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Dedication
This one is for Snooky, Karla and Jackie; three women who are not only my sisters but also my friends.



Chapter One
James Williard sat at his chief technologist’s desk in the laboratory office at Wellman Memorial Hospital thinking dark thoughts. Mostly, he wondered why he had ever taken this job in the first place. He stared at the disordered stack of papers cluttering his desk and tried to make himself get interested in them. It was no use. Shuffling papers wasn’t his idea of an exciting way to make a living, even though as chief technologist there were some fringe benefits involved. One of the fringe benefits tapped at the closed door, then entered without being asked.
Williard started to douse his cigarette then held off when he saw who it was. Trisha Knight closed the door behind her then came over and plopped down in his lap. “What if Mr. Elkins catches you smoking in here?” she asked, plucking the cigarette from his hand and putting it between her lips.
He took the cigarette back from her after allowing her to inhale, then used the last of it himself, drawing the smoke deep into his lungs. “Fuck him. If he gives me any shit, I’ll tell his wife where he was yesterday when we were supposed to be discussing the budget.” The Joint Commission on Accreditation of Hospitals had recently decreed that most sections of the hospital, including the laboratory, should be smoke-free. So far, Williard had gotten away with ignoring the regulation but he didn’t know how much longer that would last. Civilian hospitals, he had come to find out, were hothouses of politics and had more snitches per square yard than a prison exercise yard.
“Where was he?” Trisha asked. She leaned her head forward and nuzzled his neck, hoping Williard would reveal a juicy tidbit of gossip about Dean Elkins, the hospital administrator.
“Interviewing a nurse,” Williard said.
“Oh, that. Everyone already knows how he does his interviews.”
“Don’t listen to everything you hear.” He removed Trisha’s arm from around his neck. “Go ‘way now. I’ve got to work on these OSHA regulations.”
She pouted. “Don’t you even want to know why I came in to see you?”
“I already know, but I haven’t got time right now.” Williard was wishing that he had never hired her. Or, more accurately, that he hadn’t gotten carried away with her bust measurement and let her seduce him into a series of nooners the last several weeks. She was already beginning to hint that she was expecting special treatment in the matters of call duty and weekend scheduling, something the other techs would almost certainly resent if he acceded to her veiled suggestions. He knew now that he should have at least kept their liaisons out of the lab where it was impossible to keep secrets, but after Terry, his live-in girlfriend had left him, he had let his gonads get in the way of his good sense.
“What’s OSHA?” Trisha said, getting up from his lap. She asked the question more as a means to delay going back to work than from any real interest.
“The Office of Safety and Health Administration. It’s another fucking government bureaucracy. They want us to work safe. You know, don’t pipette sulfuric acid into your mouth or mix the petri dish cultures into your coffee. Things like that.”
“That’s ridiculous. No one would ever do that.”
“Yeah, but the government wants us to have an OSHA procedure manual handy to cover them sort of situations, just in case.”
“Is that why we can’t smoke in the lab anymore?”
“Naw. The Joint Commission dreamed that one up. Now our outpatients can’t get near the bathrooms to collect their urine specimens because all the techs go there to smoke. By the way, you still ain’t got your name tag changed.”
“I want people to know my first name.”
“Get it done. The government says we might discriminate if we use anything except the first initial and last name on our name tags.”
“Oh, all right. Will I see you tonight?”
“No. My brother is coming in this evening. We’ve got some things to talk about.”
“Which one?” Trish had heard about Williard’s brothers, but she didn’t put a lot of credence in most of the tales Williard related about them when he was outside a few too many rum and cokes.
“Jumpin’ Jase, the fighter pilot.”
“Oh, the one you went chasing dinosaurs with. I’d like to meet him.” Trish didn’t believe the dinosaur story for an instant, but she had heard so many stories of Jason’s flying exploits that she was inordinately curious.
“Jerry was with us, too, and so was Terry.”
“Ha! She probably flew the plane, too.” Trish was jealous of Williard’s former girlfriend, Terry, whom she suspected of still having the hots for Williard and vice versa.
Williard patted her on the fanny and moved her to the door, ignoring the frown that crossed her face at his summary dismissal. Terry really had helped fly their plane on the expedition, but it was no use insisting on it to Trish. She was too much of an airhead to really appeal to him, but he had to admit her other attributes were worthy of interest. She was a full-figured, dark-haired beauty, part Italian and part Arapaho Indian with a little Playboy Bunny thrown in for good measure. If his brother Jason came in alone, Williard thought he might be interested, having a nose for females with their brains mostly located below the waist. An idea suddenly occurred to him and he smiled to himself, tucking the thought into the back of his mind for later action.
He crossed back to his desk and sat down again. He stared at the OSHA forms he should be working on then decided they could wait. He shoved them to the edge of his desk. He didn’t think it likely that anyone in the lab would die from accidentally sticking a needle in their eye before tomorrow if he didn’t have the manual ready. For that matter, he doubted that anyone, other than a Joint Commission inspector, would ever open the manual once it was finished. The techs pretended they read the manuals and the inspectors pretended that their initials on the frontispiece proved it.
Getting the OSHA forms out of the way left room to spread out some Levy-Jennings charts from the chemistry department. More bullshit, he thought. As if running both a high and low control with each batch of tests wasn’t enough. No, now the bureaucrats insisted on averaging and plotting the figures and following every minute change in value on a daily, weekly, monthly and yearly basis up to the expiration life of the controls. He conceded that there was a remote chance that the charts might pick up a gradual deterioration in the controls or instruments used to run the tests, but any technologist with a lick of sense would spot the same thing without the charts. He glared at the stack of graphs and shoved them aside too, which made room for the temperature charts he was designing.
Shit! This was one that really irked him. It wasn’t enough to open the refrigerator and look at the thermometer to see if the unit was running properly. No, now it had been decreed that all temperatures must be recorded and initialed, each and every day, not only for the bottom half of the refrigerator, but for the freezer compartments, incubators and ambient laboratory temperatures in each room as well. Next thing you know, they’ll be having us stick a thermometer up our asses and recording rectal temperature, too, he thought, disgusted at the whole rigmarole.
Williard remembered his army days, especially the years he had spent in Vietnam as a medic, with fond nostalgia. Back then, he had been able to run things to suit himself. In fact, he had created his own little empire over there, wheeling and dealing so outrageously that it would have put Sergeant Bilko to shame. He missed those days, even though he had more than once come close to cashing in his chips.
He knew now that it had been a mistake to join the rat race and try to settle down with Terry, unlike his two younger brothers. Shortly after the war, the three of them had returned from the aborted expedition to the Congo in search of a mythical dinosaur—where the myth had almost ate them for lunch. He had settled down, but they had gone on to more adventures.
Now it was 1979, almost the end of the decade and they were having all the fun, especially Jason, the ex-fighter pilot. He had been down to Mexico, filming newly discovered ruins of ancient empires for his Video Explorer Company, into the Rocky Mountains hunting grizzlies and mountain goats and up into British Columbia, panning for gold and exploring wild country seldom seen by man. He had even spent a year with a famous treasure hunter in the Bahamas.
Even Jerry, his youngest brother, wasn’t stuck in a rut. He had been running charter boats out of the Florida Keys and recently bought his own boat with the proceeds. Now he was captaining diving and deep-sea fishing excursions and playing with young female tourists. But what was he doing? Shuffling fucking useless papers.
Williard threw the temperature charts into a basket, then on second thought, retrieved them and dropped them into his briefcase. He added the Levy-Jennings charts, the weekly time sheets and time cards and the preliminary figures for his laboratory budget for the next year on top of them. After that came the call schedule forms, the weekend and weekday work schedules and to top it off, the monthly inventory figures and several supply catalogs. The briefcase was so full it would barely close.
He looked down at it disgustedly. When he had first taken the chief technologist’s job, it had been sort of halfway fun. His staff was mostly female and young and there hadn’t been near so much paperwork. He’d had time to work at a lot of the laboratory testing himself, something he enjoyed; breaking in newly hired techs fresh from their internship was always interesting, especially the females. There was even a slush fund for lab parties, paid for by pooling unused serum and clandestinely selling it to immunological firms. Elkins had found out about that scheme, though, and put a halt to it at the insistence of the pathologist, Stanley Meekins, a young Turk on the way up, who resented the fact that Williard was listed as Laboratory Director rather than himself. Williard had gotten his credentials by virtue of his army experience and a loophole in the state laws, which grandfathered him in. Personally, he didn’t think Meekins had the ability to run a decent hamburger joint, let alone a lab, but he was constantly reaching for more power over the clinical lab instead of staying in the pathology department where he belonged. If it weren’t for the fact that Williard knew a few things about Elkins that the director would rather not have made public, Meekins might have already headed a coup and taken over.
Williard picked up the bulging briefcase, intending to take it home and try to get some work done before Jason arrived, knowing that it would be impossible later. Any time Jason came back to Dallas it was party time. On the way out of his office, the phone rang.
“Laboratory, Mr. Williard,” he said when he picked it up.
“Jim, this is Elkins. Are you ready with those budget figures yet?”
“Hell, no!” Williard said. “I’ve been too busy fucking with the Joint Commission paperwork. The inspection is due in two weeks, you know.”
“Well, the board wants the budget figures this week. Have them ready for me in the morning.”
“Tell the board we’re going to spend hell out of every cent they give us and then some.”
“Now, Jim—”
Williard cut him off. He was in no mood to argue. “If you have to have some figures, use last year’s budget plus ten percent. If they don’t like that, fuck ‘em. I’m going home.”
“What! You can’t do that; it’s only Thursday!”
