once stolen
they've turned up around the world as if they were air-
mailed. 1 think you stumbled onto the pipeline.”

She psed her handkerchief again. When she looked at
him her chin was firm, her pretty festures angry. “Daman
them, I don’t think you got all this out of The New York

#Times, Can 1 belp?”

“Maybe. I think the best thing for you to do now is to
£0 on exactly as you bave. You've lived with the tension
few days so you've had practice. I'll find a way to get our
suspicions to the U.S. anthoritics. They'll tell you to either
stay on the job or get anay from Manson's.”

The bright blue eyes met his. He was provd 1o see how
magnificently she had brought herself uader contral,
“You're not telling me everything,” she said. “But I think
Tunderstand, You'll teli me more when you can,”

e Kissed her—not 2 long embrace, but with warmth,
You could count on an American girl in a squeeze. He
murmured, “When you go to sour room put a chair uader

;?c handlc‘jun in case, Get back to Amsterdam as soon as
$ou can without stirring Phil up. 1l get in touch with yon
s soon 25 I can.”

He left her on the patio, went up to his room and
exchanged his white jacket for 2 dark coat. He took the
platen out of his typewnter and assembled the action,
creating the five-shot single-action revolser, bulky—but
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~ reliable, accurate and throwing a powerful slug from its’
nine-inch barrel. He strapped on Hugo. B

The next five hours were tiring but informative. He
slipped out a side door and watched the party subside,,
speculating with private amusement as the upsfairs lights

" went on—and off—in interesting combinations. The lad -

. who had been playing a fine hot trumpet wandered out
* and fell in the pool, very drunk. His friends fishéd him

-out and carried him off. - Lo
© Nick moved amid-the lush landscaping likc- a dark
wraith with patience. He circled the garage, stables and
outbuildings, He followed two men to a guard post on the
drive and the men they relieved back to a servants’ cot-
tage. He trailed another man back along the dirt road for
at least a mile to where a conntry road came into the area,
like a service entrance, The man used a small flashlight to
find his post, a seat beside a tool shed. Philipine believed
in night security. ) -
© When he retumned to the buildings they seemed like a
bright island under the floodlights and colored strings. He
spotted Mike Myer, Beppo and three others playing cards
in the garage office. Laansma visited them once, after
midnight. At three A.M, a black Cadillac was driven from
the garage down the back road and returned immediately..
Nick heard the unintelligible squawk-chatter of a commu-
nications radio. When the Cadillac returned it stopped
beside a large building and Nick saw three dark shapes
shepherded inside. He lay prone in the shrubbery, partial-
ly blinded because the big car had stopped with its head-
lights pointed in his direction. ‘

The car was put away and two men walked back dowg
the service road. Nick prowled around the building, forced
a door in the rear, then retreated and lay dowsd again to
see if he had triggered an alarm, The night was still again
and he sensed as much as saw a dark shape moving along
ﬂ}e b\}ild‘mg, exploring it as he had done but with more
direction, as if he or she knew where to go. The dark
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ance, the CD man. They all looked battered and shccpzsh
The CD man’s eyes were red and swollen.

Nick said, “Sim, sce if the handcuff keys are on ﬂnt
guy we tied up.” He looked at the CD man. “How did_
they get you?”

“Gas in my face, I was blind and choked for tcn
minutes.”

.Sim returned. “No keys.” He mspcctcd the steel bar
“We’ll need tools to get this off.”

Nick said, “I think we’d better clarify our ob]cctwes
Mr. Van Rijn—do you still want to sell me the Cul-
linans?”

“I wish I'd never heard of them. But it wasn’t ﬂﬁ——for
profit.”

“Only incidentally, I supposc. You planncd to get
Groot?” )

“Y believe he killed my brother.”

“I'm sorry.” Nick looked at de Troija. “And Madam 7.
~ s she still interested in a deal?”

De Troija was the fastest to regain his composure.. He
ooked deadly. “We want Groot. The diamonds go back to
their owners.”

“Ah! A diplomatic gambit.” Nick sighed. “To ease the
annoyance because the Chinese are hclpm“ you with the
centrifugal problem.”

“We need something. You have three defusion plants.”

. The CD man said, “You are well-informed for a dia-
mond buyer. Mr. de Troija and I are working together
now, Do you know the man with you?” :

“Sim? Of course. He’s from the opposition. Planted. to
watch Laansma’s courier operation. If you want to rmLcc;
friend you can let him take the Cullinans back.” He;
handed the Beretta to de Troija, saying to the CD man,
“Sorry—but I think he can use it better until your .eyes
lBinOVE Sim—can you find tools?”

(13 rcs .

“Get them loose. Yoin me at Laansmas office. The.
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Cullimans and perhaps something 1 want 2re probably in
his safe, so he 2nd Groot won't be far away.

Nick went out the fropt door and across the grounds at
a tot, As he bounded up the flagstores to the patio 2 man

stood up i the darkness beyond the glow from 1he porch.
“Stop—"

“]'s Norman Kent,” Nick answered. )

Mike Myer walked out of the ploom, one hand behind
Ris back. “Ir's 2 odd time to be out. Where have you
been?”

“Why? You got something to hide?™

“I think we better see Mr. Laansma.”

Myer brought s hand around from behind bis back,
an object in it, Nick barked, “Don't—"

Th= hand kept coming. Nick drew, fired and dove
sidewnys in the fraction of & second made possible only by
hours and years of practice. He rolled to his feet and ran

gseveral yards away, his eyes tightly closed.

After the blast of the gun a hussing sound persisted,
softening Mike Myer's borrible groans. A mist rose and
expandzd fike a white ghost—the gas that had gotten the
CD rean. Nick ran along the terrace and vaulted onto the
patio beyond its reach.

Someoge threw 2 main switch and the colored lights
ard floods flashed awake. Nick ran into the main hall and
dove behing 2 couch as 2 gun crashed at the far door. He
caygkt 2 glimpse of Beppo, suddenly awake and ipsting-
Svely firiog at this 2pparition popping out of the might
with 2 gun,

MWick Lugged ibe Toor, Beppo called untertainly, “Who

. 45 et? Come our™

'«*Docrs tasged, peaple shouted, fect thundered on
foczs. The strong lights were behind Beppo, and Nick
&dn't waat to make the house a shooting gallery. He took
2t a bllipoist pen with an unusually thick bius tube—
Iragmentatien grenade. No—one of the guests might cotme

+ 1 and et Bt He selected an orange one—blast and
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moke. He twisted the igniter and flipped it toward
3eppo. S :

“Come out!”™ Beppo velled. There was a scrambling
noise. The orange tube clattered off the wall and landed,
past Nick. Damn those long fuses! Beppo had guts—hs,:
had tossed the hissing object back! Barroom! o

Nick had barely time to open his mouth and cqualize
the pressure. Lucky he hadn't used fragmentation. He
wiggled back and cntered the thick gray smoke. He
crossed the room and burst out of the artificial cloud with -
his gun leveled. ‘

Beppo lay on the floor in a welter of crockery. Mata
stood over him holding the base of an Oricntal vase. Her
lovely black cyes focused on Nick and glowed with relief, -

“Ten-strike,” Nick complimented. “Good thinking. Go
warm up the Volvo and wait.” o

She trotted out. You could use a pirl like Mata, but
these Jads played for keeps. The order was as much to gety
fier safely away as to ready the car, :

Nick burst into Laansma’s oflice. Groot and his host
were at the open safe, too distrustful of each other to
tand a proper guard. Laansma was stuffing papers into @
Kingsize bricfcase. Groot saw Nick first. One of his hands
swung round and a little automatic spat a well-placed shot
at where Nick bhad been in the doorway. Nick charged
n'ght across the corner of the room and into Laansma'
private bathroom with the little gun snapping lead at hi
backside all the way., A good thing Groot hadn’t don
* more skeet or acrial shooting and learned instinctively !
lead. Nick reversed his course and pecked around i
door at knee Jevel. Splat! Over his head. He ducked bac

How many shots in that damn little gun? He had count
. six, ) - :

. He whirled, grabbed a towel, bunched it and pushet
around the comer of the door at head-level, Splat!”

towel jerked. Groot wasn’t so bad when he had a mom
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smoke. He twisted the igniter and ﬂxpped 1t toward
Beppo.