“You hide and watch. I’ve got some time off coming and I’m taking it. See you Monday if I’m sober enough to drive to work.” He hung up the phone before Elkins could say anything else and hurried out of the office. At an alcove just beyond it, where his secretary lived, he stopped for a moment.
“Are you leaving, Mr. Williard?”
“You bet your ass, Miss Secretary. I’ll be back Monday, maybe. If I get any calls, tell them I’m too drunk to talk. If that doesn’t work, transfer them to one of the janitors in Housekeeping.”
His secretary didn’t answer but she smiled willingly enough. Working for Williard was much more fun than her previous job, keeping books at a small law firm. She just wished he would pay more personal attention to her now that he had broken up with his girlfriend. Williard touched his hand to his forehead in a mock salute and left the lab. He walked down the long, sterile-looking corridor, past the X-ray and Surgery departments and exited from the Emergency Room, waving to a nurse and intern on the way out.
Once on the sidewalk, he blew out a relieved breath. Thursday noon, and he was out of there. And Jason was coming. Hell, if things went the way they usually did, he might not sober up for a week, let alone by Monday. He just wished that Jerry, his other brother, could join them, but the last he had heard, he was still coining money from his boat and it was August, the height of the tourist season. Not much chance that he could get away.



Chapter Two
Williard pulled off the freeway before he crossed the river into Oak Cliff, the southern suburb of Dallas. Oak Cliff, for some reason known only to politicians and preachers, didn’t allow package sales of liquor. It was an annoyance, but one he had lived with for several years now so he didn’t give it much thought, other than always making sure that his bar was well stocked on weekends. He stopped at a liquor store and picked up several bottles of rum and mix, a case of cokes, and two cases of Coors beer. After a moment’s thought, he added a fifth of vodka and a couple of six-packs of Seven-Up, just in case some weaker souls showed up.
Back on the freeway again, he reveled in the dearth of traffic. Coming home from work was usually such a hindrance that he often stopped by a lounge near the hospital and spent happy hour there while the traffic died down. He glanced at the odometer of his almost new Buick and muttered an epithet to himself at the miles he had already stacked up on it. Another casualty of the rat race, he thought, wondering how much longer he would be able to stand it. His naturally adventurous soul was crying out for release, but he didn’t have any real idea of what to do about it, other than quitting his job. And then what would he do? It took money to live, more than he would ever had imagined during his years in the Army, especially since he had insisted that Terry stay home. Maybe he should have let her go to work, but that wasn’t the way he had been raised. Well, no use thinking about it now. She had finally tired of him being away so much and bringing work home on weekends, even though she was the one who had induced him to take a job instead of running off somewhere with his brothers. And, he had to admit, he was probably somewhat at fault over her departure. She never mentioned the fact, but he knew she had often been upset over his occasional dalliances away from home, even though they meant little to him other than a pale substitute for doing something more exciting with his life like his brothers were. Most likely, the army and the years in Vietnam had spoiled him for competing in the rat race, but there wasn’t much help for it now.
Coming home at noon, he was able to get a parking spot almost in front of his apartment door. The apartment was one in a complex with the standard upper and lower units and a pool, which was nearly empty of bathers at this time of day. He passed by it and waved to a couple of night-duty nurses he knew, who were working on their tan, and paused by his door. He fumbled in his pants for his key, juggling the package of bottles and cases of beer perilously in the meanwhile. Just as he got his key out and was trying to insert it in the slot without dropping his goodies, the door opened by itself. Or not by itself.
“Hey, brother! I was just wondering whether to call you!” Jason reached out to take an armload of the liquor.
“Jason! How in hell did you get inside?”
“I fucked the manager and she opened it up for me. Come on in and get the cap off one of them bottles. I’ve done drunk up what you had here.”
Williard grinned fondly at his brother. He never let up. The two of them looked remarkably alike, almost as if they were twins, and when Jerry was with them, strangers frequently took them for triplets. They all wore neatly trimmed mustaches and had dark hair and brown eyes and most of the time dressed alike, in jeans, boots and western shirts.
Williard closed the door and deposited his packages on the bar, then began unknotting his tie and flinging off his suit jacket.
Jason eyed him as if he were a Martian suddenly stepping out of a spaceship. “What the fuck is that coat and tie for? You look like a refugee from a bank manager’s meeting.”
“Right now I feel like one. Fix me a drink while I change.”
“You got it,” Jason said.
Williard went into the larger of the two bedrooms and changed into his off-duty clothing. Immediately, he felt the ennui of paperwork pressure from his job disappear like a migrating duck. Damn, it felt good to get the tie from around his neck and the jacket off and into old soft jeans and shirt.
“That’s better,” Jason said as he came back into the main room. The apartment appeared similar to millions of others just like it in America. A kitchen, bar and wide living room with couches and chairs and TV set, a half-bath in an alcove off the smaller bedroom and a larger one in the master bedroom.
“I feel better, too. Gimme that there drink.” When the brothers were together, they usually spoke pure redneck even though they could speak perfectly correct English if they chose to. Part of it was an act they put on, but mostly it came from their self-assured knowledge of being comfortable with who they were, three good old boys from Texas who hated the self-important pretense of so many men their age.
Jason handed Williard a large glass of rum and coke, with the coke so dilute that the drink was barely colored. Williard took a large gulp and felt an even greater release as the liquor slid down his throat and warmed his innards. He took the glass over to the couch and stretched out with his feet propped on the glass-topped coffee table, where they left black scuff marks from the boot polish.
Jason pointed to the marks. “Terry is going to ream your ass out for that.”
“No, she isn’t,” Williard said. “She don’t live here anymore.”
Jason raised an eyebrow. “What happened?”
Williard shrugged. “She wanted to have a kid. I didn’t.” That was really the smallest of their problems; Terry hadn’t been that insistent, but he didn’t care to talk about the rest of it. It still hurt.
“So what happened?”
“She left.” Williard emptied his glass and got up to mix a fresh drink. He continued, “Actually, I guess I helped her on the way. I don’t think she really wanted to go, but I was spending too much time on the job, and I think she suspected I was catching a nooner now and then just to liven up things there. She said she needed to get away and think things over.”
“No shit. Sounds like she’s still hung up on you.”
Williard shrugged. “Maybe she is, but I just ain’t the daddy type.”
“Too bad. Terry is a pretty fine woman. She’s got more sense than most broads.”
“You mean she can fly an airplane.”
“Yeah. Most broads don’t know a jet from a Jaguar. Was that the only problem?”
“No, but that was the main one, other than this fucking job she talked me into taking. After ‘Nam and that crazy dinosaur hunt, I’m bored out of my fucking mind, especially with all the damn paperwork.” He gestured toward the desk in one corner of the room where he usually kept his briefcase, then remembered that he had left it in his car. Maybe his subconscious was trying to tell him something.
“Why don’t you just quit?”
“I’d like to, but what would I do for money? I’ve been sending Terry some, and the rest goes for car payments and rent and food and booze and—”
Jason grinned and held up a hand. “Stop right there, brother. I can see you’ve done been domesticated.”
“The hell I have.”
One of Jason’s shit-eating grins crossed his face. “The hell you haven’t. I didn’t tell you, but I’ve got a kid.”
“You’ve probably got more than one, if the truth were known,” Williard said.
“You should talk. What about all those nurses and hookers you went through in ‘Nam?”
“They don’t count.”
“Yeah. Well, anyway, this broad I was hooked up with in Alaska got pregnant and wanted to get married.”
“What happened?”
“I told her to look me up about twenty years from now and I’d consider it. I ain’t the daddy type either.”
Williard changed the subject. He didn’t like to think of kids and marriage. “So, what were you doing in Alaska? Last I heard you were down in Mexico making a movie.”
Jason looked pained. “That didn’t work out. I made the movie, then couldn’t find a sponsor for it. Fucking bean counters.”
“Yeah. They live in hospitals, too. Tell me about Alaska.”
“I’ve been flying bush planes to and from the oil rigs and doing a little exploring on the side.”
“What kind of exploring?”
“Ever hear of Bigfoot?”
“Uh oh. We better have another drink,” Williard said. He recognized the look on his brother’s face. The last time he had seen such a gleam in his eyes, Jason had convinced him and Jerry to take off for the Congo with him, resulting in them getting mixed up with the Mafia and damn near eaten by an amorous dinosaur that thought their seaplane was its long lost mate.
Jason joined Williard at the bar and dispensed generous dollops of rum into their glasses then waved a bottle of coke over them. Williard eyed the almost clear liquid. With a drink this strong, Jason must really have an adventure up his sleeve.
“Like I said, between supplying the rigs, I did a little exploring, mostly in the Brooks Range. Those are the mountains separating the North Slope, where the oil fields are, from the rest of Alaska. They aren’t that high, but it’s wild country and even the Eskimos don’t know much about what’s there, mainly because there’s only a few of the ones who used to live there left. The reason I got to looking around was that I ran across an old friend from ‘Nam. He majored in Anthropology and Geography before he joined up and went to flight school. When he got out after the war, he went to work for an oil company and helped with the exploration and environmental studies while they were doing the drilling on the North Slope and building the pipeline. He told me in the strictest confidence that right in the wildest part of Brooks Range, he had found solid evidence that Bigfoot really existed.”
“Wait a minute,” Williard said. “I thought Bigfoot was just a myth, and even if not, it lived way up in the Rocky Mountains out west, not in Alaska.”