“Come out!” Beppo yelled. There was a scramblmg
noise. The orange tube clattered off the wall ‘and landed
past Nick. Damn those long fuses! Beppo had guts——hc
had tossed the hissing object back! Barroom!

Nick had barely time to open his-mouth and equahze
the pressure. Lucky he hadn’t used -fragmentation. He
wiggled back and entered- the thick gray smoke. He
crossed the room and burst out of the artificial. cloud wnh
his gun leveled.

Beppo lay on the floor in a welter of crockery Mata
stood over him holding the base of an Oriental.vase. Her
lovely black eyes focused on Nick and glowed with relief. -

“Ten-strike,” Nick complimented. “Good thmhng Go
warm up the Volvo and wait.”

She trotted out. You could use a girl like Mata, but
these Jads played for keeps. The order was as much to get!
- her safely away as to ready the car.

/Nick burst into Laansma’s office. Groot and -his host

‘v at the open safe, too distrustful of each .other to

-« a proper guard, Laansma was stuffing papers into a
kingsize briefcase. Groot saw Nick first. One of his hands
swung round and a little automatic spat a well-placed shot
at where Nick had been in the doorway. Nick charged
right across the corner of the room and into Laansma’s
private bathroom with the little gun snapping lead at his:
backside all the way. A good thing Groot hadn’t done
more skeet or aerial shooting and learned instinctively to
"lead. Nick reversed his course and peeked around.the
door at knee level. Splar! Over his head. He ducked bact:
How many shots in that damn little gun? He had counted
six.

He whirled, grabbed a towal bunchcd 1t and pushcd it
around the corncr of the door at head-level.. Splat! The
- towel jerked, Groot wasn’t so bad when he had a moment
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1o aim. He pushed the towel decoy out again. Silence.
Then stumbling sounds from the roon.

A door stammed upstairs. Someone shouted. Feet
_vounded on balls. Now be could not hear Groot if he
" lipped out the magazine and snapped in a fresh one.

Nick sighed. Here’s what I get paid for. He leaped out
into the room, turned toward the desk and safe, the long
odd platen-barrel gun in front of him. The casement
window to the patio banged shut, vibrating its thick cur-
taing.

Nick jumped on the window seat and hit the window
with his shoulder, banging it open. In the thin gray light
of dawn Groot was disappearing around the veranda
toward the rear of the house. Nick raced after him and
rounded the corner to watch a curious scene.

Laansma and Groot had separated, Laansma carrying
the briefcasc and running toward the right, Groot with a

- familiar little bundle in his hand racing for the garage.
“Out of the gymnasiom, carrying the steel bar which still
linked them together like slaves in an Arabian caravan
came Van Rijn, de Troija and the CD man. Groot was
twenty yards past them.,

The CD man carried the Beretta Nick had given de
Troija. He yelled after Groot, “Hait!” and fired almost
before the echo died, Groot staggered, ran on.

Pe Troija had his band on the CD man’s arm. “Please

“Take it.” He handed de Troija the weapon.
De Troija sighted quickly but carefully, triggered light-
1y. Groot collapsed at the corner of the garage. He was
,(ﬁ' shed—you can tell when they collapse Like laundry
“fumped out of 3 basket. The Daf whined out of the
garage and fled down the back road. Henry Hasbrouck
was at the wheel, bent jow, De Troija sighted carefully,
held the pose like a man in a duel, then lowered the gun,
“We'll pick him up. There’s enough killing.”
Nick watched while pounding down the steps and turn-
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ing right across the courtyard to follow Laansma.-They.-
hadn’t seen him, and Laansma had run alongside the'barn -
and out of sight just as de Troija lowered the pistol. :
Where was Laansma beaded? He had been going after -
a car but the men handcuffed to the pole blocked that/
route, as Groot unhappily discovered. Did he have anoth-
er car hidden at the rear of the barmn? Would be go
through the woods? Nick debated as he ran, wondering if
he should dig out a grenade. He held the revolver in his
hand like a relay runner’s baton, and he could do sprints’
in near-record time. He rounded the corner of the barn to
see Laansma in one of the free-flight balloons, dumping
ballast in a cascade as he gained altitude. The big pink .
ball was already sixty feet up. Nick paused, aimed, held.
his fire. Laansma’s back was to him. Nick lowered the
* gun. He had killed, coldly—he had never slaughtered. A
brisk brecze carried the balloon out of range. There was
no sunlight yet—the balloon looked like a soiled, .dull-¥ |
pink pearl against the sky’s gray. - b
- Nick ran to the other brightly colored balloon. There -
were four tie-downs with trips with which he was not -
amiliar. He dove into the small plastic basket and slashed
. the mooring lines with a sweep of Hugo's razor-sharp .-
edge. He floated slowly after Laansma’s escape craft. Too
slowly. What was wrong? Ballast! o
Weights hung from the basket’s rim, and neat bags of
. sand. Hugo snipped their ties. The balloon lurched, rose
rapidly. In a few moments he was as high as Laansma,
- although a hundred yards from him. More ballast fell-
froxél Laansma’s basket. Nick cut loose his last bags of
sand, .. C
. Tt.was'suddenly very quiet and peaceful. Except for &
gentle purr from the wind in the rigging, sounds were
“tiny squeaks from the grounds they were leaving. Nick
' hgld up au arm at Laansma and pointed at the ground
‘with a sweeping motion, a clear signal—Jand. Go down.
Laansma answered by throwing overboard a briefcase—



AMSTERDAM 153

empty, Nick was surc—and 2 number of other articles.
The other balloon rose slowly above his own, yet Nick's
craft was gaining on the other. Why? Nick decided that it
was because his sphere seemed to be a few feet larger than
the other, he had more surface for the wind to work on.
Laapsma had taken the newer balloon, but it was either
smaller or not fully inflated.

Nick threw over his shoes, gun, his shirt, T-shirt,
Laansma responded wath a shower of clothing tossed into
the winds. Nick floated almost in under the other balloon
and they locked at each other as if to say, “There’s
nothing more to drop—but me.”

“Go down,” Nick called.

“Go to hell,” Laansma yelled back.

Nick glared at lum. What a standoff. I can stay with
him, but it Jooks as if the wind will carry my balloon far
beyond him. He can land and be lost by the time I Jand
and get back to him. Or [ can land now and try to follow
him. He'll cross one river and I'm beaten,

Nick studied his basket. It was held by eight lines that
an aloft, joining a web of them where the balloon bellied
outward. Nick cut the four lines that came to the centers
of the basket's edges and square-kmotted the opposing
rapes, He hoped the test-strength of the lines had a gener-
ous safety factor—he was 2 heavy man. He clambered
into the ropes he had tied, hanging like a spider in 2 very
fimited web, and slashed away the corner ropes. The
basket spun away toward the earth. Nick decided not to
look down again.

His balloon went up. There was a shout from above as
he felt the mushy contact of his fabric ball against Laans~
ma's, and then he was scraping up the side of the other
balloon, passing Laansma so closely he could have
reached him with a fishing pole,

Laansma Jocked at him with wide, horrified eyes,
“Your basket!”

“Gone. It's more fun this way.”
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Nick rose out of sight as his balloon j ]o ggled the other
and his opponent clutched the rim of his perch, . -

As he skidded along the side of the soft ball he plunged
" Hugo into the fabric and gutted it open like a fisherman
sawing through a fat salmon’s belly. The ripped craft
seemed to belch and shudder, then went down swiftly.
~ Nick found the gas valve not far above his head and used
it cautiously. Hxs balloon descended.

He saw that much of the fabric in the ripped bag, now
. far below, was compacting at the top of the rope web and
acting as a parachute, He recalled reading that this was a
common occurrence. It had saved the lives of hundreds of
balloonists. He valved more gas from his'own bag. As he
. tumbled to a stop in an open ficld Mata raced across a
‘wagon track, the Volvo bumping wildly.

He waved and ran to the car. “Nice timing, Dxd you see
where the other balloon hit?”

“Yes. Come on—"

As they bumped down a lane she said, “You sure scare
a girl. I couldn’t see which balloon was dropping.”

“Did you see the impact?”

“Almost. It was hard, Didn’t you?”

“No. The trees hid him from me before he crashed.”