Jason took a hefty drink of rum and stroked his mustache. “Our Bigfoot probably is just a myth, though I guess there’s a possibility it isn’t. The thing is, there’s legends and stories of the same sort of creature all over the world. In Canada, up in the wilds of British Columbia, they call him Sasquach. In India, it’s Yeti, the abominable snowman. Other countries have different names for it, but there has never been any real evidence turned up of its existence.”
A memory popped up into Williard’s mind. “Seems like I remember some actual pictures published in Argosy a number of years ago.”
Jason shrugged a dismissal. “Most scientists think those pictures are fakes, mainly because none of them can imagine a creature that big being able to live and support itself in the Rockies without leaving some sort of evidence, not to mention how it could possibly live through a six month winter in the upper altitudes where there’s snow covering the ground most of the year.”
“So what’s the difference between it and whatever your friend discovered? Alaska is even colder than the Rockies unless I missed something in geography class back in grade school.”
Jason got a serious look on his face. “The Brooks Range only runs to eight or nine thousand feet or so, and there are valleys lots lower if you know how to get to them. Besides, Herman brought back some evidence.”
“What was it?”
Jason set his drink down and got up and went into the small bedroom where he had left his suitcase. He returned a moment later with a plastic box about the size of Williard’s briefcase. He set it on the coffee table and opened it up. Inside, on a bed of padding, lay the skeletal remains of a hand and forearm. Jason removed the bones and arranged them on the table.
Williard stared. The hand bones were larger than anything ever sported by humans. All of the digits ended in functional, unsheathed claws. The thumb bones looked to be fully opposable, though it was hard to tell. He looked closer and saw that there appeared to be an extra bone making up the wrist joint. The palm bones were rough, with tags of mummified skin still attached, covered with stiff hairs with a greenish tint to them.
“Goddamn,” he breathed excitably. Williard was fully versed in human anatomy and these fragments certainly weren’t human, nor he thought, from an ape. At least he didn’t think apes or chimpanzees had claws like a cat. Besides, they were too large. He picked up one of the bones and examined it more closely, expecting to find that a contrived carving by some pranksters had fooled Jason, but the closest examination he could do without a stereoscope showed no such thing. So far as he could tell, they were genuine.
“Goddamn is the right word for it,” Jason said. “I really didn’t believe Herman until he showed these bones to me.”
“Where did he find them?” Williard asked.
“I told you, right in the heart of the Brooks Range, in some real deep valley.”
Williard was puzzled. “If these are really genuine, he should have gone public with them. It would have been a sensation.”
Jason drank some more rum. “Now, that’s the funny part. He was going to, but his partner talked him out of it, telling him they should gather more evidence first.”
“Did he?”
“I don’t know. He disappeared a year ago and I haven’t heard from him since.”
“That’s strange.”
“It’s more than strange. The last time I saw him, he gave me these bones for safekeeping. He said he thought someone was trying to prevent him from gathering more evidence or going public.”
“How could anyone stop him from publicizing?”
“He suspected the government, one of the spook agencies, but I don’t really know. All I can tell you is that he’s gone missing.”
“Well, why don’t you just call a press conference and show off the bones here? That ought to do it.”
Jason emptied his glass and got up for a refill. He was beginning to wobble a bit, but Williard knew he could go on drinking for hours without becoming incoherent. He eyed Williard from the bar. “How many people believe we really saw a dinosaur in the Congo? I’ve been trying to find investors for a return expedition ever since we got back and no one is interested, mainly because of all the fighting going on there. Besides, take another look at them bones later. They aren’t all the same age; Herman found them in several spots. Someone would claim we pieced them together from known species. What I’d like to do is put these away for safekeeping, then go take a look for myself, with my video camera in hand.” He grinned. “I’ll need some help, of course.”



Chapter Three
Oh, shit, here we go again! Williard thought. Nevertheless, he felt his pulse speed up and his brain suddenly go into overdrive. He hadn’t realized just how much he had missed adventuring since settling down with Terry. It wasn’t in his nature to stay in one place for so long, doing the same old thing. And he was free to go now, if he wanted to. Other than the money problem, but suddenly that didn’t seem so important. And what if they really did discover Bigfoot, or its Alaskan equivalent? The fame would assure all three of them as much money as they cared to make. Then he remembered. Jerry wasn’t here.
Williard poured himself another drink, diluting this one more so than the last. He wanted to keep at least half his head able to reason while they talked. He sat back down and turned to Jason.
“I take it you want me to go along with you, huh?”
“Why not? You’ve been vegetating too long. Besides, I need some money to buy an airplane.”
“You dumped another one, didn’t you?” Williard said. In Vietnam, Jason was called Jumpin’ Jase for the number of planes he had to bail out of through overly aggressive bombing runs, and he had carried his reputation into civilian life. He had even managed to lose the old Albatross seaplane they had taken to the Congo when disgruntled soldiers, angry because they had received no bribe money, had shot them down.
“Yeah, but shit, it was only a little one.”
“What’s the difference?”
“The big ones crash harder.”
“How much money do you need?”
“Well, enough for a three-seater and cargo space, plus supplies. I was going to use my own, the one I bought with the money I had saved from bush hopping, but that’s out now. What’s left of it is sitting on the side of a mountain. It was a hell of a walk out of there.”
“How did you crash?”
“Herman showed me on a map the general area he was exploring. I was trying to get down into this narrow, deep valley to have a look and guess I just picked the wrong time to do it. A little earthquake, or something like that, shook a rock off the side of the gorge and holed a wing. I was damn lucky to live through it.”
Williard didn’t comment on that. Jason had lived through more plane crashes than a drunken barnstormer. “So now you’re broke again?”
“Yeah, dammit, but there’s a plus side. If we can find a way to get back there, I saw some gold traces while I was hiking back. Even if we don’t find Bigfoot, we might pick up some change that way.”
Williard thought. “I’ve got my profit sharing I could cash in, but I doubt that would be enough.”
“I didn’t think so. I wonder if Jerry would be interested?”
“We could always call and ask. He usually comes in Thursday nights to get ready for the next charter.”
“Well, fuckit, let’s do it.”
Williard headed for the phone, but before he could get to it, it rang. He picked it up. “Whoever this is, I’m too drunk to talk, so fuck off.”
“Is that any way to talk to your little brother?”
“Jerry! Goddamn, me and Jase were just about to call you.”
“Is Jase there? Great! Call me up a plane ticket and I’ll come back to Dallas.”
Williard frowned. “What’s wrong? Have the airlines got something against you buying a ticket yourself?”
“Nothing that money wouldn’t cure.”
“You’re broke?”
“Yeah. There was this poker game on the charter I just came in from.”
“Well, you’ve still got your boat,” Williard said.
“Not anymore. A full house beats a flush every time.” Jerry didn’t sound at all contrite. He was an inveterate gambler, always either in the money or in debt. Williard was surprised that he had held on to his boat as long as he had.
“OK, I’ll spring for a ticket,” he said. “Say, how would you like to go looking for Bigfoot?”
“Does he play poker?”
“Not that I know of.”
“Good, I’ll go.”
 
Williard used a credit card to arrange Jerry’s flight to Dallas, then called him back to give him the flight number and time. As he was hanging up the phone, he looked out the window and saw Trish coming along the sidewalk by the pool, dressed in red shorts and a white silk blouse. She jiggled pleasantly in front, not having worn a bra because Williard seldom left one on her for long anyway.
Damn, Williard thought. What’s she doing here? I told her I was going to be busy! Then he realized that he knew what she was doing—trying to press her advantage over his other techs. Suddenly he remembered the stray thought he’d had before leaving the lab.
“Hey, Jase, look what’s coming up the sidewalk.”
Jason peered out the window. “I think I’m in love.”
“Good,” Williard said. “I’m not.” He was at the door and had it opened just as Trish was prepared to ring the bell.
“Oh! Hi, Jim. Look, I know you told me not to come over tonight, but—”
“I’m not Jim, I’m Jason,” Williard said.
“I’m Jim,” Jason said from the bar where he was mixing another drink, picking up his brother’s cue immediately.
Trish peered past Williard’s shoulder and did a double take. “Jim didn’t tell me you were twins,” she said to Williard, thinking he was Jason.
“We’re not. Jim can’t fly an airplane,” Williard said.
“Neither can Jason, at least not for long,” Jason said. “Come on in.”
Trisha entered and let Jason place a drink in her hand, still thinking she was talking to Williard. Confusing people with their almost identical appearances was one of their favorite games.
Jason had caught on to the gag immediately. He didn’t know why his brother wanted to palm this luscious little honey off on him, but he didn’t mind a bit. He led her over to the couch where Williard had been sitting and surreptitiously raised a brow at his brother.
“You must be Trish; Jim has told me about you,” Williard said, neatly giving his brother her name without revealing their switched identities.
“How would you like to go looking for Bigfoot?” Jason said to Trish.
“Bigfoot? What’s that?” Trish had barely made it through the medical technology course in college by concentrating almost exclusively on the curriculum and diddling the professors who gave out the grades when that didn’t work. Otherwise, she was about as well read as an illiterate hermit.
“A monster that lives up in the mountains of Alaska,” Williard said. “We’re going to hunt it down and make a fortune from the publicity.”
“Oh, how exciting!” Trish bubbled, covering Jason’s hand, which was already exploring her thigh. “My goodness, Jim, you’re certainly attentive this evening.”
“Thinking about monsters always gets me excited,” Jason said.
“When did this all come about?” Trish asked. She took a sip of the drink Jason had mixed and felt a shudder run through her body. Grapefruit juice and ice concealed the heavy portion of rum. The shudder passed and a flush crept over her body. She sipped again and began thinking romantic thoughts of Alaska, with picturesque Eskimos and dogsleds providing a backdrop for romance.