Laansma lay in a junkpile of rope and fabric.- Van
Rijn, -de Troija, Sim and the CD man untangled him
somewhat, then desisted. The CD man said, “He’s hurt.
At least a broken leg. Wait for an ambulance and a plastic
break-bag.” He looked at Nick. “You play for keeps.”

“I'm sorry,” Nick answered honestly. “I did what I had
to do. T could have shot him. Did you find the Cullinans
on Groot?”

“Yes.” He handed Nick a red cardboard file txed “with
cord that he had picked out of the debris of Laansmas
Jballoon. “Is this what you're Iookmg for?”

It held sheafs of engraving separations, photo prints,
film packs. Nick studicd the irrégular dot patterns in one
of the larger proofs. “These are what 1 want. It looks like
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he kept copies of everything that traveled through his
hards. Do you know what they are?”

“I believe so. We've been watching him for some
months. He's been making deliveries to half-a-dozen ex-
pensive spies. We weren't surc just what or where he was
getting it, Now—we know,”

“Befter late than never,” Nick replied. *At least we can
backtrack all these items. Change everything we have to.
It’s good to know what they know.”

Sim joined them. Nick’s expression became noreadable.
Sim saw it and smiled. He hefted the small bag that held
Groot's loat, “We each got what we wanted, ehi?”

“If yow're willing to look at it that way,” Nick an-
swered. “Maybe de Troija has ideas about your end—"

“No,” dc Troija said, “We believe in international coop~
eration where crimes are concerned.” Nick wondered what
Madam J would say to him,

Sim looked down sympathetically at the half- i
Laansma, “He was so greedy. He should have kept 2
tighter rein on Groot.” .

Nick nodded. “Your pipeline is finished. Are there
more diamonds where the Cullinans were found?”

“There’ll be other pipelines. There always are. As for
diamonds—I'm sorry. That's classified information.”

Nick chuckled~ You could admire alert opposition.
“Not with microdots there won’t. Stuff in those channels is
going to be looked at a lot more closely.”

. Sim lowered his voice to a whisper. “There’s one Jast
item in there that wasn't delivered. [ can authorize paying
you a small fortune. It won't be missed.”
¢ “zuu mean the Mark-Martin 108G plans?”

wyes -

“Sorty, Sim. I'm damned glad you didn't get them.
Makes my work worthwhile—knowing I didn't gather up
all ancient history.”

Sim shrugged, grinned and they walked toward the cars
together.
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. Nick put Amlie on the planc for New York the follow-
© ing Tucsday. The parting was warm with promises for the
" future. He returned to Mata’s apartment for dinner think-
ing, Carter, you're a fickle man but friendly. |

She had asked if he knew who the men were’ who had .
stopped them on the road that first evening after dinper.
“Thieves,” he assured her, thinking that Van Run would
never again explore the action route. When you've got it
made, sit tight and Iet compound interest take its course,

Mata’s friend Paula was a cherubic minx with quick
innocent laughter and let’s go-go eyes. A cuddle-kitten so -
well-rounded she looked padded but wasn’t. After three
drinks they leveled with each other,

Paula said, “Yes, we all liked Herbic. He became one
of the gang at The Red Rooster. You know—fun, talk,
music, dance, love. He wasn’t used to so much drink or
the dream candy but he tried. He wanted to be one of us,
I know. He was happy-blind when he said' ‘T'm going
over to cool off.” We never saw him again.” : .

Nick frowned. “How do you know what happcned"” -

“It happened before,” Paula said sadly, shaking her
pretty head, “He got high—he jumped in, Only the other
time there were six of us. We thought he had gone home
this time, but he had gone into the canal,”

“Mayba somebody pushed him.”

“There was no one out there but him,” Paula saxd
“Alter dinner let’s go look. You’ll sce what I mean.”

Nick nodded gravely, picked up the telephone He said,
“I want yon to tell this to a friend of mine. It's—
something we all must—consider. You can jump to con-
clusions too often. And I have an idea he’ll enjoy meetiugi
you, Paula, if he has time.”

The bright eyes sparkled. “If he’s like you, Norman, Td
like to meet him.”

Nick grinned briefly-—then placed his call to Hawk in
London -
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