“My brother is organizing the expedition,” Jason said.
“But—but what about our jobs? We can’t just go traipsing off to Alaska on a moment’s notice. What would Mr. Elkins say?”
“Who gives a fuck?” Jason said, putting one arm around her shoulders and using his other hand to pick up her drink and bring it to her lips. He didn’t know who Elkins might be but doubted that he would play much of a part in his scheme.
“You sure have changed since this morning,” Trish said, taking more of the rum and wondering what was going on. Her boss was usually much more reserved with her, other than quick nooners in his office.
“Bigfoot won’t wait,” Jason said, dropping his hand down to the cleavage of her blouse.
Williard watched and admired his brother’s technique. He always had been a fast worker, and when he had that dopey, little-boy-up-to-mischief grin on his face very few women could resist him. He figured that by the time Trish woke up in the morning, her romance with him would be a thing of the past, which would suit him fine. While he wasn’t adverse to purely physical appeal like Trish displayed, he really preferred more intellectual females like Terry. Too bad that hadn’t worked out. Terry was brave, competent, and had more than carried her weight on the expedition to the Congo and especially after their return, when she had distracted the Godfather, Don Falino, long enough to avoid having them all fed to his pet shark. Suddenly he wondered if Don Falino might finance the proposed expedition. He still held pictures of the Don and Terry in a contrived sexual liaison she had managed, which Falino never wanted his wife and daughters to see. If worse came to worse, he might chance the Don’s wrath at being held up once again after they had arranged the final truce with him.
Williard checked his watch and cut back on his drinking. He would have to pick Jerry up at the airport in the morning and wanted to be able to drive without using curbs and sidewalks as part of the freeway. A little later, Jason led Trish into the master bedroom. By this time, her blouse was unbuttoned and her shorts in disarray and she was getting silly from an overload of rum.
And that takes care of her, Williard thought. Now what am I going to do for sex?



Chapter Four
Terry Very, Williard’s former girlfriend, was sitting in her old room at her mother’s home in North Dallas, doing some soul searching. She missed Williard more than she had thought she would, even though he had become a little hard to live with the last year or so. She knew what the problem was, or thought she did. Every time he heard from his brothers he went into a funk, then spent hours on the phone with them, asking about their adventures. He just wasn’t ready to settle down and she realized now that it would have been better to let him go. Trying to domesticate him had been like caging a coyote. He might still howl, but it was only a longful mourning for lost freedom. For that matter, after they had finally escaped the last of their Mafia pursuers in the Congo and gotten the Godfather off their backs, she could look back on the adventure with a bit of nostalgic longing herself. Staying home and keeping house got to be a little wearing after a while, especially with no kids to look after. Maybe a long vacation might be the thing to settle them both back down and try it again. He had time coming and if she knew him the way she thought she did, the first thing he would do would be to find either Jason or Jerry and get together with them. As a matter of fact, she wouldn’t mind seeing them again either. Whatever else she could say about his brothers, they sure livened things up. She made up her mind to think it over a few days and if she still felt the same way, to call him up and suggest it.
 
“You bastard,” Trisha said as she came out of the bedroom the next morning. Her hair was tousled and she was wearing one of Williard’s old soft shirts and a pair of panties. Her long tanned legs extended from beneath the tails of the shirt like an advertisement for a Florida beach.
“Who, me? What did I do?” Williard said. He was mixing a batch of rum and tomato juice at the bar.
“You pawned me off on your brother, that’s what. That wasn’t a very nice thing to do.”
“Don’t blame me. You told me you wanted to meet him.”
“Well, I did, but….”
“So what’s your complaint?”
Trisha suddenly grinned. “Never mind. I guess I had it coming after showing up when you told me not to. Is he always like that?”
“Like what?”
“You know.”
“He’s been up in the mountains in Alaska. Give him a few days and he’ll be back to normal.”
“If his normal is like your normal, that’s not saying much.”
“Don’t complain. I hired you, didn’t I?” Williard poured some of his mixture into a tall glass and handed it to her. “Here. Take this in to him and wake his ass up. We’ve got to go pick up Jerry. We’re late already.”
“Is your other brother coming in too?”
“If he didn’t cash in the plane ticket I sent him for a poker stake, he is.”
“Well, just don’t try the same thing on me with him that you did with Jason.”
“Why not? Most people can’t tell us apart anyway.”
“Oh, forget it.” She eyed the glass with the frothy red mixture. “What’s in this stuff anyway?”
“Horny toad piss and raspberry juice. Hair of the dog.”
“You’re both crazy.”
“We’re normal. Everyone else is fucked up. Go on, now. Before you come back out, look in the medicine cabinet first and bring that unmarked bottle of brown pills with you.” Williard turned her around and patted her behind to get her moving, then scoffed down a hefty portion of the mixture he had handed Trish.
Jason appeared a few moments later, hanging on to Trish with one hand and holding on to Williard’s bottle of pills with the other. His eyes were as red as maraschino cherries and his face as pale as typing paper. He held up the bottle of pills. “Does this here bottle have what I think it does in it?”
“Yup,” Jason said, laughing inside. He didn’t feel too well himself, but Jason looked awful.
Jason twisted the cap loose from the bottle and tilted it to his mouth.
“I think you’re supposed to take them, not drink them,” Williard said.
Jason lowered the bottle. “Fuckit. Is that stuff in the pitcher what I think it is?”
“Yup,” Williard said, exchanging a glass of his mixture for the bottle. He shook several of the pills out and tossed them into his mouth then drained his glass. He had invented his hangover pills as a medic in Vietnam. They contained Aspirin, Phenacetin and Caffeine, plus Codeine and Phenobarbital in liberal quantities. Combined with a few morning drinks they came near being able to raise the dead.
Jason had already taken a second glass of Bacardi and tomato juice over to the couch and was leaning back with his eyes closed. Williard sat down beside him, waiting for the pills and liquor to revive his brother. Presently he said, “You must be getting old, Jase. Shit, we only drank a couple of bottles or so.”
Jason opened his eyes. “Go look again. I kept getting back up for more to keep me going. That little honey in there taking a shower liked to of fucked me to death. Ain’t you been treating her right?”
“Not lately. That fucking job has been keeping me too busy.”
“Well, never mind. I’ll take care of it for you for a while. What time are we supposed to pick up Jerry?”
“An hour and a half ago.”
The doorbell rang.
“Now who the hell could that be?” Williard complained. “I told everyone at the lab I didn’t want to be bothered this weekend.” He got up and went to the door and opened it, prepared to slam it in someone’s face. A near replica of himself stood in the entrance, complete right to the mustache and dressed as he and Jason were, in boots and jeans and western shirt.
“Hey, brother,” Jerry grinned. “Got any rum left?”
“Hey, Jerry! We were just getting ready to go find you.”
“I figured with Jason here you’d be late. Besides, I found someone on the plane with transportation.” He turned around, then stepped back. “Come on in, babe.”
“Don’t call me babe. I’m a woman.”
“You sure are,” Williard said. He eyed the little blond apparition. She was small, neat and petite, and dressed in faded jeans and a man’s chambray work shirt. Her blond hair was tied in a ponytail.
The blond eyed him, then did a double take. She turned back to Jerry, who was grinning like a mischievous puppy. “You didn’t tell me you were twins.”
“We’re not,” Jerry said. “Tina, this is my brother Jim. Come on in.” He took her hand and led her inside. Jason rose from the couch.
“And that’s my brother, Jason. Also known as Jumpin’ Jase.”
Tina did another double take. “Good grief. You aren’t twins, you’re triplets. How many more of you are there?”
“Mom broke the mold after she finished with me,” Jerry said.
“I thought you were by yourself,” Williard said to his youngest brother, handing him and his companion a drink. Jerry drained his, then appropriated Tina’s before she had hardly tasted it and poured it down too. He had read Treasure Island before joining the Navy and believed ever since that all sailors had to drink up any rum in sight. He had more or less convinced his brothers that it was a valid philosophy, even thought they had been in the Army and Marines, respectively.
“I was by myself, but we had seats on the plane next to each other. As soon as I told Tina we were going looking for Bigfoot, she wanted to come along and see what the deal was.” He led her over to the bar and began mixing together one of his own rum concoctions, designed to make men of boys, women of girls and He-men from ninety-pound weaklings.
“The deal is, we can’t go until we round up enough money for a plane,” Williard said.
“Don’t tell me, Jase crashed another one,” Jerry said, laughing.
“Another one?” Tina said.
“Jason is also known as old Jumpin’ Jase because he’s bailed out of so many planes,” Jerry explained.
“At least I have never lost one in a poker game,” Jason said.
“You got a point there,” Jerry admitted. “Well, where are we going to get some money?” He finished his mixing and poured drinks for himself and Tina then escorted her over to the couch beside Jason. Williard had moved to his easy chair, expecting Trisha to be finishing her shower and joining them momentarily.
“What’s with the plane? I thought Bigfoot lived up in the Rocky Mountains, supposing it even exists, which I doubt,” Tina said.
“The one we’re after is in Alaska,” Jason said.
“Where in Alaska?”
“I’d rather not say right now,” Jason said. “Not until we raise some money anyway.”
“Who needs money?” Trisha said, coming out of the bedroom. She had on her shorts and shirt again, though they looked a little the worse for wear. “Oh. I didn’t know we had more company. I—Oh my god, you’re triplets!”
“Only when we want to be,” Williard said. “This is my other brother, Jerry, and his friend Tina.”
“Hi! I’m Trish. Be careful. These guys don’t play fair.”
“If we played fair, we would of been dead a long time ago,” Jason said.
“Yeah, that dinosaur would of eaten us for sure,” Jerry agreed.
“Dinosaur?” Tina asked, confused.
“Yeah, we found one at a lake in the Congo, but lost it when it tried to fuck our seaplane.”
“Don’t forget the Pygmies and that fucking Palm Wine,” Williard said.
“Yeah, and the Mafia and the Godfather’s pet shark,” Jason added.
A startled look appeared on Tina’s face. “You’re the ones! I’ve heard of you!”



Chapter Five
Herman Melhine, Jason’s friend, had finally been run to ground in San Francisco by some of the shadowy figures he had thought were tailing him. Now his erstwhile partner, Gaven Shelvinski, who was a KGB mole, was sitting with another agent named Ivan Borsky and receiving orders from their boss.
Kamir Cherenko, listed as a senior secretary attached to the Russian embassy in Washington, was actually the KGB boss of clandestine operations in the United States. He had flown to San Francisco shortly after receiving word that Herman’s whereabouts had become known. Now he was giving them their orders.
“This Herman Melhine must still be carrying that set of bones he found in Alaska. It is most imperative that they be recovered,” Cherenko said.
“Bones?” Ivan Borsky asked. He was new to the assignment.
“Bones.” Gaven Shelvinski confirmed. “I have seen them. They are very strange, just as I reported.”
“Yes,” Cherenko said emphatically, wishing that Gaven had simply killed Melhine at once then ran for home with the find. But of course, he hadn’t known just how important they might be. “Strange and possibly of vast importance. You are to recover them, then question the man as to the exact location where he found them. Once the information is obtained, he is to be terminated.”
“What’s so important about a bunch of bones?” Ivan asked.
Cherenko scowled. “You are not to question. Moscow has given the orders. You will carry them out. Go now. I will wait.” The scowl remained on Cherenko’s face even after his agents had gone. He didn’t know why a few old bones were that important, either, but his orders had been emphatic: cease all other activities until they and the scientist who held them was found and the site of their discovery wormed out of him. Then further steps would be taken.
 
Herman answered the knock at the door of his ground floor apartment near the Fisherman’s Wharf section of San Francisco where he had been hiding and corresponding discreetly with some of his scientist friends, trying to raise some interest in his discovery. So far he had found no one who believed him, mostly because he refused to offer proof until a commitment was made to provide a large armed force to accompany him back to the site in the Brooks Mountain Range of Alaska where he had made his discovery. He didn’t want to return without some protection; he knew he hadn’t imagined being tailed.
“Who’s there?” he asked.
“That’s him, I recognize his voice,” Herman heard Gaven, his old partner say. A second later the door was kicked open, snapping the lock as if an explosive charge had been placed in it. Gaven and another man, wearing dark windbreakers, burst into the room.
“Gaven! What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Herman said, his thin dark face contorting with fear. He thought he already knew, but hoped he didn’t.
“Sit down and shut up,” Gaven ordered, pulling out a pistol.
Herman slowly backed away and eased himself down into a chair. “What do you guys want?” he said, turning his head as the other man also pulled out a weapon and raced into the other two rooms to check them out.
” Shut up, I said. Now, where are they?”
“Where’s what?” Herman was suddenly very glad he had given his discovery to his friend, Jason, to keep for him after he had begun to suspect his old partner of wanting to steal his secret.
“The bones, goddammit. Where are they?”
“Gaven, why—”
Herman was backhanded by the barrel of Gaven’s pistol, slashing his cheek to the bone. “Look, stupid, I know you have them. If you want to know why, I’ll tell you, since you’re not going anywhere. I work for the KGB. I was in Alaska gathering intelligence on North Slope operations. If I had known how important those goddamned bones were, I would have taken them from you then.”
“But why? It’s nothing but a scientific discovery.” Herman wiped at the blood gathering in drops on his chin.
“That’s all you know. If you had told me where you found them a year ago, we might have let you slide. There’s people in Moscow who think they may amount to more than you think they do.”
“Really? Like what?”
Gaven didn’t answer, since he didn’t know himself. He simply took orders. He backed away as his companion came back into the living room. “Go to work on him,” he told Ivan. “Find out where he’s holding the evidence and exactly where he found it.”
Herman tightened his lips. He didn’t understand what was going on, but they weren’t going to get the bones, not if he could help it. He was glad he had given them to Jason for safekeeping. Now he made a resolution not to betray his friend—not for anything.
The resolution not to betray Jason lasted little more than a quarter hour then he gave in to the torture and began to reveal all he knew, unable to bear the pain. Beads of sweat gathered on his forehead as he began to talk. He felt an excruciating pain on his left side, shooting down his arm and a burgeoning tightening in his chest. He gasped for breath then felt a blackness descending. A few minutes later, had Herman been able to look down at his dead body, it might have given him some consolation that he had died from a massive heart attack before he had a chance to reveal exactly where he had made his discovery.
“Damn,” Gaven complained. “We went too hard on him. Well, nothing to do now but go after that Jason Williard character. Maybe he’ll know where this egghead found the bones he’s been keeping for him. Even if he doesn’t, at least we’ll have something to report to Comrade Cherenko, but I still don’t see why he is interested in a bunch of bones.”
“Ours is not to reason why,” Ivan reminded him. “We must follow orders.”
*****
Unknown to the Russian agents, the CIA was interested in Herman Melhine, too, but Herman had skipped out of Alaska before he could be gathered in for questioning, leaving the agency with only his friend Gaven, a known KGB mole as a lead.
Robert Browning, the agent in charge of the search, spoke to Brian Sculpter and Roland Peppard, the two agents assigned to keep a tail on Gaven. “Any results yet? I’m getting pressure from above.” Browning knew why the bones were judged important and just wished that the director believed in them enough to give him more help; either that or let it go. The reasons behind the search for Herman Melhine seemed pretty unlikely to be true anyway, but like his KGB counterpart, he was only following orders. The search had brought the team to San Francisco the day before, following Gaven Shelvinski.
Sculpter sighed. “We’ve tailed that Shelvinski bastard all over the United States for a year and still haven’t come up with a lead. What’s with this Herman Melhine character we’re looking for, anyway?”
Browning sighed, too. “The same as always. We want the bones he supposedly discovered up in Alaska and we want the exact location where he found them. That’s all I can tell you.”
“So what’s next?” Sculpter asked.
“I just got word from Washington that one Kamir Cherenko, the suspected KGB head of operations in the country, has flown here to San Francisco. There are indications that he’s involved with the search too. You guys get back to tailing Gaven. Maybe this is the break we’ve been looking for. We’re damn well due for one.”
Sculpter and Peppard left early enough in the morning to pick up Gaven’s trail as he left the hotel where he had been staying. The agents exchanged glances as they noticed that now another man, almost certainly another agent, accompanied him. Perhaps we are going to get that break, they both thought.
 
“They’re leaving,” Brian Sculpter said to his partner, writing down the address of the shabby apartment building that they had tailed Gaven and his new partner to. “I wonder who they came here to see?”
“We’ll find out later. Right now, follow them,” Roland Peppard said.
Sculpter turned the key. The starter clicked, then clicked again. His aging, college-boy face grimaced in disgust. “Ah, shit. Why don’t they give us decent damn cars? They’re going to get away.”
Peppard pounded his fist on the seat of the surveillance car. He wondered the same thing as Gaven Shelvinski drove away with his henchmen, leaving the two CIA agents sitting frustrated in their own vehicle with the dead battery. They couldn’t even call for another tail since their phone worked from the cigarette lighter.
“Why don’t we check out the apartment and get the names from the doors? We can run them all down and maybe pick up the trail,” Sculpter said.
“Good idea; let’s go,” Peppard said. He eased his big body out of the stalled car.
A few minutes later, they were looking down at Herman’s body. The face and hands were a bloody mess. While Peppard began knocking on doors to find a phone, Sculpter retrieved Herman’s wallet with his identification in it. He held it up when Sculpter came back into the room. “I’ve got his ID. That’s Herman, all right—or what’s left of him. If nothing else, we can backtrack and ferret out his contacts. Damn, what a mess. The boss man isn’t going to be happy about this.”
*****
“Where in hell did you hear about us from?” Williard asked Tina. He found himself staring at the young blond woman. He thought there was something familiar about her, but it hung right on the edge of his mind, just out of reach. He could swear they had never met, but still….
“My father told me.”
“Your father? Wait a minute. What’s your last name?”
“Falino. Why?”
“Oh, shit,” Williard said.
“Yeah,” Jason agreed.
Jerry said nothing. He simply stared at his new companion in disbelief.
Now Williard knew where he had seen the woman before. Don Falino, the Boss of Bosses in New York, kept a picture of his family in his office, where their final confrontation with the Mafia chief had occurred after the dinosaur hunt. She got her blond looks from her mother. “You’re Don Falino’s daughter, aren’t you?”
Tina seemed to muse before answering. “Some people call him ‘The Don’ or occasionally, ‘Godfather’.” I don’t know why, other than that it’s a mark of respect in Italian. What difference does it make?”
“I ain’t facing that goddamned shark again,” Jason interrupted. “I saw enough of those critters that time I bailed out into the South China Sea.”
“Shark? What shark?”
“Hold it, Jase,” Williard said. He remembered now that the godfather’s family had no inkling of his true occupation. Just to be sure, he asked, “What does your father do for a living?”
“He was in business, but he’s retired now. What is all this?”
“Does he keep an eye on you?” Jerry asked apprehensively.
Tina looked indignant. “I’m a grown woman. I take care of myself, and I have ever since I graduated from college. In fact, daddy is too old and frail now to pay much attention to anything other than his aquarium. Now that you mention it, he did tell me he used to have a shark, the same day he was rambling on about some cowboys he met once who were hunting a dinosaur. You guys must be the ones he was talking about, aren’t you? “
“Does he still have his pet shark?” Jason said.
“Why do you keep harping on sharks? All I’ve ever seen in the tanks are little tropical fish.”
The brothers exchanged glances. They had no desire to get mixed up with the Mafia again after the last episode, but perhaps that was no longer so much of a problem, even with the Don’s daughter standing in front of them. Williard decided to pursue it a little further though. “What did he tell you about us and the dinosaur?”
“Oh, nothing much, other than one of his business associates had gone with you and had to be replaced. It was a few years ago, when he was setting up my annuity that he told me about it, and he really didn’t go into details.”
Jason’s ears wiggled like a child hot on the trail of hidden Christmas presents. “Annuity? Would the payments be enough to buy an airplane if you wanted to?”
“Daddy did very well with his Italian salad dressing company. I could buy a jetliner if it came to that, but why should I want to?”
“Jerry said you were interested in Bigfoot.”
“I am. I have a degree in Anthropology. It sounded sort of interesting when Jerry mentioned it, that’s all. Not that I believe it exists.”
“Suppose I could show you some real proof. Would you be interested in financing an expedition?”
“Maybe. It sounds like it might be fun. Daddy said you three were some of the wildest characters he had ever run across. Did you actually find any evidence of a dinosaur in the Congo?”
“We sure did,” Williard said. “But I don’t think we’re interested in going back there again. Not now, anyway. Besides, we weren’t able to bring back anything specific as proof.”
“Why not?”
“It was a matter of Pygmies, Palm Wine and the fact that our plane got shot down, besides some other factors we’d rather not talk about. Let’s get back to Bigfoot.”
Tina wondered about the reference to Pygmies and Palm Wine again, but decided to ask about it later. Right now she decided to go along with the three cowboys, thinking that she could always change her mind before putting up the money. “All right, show me what you have. If I like it, we’ll do it.”
Jason went into the bedroom and brought out the assorted hand bones given to him by Herman. He opened the case and allowed Tina to examine them.
Her doubting expression changed to excitement as she looked them over. “Amazing. These are unlike anything I’ve ever seen before. Where did you find them?”
“I didn’t,” Jason said. “A friend of mine did, up in the Brooks Mountain Range in Alaska. I know the general location, and I’m pretty sure I got close to the specific area before that rock tore up my plane. And that’s why we need another one. There is no other way to get there except to fly in.”
“I would need to send these bones off for study before I made a decision,” Tina said, looking down at them again. She poked at a tag of mummified skin attached to the ulna and shook her head. A smile crept over her face as she imagined the response of one of her old professors when he saw them.
“Sorry, there’s no time,” Jason said. It’s late summer now, but it won’t be long before bad weather will make flying up there almost impossible, not to mention the fact that within a few months it will be dark most of the time. The Brooks Range is up near the Arctic Circle. We need to get started as soon as possible. Besides that, I think someone else is on the trail. My friend gave these bones to me because he thought some government spooks were following him. Now he’s disappeared and I haven’t been able to find a trace of him.”
Trisha has been listening to the conversation silently. Now she spoke up. “Jim, I think you really did go off hunting dinosaurs one time. And now Bigfoot, whatever that is. Are you really going to quit your job and traipse off to Alaska, just like that?”
“Damn straight he is,” Jason said, already assuming he would be able to worm the money for a new plane out of Tina.
“Can I go?” Trisha was still envisioning love under the Arctic Lights in front of a friendly fireplace. She had no conception of danger or the vagaries of winter weather in Arctic mountains. It was Jason she addressed, but Williard who answered.
“You ain’t got no idea what you’re asking. Where we’re going, it’s cold and dangerous.”
“Fuckit, let her come if she wants to,” Jason said, grinning lasciviously. He had been a while without a woman.
Williard shrugged. He didn’t care that much, other than he thought she would just be in the way.
“I haven’t said for sure that I was financing the trip yet,” Tina said, though the mention of the Brooks Range had gotten her attention. She was recalling some college anthropology studies, in particular a section dealing with inland Eskimos, the Numamiut, who believed a giant man called Ayagumalhaq had created them. Could that possibly be the origin of the Bigfoot legend? The oversized hand bones Jason had showed her certainly suggested the possibility, if nothing else.
Jerry yawned. “That was a long flight and I’m tired. Tina, why don’t we go take a nap and talk it over?”
Tina managed to conceal most of her blush from the others by turning her head aside. Nothing like a direct proposition, she thought. Well, I’m a feminist. I can do damn well whatever I please. She followed Jerry into the smaller bedroom.
*****
Don Falino was old and frail and no longer went to his office in Manhattan. Instead, he had turned operations there over to his successor and moved his vast aquariums to his home, where he’d had to build an addition to fit them all in. The only one which didn’t follow him to his New Jersey retirement home was the giant tank where he had once kept Snow White, his great white shark, used to intimidate his underlings and occasionally serving as a method for disposing of his enemies. When he retired, he had released Snow White back to the ocean.
Now he sat in the new addition to his home, watching the play of movement and color as his vastly expensive collection of tropical fish swam in the tanks. Though he no longer was active in business, he still retained most of his power and contacts, but rarely used them other than as a means of watching over his daughters. One of his daughters already had a husband but so far had produced no grandchildren, one of his fondest wishes. He hoped that Tina would marry, but she was uncontrollable. All he could do was keep discreet tabs on her and steer fortune hunters in other directions and see that she was unobtrusively protected in other ways. His old mind contemplated the last report he had gotten. She had left her Florida vacation home and flown to Dallas to meet some friends, according to reports. He delved into his memories and the connection between Dallas and the three cowboys who had handed him the only real defeat of his long career came to mind. That was where they were from. Was there any chance Tina would come in contact with them? Probably not, but it wouldn’t hurt to check. He picked up the phone beside his chair with a gnarled hand and dialed a number from memory.
“Puzzi,” a voice answered.
“Santino, my friend. How are you?”
“Don Falino. It’s very good to hear from you. How are you feeling?”
“I’m still alive, compadre. How are things in Dallas with you?”
“Fine, Godfather. What can I do for you?”
“Tina, my daughter, is in Dallas. Would you do me the favor of checking on her for me? I worry about her. She is so young and innocent, I fear she might come under adverse influences from those Texans down there. I will be in your debt if you would do me this favor.”
“Of course, Godfather. Leave it to me,” Santino Puzzi said. He didn’t mention that from gossip he had heard, Tina Falino was about as innocent as a cat with cream on it’s whiskers, but he forbore to mention the fact. He knew from troubles with his own daughter that young girls these days no longer believed in the dictates of the old country. Nevertheless, he would do this favor for the old Don. After all, it had been Falino who had given him his start in the family business and now he controlled Dallas almost as thoroughly as Falino has once controlled New York.
“Thank you, Santino. There’s no real hurry. I’ll send a list of her friends from college. Most of them seem harmless, but I would feel more comfortable knowing for sure.” He hung up the phone, knowing his request would be carried out. It was good to know that he still commanded such respect.



Chapter Six
Williard and Jason were still buzzing, their blood laced with codeine and Phenobarbital and their morning ration of rum. Trisha had left for the lab, already an hour or two late for work and feeling the pain of the previous evening’s excesses.
“She’s an airhead,” Williard warned Jason as soon as she had left. “No telling what she might do if you take her with us.”
“Airheads have their good points,” Jason countered, grinning as he remembered the previous night.
“On your head be it,” Williard said. He was glad to get her off his hands. “How about Tina. Think she’ll spring for a plane?”
Jason motioned toward the bedroom, where if there was a nap in progress it was a singularly loud one. “Leave it to Jerry. He may not be much of a poker player, but he’s hell on wheels in the bedroom.”
“Yeah, but Tina strikes me as a Helen Reddy fan. You know, ‘We are Women, Hear us roar.’ She might want to control the whole thing. Besides, can you believe it? Goddamn, the Mafia almost ate our lunch and here we are fucking around with one of the Godfather’s daughters. We must be nuts.”
“Relax, brother. You can’t die but once. Let’s start making a list of the supplies we’re going to need.”
Williard gathered a tablet and pen, poured another drink and sat back down. He felt a rising excitement inside him, like a bird suddenly freed from a cage. Damn a bunch of government pencil pushers, he was ready for an adventure!
“Cold weather gear,” Jason said. “I’ll give you the list and you can pick it up while I look for a plane.”
“I’ll have to get the girls’ sizes. No bother with you and Jerry. We’re all the same.”
“You can get Tina’s size from Jerry here in a bit. By the time they come back out of the bedroom, he’ll know her front and back and up and down. Hot damn, I’m looking forward to this.”
“Me too, but I hope this operation runs smoother than our last one,” Williard said. “OK, plane and cold weather gear. What about weapons?”
Jason shrugged. “Same as before. M-16’s and .45 pistols, with smaller handguns for the girls. Does Trish know how to shoot?”
“I doubt it.”
“Oh well, I’ll take care of her. I wonder if Tina does?”
“Does what?” Tina said, emerging from the bedroom, blinking sleepily, with a satisfied look on her face. She was wearing one of Williard’s old soft shirts and not much else, and her cheeks and neck were red from whisker burns.
“Have you ever fired a rifle or pistol?” Williard said.
“Sure. Do you think we’ll need them?”
Jason winked surreptitiously at his brother. “We like to go prepared. Besides Bigfoot and maybe hunting game to live on in case we land somewhere and can’t take off, I’m still worried about what happened to Herman. It’s not like him to just disappear.”
“If you say so.”
“I do. I take it you’ve decided to go along?”
Tina tugged at the tails of her shirt and smiled. “Jerry convinced me. How much will you need for your plane?”
“I had thought of a three-seater originally, but now I think we’ll have to have room for six, just in case we have to hire an Eskimo guide or something like that.”
“Whatever. Pick out what you want and I’ll buy it.”
And here we go again, Williard thought. He was willing, no, more than willing. He had been tied down too long. Wistfully, he thought of how nice it would be to have Terry along to share his sleeping bag, but she wasn’t with him anymore. Well, it wouldn’t hurt to call and let her know he was quitting his job and going off again with Jason and Jerry before they left. He owed her that much. Since he had been instrumental in keeping her home, he decided right then that when he collected his money from the hospital Monday, he would send it all to her.
“We’ll need money for all our gear and weapons too,” Jason said, pressing ahead while Tina was in a generous mood. While Jerry might be a great lover, he wasn’t known for staying associated with the same woman for any length of time.
“I’ll go with you to pay for the plane,” Tina said. “Whoever shops for the rest of the gear can just take a signed check. I’ve got one condition to all this though.”
“What’s that?” Williard asked, hoping it wasn’t anything too binding.
“I’m going to take my dog along. There’s no way I’ll leave him in a kennel.”
“Well, we took a cat along on the dinosaur expedition, not that we planned on it. He stowed away when we stopped in the Caymans. We named him Stowaway. I just hope your dog is as fierce as Stowaway was. That cat could of won the war if we’d had a few more like him in ‘Nam.”
“What did the cat do?”
“He helped pilot our plane, fought with the dinosaur and machine-gunned the Pygmy village when we were captives,” Jason said with awe tingeing his voice.
Tina looked at him with disbelief in her eyes, even though Jason’s rendition was more or less accurate, other than the fact that the cat had done everything accidentally rather than on purpose. Even so, he had saved their lives on several occasions. Stowaway had grown rather old but he was still pretty active. Williard missed him almost as much as he did Terry, who had taken the cat with her when she departed.
“Where is your dog?” Williard asked.
“Out in my car, of course. I wouldn’t have left him at the airport.”
“His name is Tiger,” Jerry said, coming out of the bedroom, freshly shaved and with his mustache trimmed. “Wait ‘til you see him.”
“I don’t see any problem taking a dog,” Jason said, envisioning a big German Shepherd or Doberman. Maybe a big dog could help them in some way, though he couldn’t imagine any dog matching Stowaway’s exploits.
“OK, I’ll bring him in,” Tina said.
While she was gone, Jerry grinned mysteriously to himself, but neither brother caught it. Williard was wondering how a big clumsy dog would take to the confines of the apartment until they got on their way while Jason just hoped he would behave in the plane.
The door opened and Tina came back in, cradling a bundle in her arms. She squatted and released a small, cream-colored Chihuahua to the carpet. He was barely the size of a house cat, perhaps a bit smaller. “Here you are, Tiger,” she said. “Go get acquainted.”
Williard and Jason stared dumbfounded at the little dog while Jerry laughed uproariously. Tiger circled the living room, stopping to sniff at each of the men briefly, then jumped into Tina’s lap, wagging his tail vigorously, as if he already knew he was going on an adventure that anyone of his enormously larger cousins would have given up his chance of doggy heaven for.
“Gawd!” Jason exclaimed when he finally got his mouth closed. “Are you serious? Not only would that little mutt freeze to death, the Huskies up there would eat him for lunch if he ever got near one.”
“Don’t talk about Tiger that way. He’s been trained to protect me. He’s an attack dog. Besides, he lived in New York as a puppy. It’s kind of cold there, too, you know.”
Williard walked over and ran his hand over Tiger’s short, cream-colored pelt. The little dog wagged its tail and licked his hand eagerly. “He’ll need a heavy jacket and maybe even some booties if we get into cold weather before we find what we’re looking for.”
“So we’ll buy them. And don’t sell Tiger short. He knows lots of tricks.”
“Knowing how to fetch and catch Frisbees won’t be much help where we’re going,” Jason said dubiously. What the hell, a Chihuahua in Alaska? It would be like taking a penguin to the tropics.
“Well, he goes or I don’t.”
Jason shrugged. “OK by me.” He wondered briefly about Tina’s statement that he had been trained to protect her then dismissed the thought as ridiculous. The little dog would do good to hold its own with a neutered tomcat. He checked his watch. “Tina, if you’re ready, let’s go look for that plane. We’re going to have little enough good weather by the time we get to where we’re going.”
“Let me change first. Jim, can I leave Tiger here?”
“Sure. Jason ought to be able to take care of you at least as well as your dog can.”
Tina smiled enigmatically and went back into the bedroom to get back into her jeans.
*****
At the little airport south of Dallas where he had bought the Albatross they took to the Congo, Jason found just the plane he wanted. It was an Otter, a six-seater prop job with a lot of range and adequate cargo room. It was rather large for bush hopping, but had oversized front wheels in front and a sturdy frame. Before closing the deal, he took Tina aside and whispered in her ear. While they were signing the papers, the owner filled in Jason’s logbook which he had brought along, certifying that he had flown the required minimum five hours with a qualified pilot for that class of aircraft. He didn’t want to wait around to get the five hours in. It took a large bribe, but Tina paid without a quiver. Jason didn’t worry about the lack of instruction; he wanted to get on their way. He was convinced he could fly anything with wings and some things without, just by scanning the specs and visible aerodynamic qualities. Besides, he was increasingly worried about the fate of his friend. Herman had told him that if he received no word after a year, he was free to do with the bag of bones as he wished and the year had come and gone several weeks ago.
The big West Texan who owned the airport and bought and sold planes from it kept glancing at Jason from the corner of his eye as he filled out the logbook, trying to remember where he had seen the man purchasing the plane. Just as he finished and handed the logbook to Jason, it came to him.
“Oh, shit! You’re one of those cowboys the Mafia was chasing when I sold you that old Albatross. The deal is off! Gimme back that logbook!”
“Why should I?” Jason asked politely.
“Because I say so, goddammit,” the big man said, getting to his feet and doubling his fists. This was one of the dudes who had caused his airport to get shot up and himself scared almost out of his wits by a Mafia hit man so big it made him look like a midget, even though he towered at least six inches over Jason’s five eleven. The look-alike cowboys had departed in the old Albatross he had sold them while exchanging gunfire with a gang of Mafia hit men. This time, though, there was only one of the cowboys and no men in dark suits around. His only companion was an inconsequential little blond woman who looked like she should be off leading cheers at a High School football game.
“Well, shucks,” Jason said. “I guess the Godfather’s daughter will have to buy her plane somewhere else. Unless you change your mind, of course.”
The oversized airport owner blanched as white as the alkali desert of West Texas. “The Godfather’s daughter, you said? Maybe I should reconsider. No shooting this time, though. Promise me that.”
“We’ll try to be good,” Jason said, pocketing the logbook and going back over to where Tina was waiting.
“That didn’t take long,” Tina said, folding the ownership papers and bill of sale and tucking them into her purse.
“Money talks,” Jason said. He was becoming increasingly impressed with Tina. She was forthright and completely self-assured, much like himself and his brothers. Chalk it up to the Godfather’s upbringing, he thought. There was a man that he wouldn’t have wanted to tangle with when he was in his prime; not without an F-4 and a heavy bomb load to back him up.
“So it does,” Tina admitted. She was glad she had plenty of it. It was still a man’s world, but with enough cash, a woman could gain entrance to it. Since getting her anthropology degree, she had wondered what on earth she would ever use it for and now she had a cause. Whether they found Bigfoot or not, this was the type of exploration into the wilds she had always dreamed of. Sooner or later, though, she wanted to study those bones more closely. They were strange, unlike anything she knew of in the hominid family tree. Maybe there really was a Bigfoot!



Chapter Seven
Kamir Cherenko was very unhappy that Herman had died without giving up the location where he had discovered the bones, but at least Gaven and Ivan had found out who was holding them and there was always the possibility that this Jason Williard knew the location. He decided to accompany his two henchmen to Dallas to make sure that this next lead didn’t expire too quickly. Jason Williard, they had learned, was a crazy bush pilot who had flown supply missions for Exxon in the Brooks Range for a while until he crashed his plane. Now the word was that he was in Dallas visiting his brother.
Cherenko and his agents deplaned in Dallas Friday afternoon and immediately went over to a bank of storage lockers, one of which the KGB kept stocked with firearms. He opened it and plucked out an automatic pistol for each of them, then found a row of phone booths. There was only one Williard listed, an address in Oak Cliff. He scribbled down the apartment number and address, then sent Ivan Borsky to check it out while he and Gaven went on to another safe house. Cherenko had no qualms about sending Ivan out alone; the agent was as ruthless as a cheketsi firing squad.
*****
Williard was relaxing with a moderately strong drink and finalizing the list of gear they would need. Jason and Tina were still out buying the airplane while Jerry had departed to begin whittling down the first shopping list. Tiger, Tina’s harmless-looking but happy little Chihuahua was sitting in his lap and trying to chew up his paper, or failing that, making grabs for his pen. Williard laughed at his antics, remembering Tina’s assertion that he had been trained to protect her. He scratched Tiger’s ears, thinking that he looked and acted about as much like an attack dog as a six-week-old kitten.
The doorbell rang. Williard got up to answer it, thinking that Jerry or Jason must be returning, either that or Trish had gotten off work and had come over. He wondered why whoever it was didn’t just come on in. He pulled open the door.
“Back up, you cowboy,” Borsky said, planting the barrel of his pistol in Williard’s stomach. He thought every male in Texas rode the range and branded cattle for a living.
Williard did so, carefully, thinking despairingly that the Godfather must have gotten word somehow that Jerry was tapping his daughter and had sent a hit man to stop the blasphemy. Tiger immediately ran over and circled the visitor, wagging his tail and yipping happily. Some attack dog!
Borsky kicked the door closed while keeping the barrel of his pistol planted in Williard’s ribs. He forced him backwards until the back of his knees bumped into his easy chair. Borsky gave him a shove and he fell heavily into the chair. “Stay there,” the Russian ordered. He backed up and seated himself on the couch. Tiger jumped up beside him and licked the hand that was unencumbered with a weapon.
“You should keep real dog here,” Borsky said. “I might not taken you so easy.” He was amused with the little cream-colored canine.
“Did the Godfather send you?” Williard asked. All he could think to do was engage the man in conversation until an opening for action was presented, if it did. He thought there would be little chance of such an opportunity; the Godfather knew how the Williards had treated his other emissaries a few years before. Besides, this man’s eyes were as merciless as a sidewinder eyeing a jackrabbit. It seemed as if the Godfather had learned not to send boys to do a man’s job.
Borsky screwed up his face, making him look like a Slovakian businessman with after-dinner heartburn. “Godfather. Who is Godfather?”
Uh oh. Williard felt his heart drop somewhere down around his belt buckle. Now he recognized the accent. Russian. But why was a Russian after him? Then he remembered Herman’s account of being followed. Perhaps he had mistaken the KGB for the FBI or CIA when he told about being tailed. But why?
“Never mind,” Williard said. “What do you want?” He hoped that whatever it was, it would all be over with before either the girls or his brothers returned. No sense in more than one of them getting hurt.
“You know Herman Melhine. He give you bones. You give them to me now.”
So that was it. For some reason, the Russians were interested in Herman’s discovery too. “Where is Herman?” Williard asked, already suspecting that he would never see his friend again.
Borsky smiled cruelly and ran a finger across his neck. “Same as you if bones not here.” He waved the barrel of his handgun in tiny little circles as if trying to decide what part of Williard’s upper anatomy to shoot at first.
The man must think I’m Jason, Williard thought. He started to deny it, then hesitated. All that would accomplish would be to sacrifice his brother along with himself. He didn’t think the Russian goon planned on letting him live, regardless of whether he produced the bones or not.
The little circles Borsky was making with his pistol attracted Tiger’s attention. He reached his short little neck out as far as he could and snapped playfully at the gun. Borsky laughed.
“You’d better be careful. Tiger is an attack dog,” Williard said. All he was hoping for was that Borsky would glance down at the dog long enough for him to launch himself from his chair and grapple with him before he could shoot. He felt an adrenaline rush suffuse his body in preparation, and at the same time a feeling of unreality swept over him, flashing his mind back to scenes of combat in Vietnam and the heart pounding clashes with the Godfather’s minions when they chased him and his brothers all the way to the Congo.
Borsky laughed gustily, like a Russian diplomat toasting an opponent while preparing to stab him in the back. “Haw, haw! Attack dog! He attack mouse, maybe!” He pushed Tiger back down into his lap.
“Sic ‘im, Tiger,” Williard said, the first thing that popped into his head.
Ever since the strange man had entered the apartment with a gun in his hand, Tiger had been waiting for his cue, just as Tina had taught him to. He wagged his tail and nuzzled at Borsky’s crotch, panting happily and acting as friendly as an organ grinder’s monkey. He nosed around until he got his bearings then opened his little mouth as wide as he could and bit down as hard as he could on one of Borsky’s testicles.
“Yahhh!” the Russian yelled, grabbing at his crotch with both hands. Tiger immediately let loose of Borsky’s testicle and sank his teeth into the hand holding his weapon. Borsky screamed again. Tears were already pouring from his eyes because of the pain. That was all Williard needed. He launched himself from his chair and chopped savagely at the Russian’s neck with one hand while grappling for his weapon with the other. Borsky was dazed from the blow, but he still had some fight left in him. Williard punched him again with a balled fist, but then Borsky caught his wrist before he could deliver another blow. He bunched the muscles in his arm still holding the gun and began raising it slowly upward despite all Williard could do to prevent it. Tiger came up with the arm, his little forelegs locked around Borsky’s wrist and his little teeth chewing with all his might.
Just as the gun began to come up to firing level, accompanied by yelps of pain from its owner, Tiger’s teeth chewed through Borsky’s wrist tendons. His hand went limp and the gun dropped to his side. Tiger immediately went after his reproductive system again, this time getting a grip on Borsky’s penis. His sharp little canines bit through the cloth of his pants and clamped down on the flaccid organ. Borsky yelled bloody murder as he felt the centerpiece of his family jewels being mangled and grabbed at Tiger with his good hand, trying to tear him loose. That was all Williard needed. He plucked the pistol from the sofa cushion and ground the nose of the barrel into the juncture of Borsky’s eyebrows. “Don’t move!” he ordered loudly.
“Ahhhh!” Borsky answered as once again Tiger let loose of his penis and twisted around to sink his teeth into the hand that was trying to disengage him.
“Get him dog off!” Borsky cried, trying to shake his hand loose from Tiger’s teeth.
“Down, Tiger!” Williard said, hoping that was the right command.
Apparently it was. Tiger released his grip, but stayed in Borsky’s lap in case he was told to attack again. He licked curiously at the blood seeping through his victim’s pants and wagged his tail.
“Get him off!” Borsky pleaded. “He make me into woman!”
 
A few minutes later Jason and Tina returned. Jerry had pulled into the parking lot at the same time; Williard’s Buick was loaded to the gunwales with arctic clothing and other gear. He locked the car and accompanied them, not speaking other than a brief greeting. He had been rum-less for a number of hours and was having withdrawal symptoms.
Jerry opened the door and entered in front of Jason and Tina. The first thing he saw was his brother holding a pistol on a rough-looking man in a suit who was sitting on the couch with both hands clasped to his bloody lap, crying as if his whole family had just died in a horrible accident. Tina’s little dog was sitting at his feet and panting and wagging its tail.
“Who in the hell is he?” Jerry said, for once startled enough to forget about his next drink of rum.
“And what happened to him?” Jason asked, noting the man’s bloody hands and wrists and pants.
Williard shrugged and grinned. “Nothing much. He accidentally got in the way while Tiger was looking for balls to play with.”
Jason blinked, then laughed as he caught Williard’s meaning. “Haw! Looks like Tiger found a couple!”
Tina stepped from behind Jason’s back. Her mouth fell open then she closed it while retaining a tiny smile on her face. “Good dog!” she said. Tiger yipped agreement.
Jerry remembered the rum. He hurried to the bar and began mixing a pitcher of rum and coke.
“Who is this dude?” Jason repeated Jerry’s original question.
“A Russian, I think. KGB, probably. He told me that Herman is dead. He was here after the bones.”
“Well, I can see right off he didn’t have no luck getting them. Good work, Jim.”
Williard shook his head. “It wasn’t me. Tiger did the hard part. If it hadn’t been for him, this son of a bitch might have killed me, then all of you too.”
“Goddamn,” Jason said reverently. “First Stowaway fighting dinosaurs and now we got us a dog that whups up on the KGB.” He looked closer at Borsky’s torn hand and ripped up pants, still soaking up blood. “How in hell did a little pup like him do all that damage?”
“I told you he was an attack dog,” Tina said. “You must have said the magic words, Jim.”
“All I said was ‘sic ‘im’,” Williard said. Immediately Tiger launched himself into Borsky’s lap again, causing the Russian to quit crying and begin screaming.
“Down, Tiger,” Tina ordered. “Good dog! Good Dog!” Tiger desisted. He jumped down and ran over to Tina and stood up on his back legs and placed his forelegs on her shin, which was as high as they would reach. “Yip, yip,” he barked, wagging his little tail.
“That dog sure knows a man’s vulnerable spot,” Jerry said, dispensing rum and coke into glasses and adding a wedge of lime to each, just for a change of pace.
“That’s how I had him trained,” Tina said, accepting the drink. “First act friendly toward anyone pointing a gun, then go for the gonads as soon as he gets his orders.”
“Gain his trust first, then abuse it,” Williard said, “Not that I’m complaining, but what made you think that up?”
Tina sipped at her drink and shrugged. “I don’t like big dogs, or more accurately, they’re hard to carry around with you. Since I got Tiger, I decided that was the best way he could protect me, considering his size. He knows some other tricks too.”
“He make me a woman,” Borsky said, beginning to cry again.
“I’m going to make you dead if you don’t shut up that crying,” Williard warned.
Borsky stopped crying and wiped his face with the hand that still worked, forgetting how bloody it was. The motion left red smears around his eyes, giving him the appearance of a mutant raccoon.
“That’s better. Now start talking. Tell me why you’re so interested in some old bones.”
Borsky knew that if he talked and word ever got back to Cherenko, he was a dead man. “No. I am prisoner of war.”
“You’re the prisoner of the meanest sumbitch in the valley right now, bud. Speak up.”
“You no make me talk. Never,” Borsky said. He knew that professionals could get information out of anyone if they tried hard enough, but these men were civilians. He didn’t think they had the guts for torture, which was the only way they were going to get any information out of him.
“Too bad. I reckon I’ll have to tie you to a chair then tell Tiger to sic ‘im again.” At the magic words, Tiger growled and tried to worm his way out of Tina’s arms.
Borsky’s eyes opened so wide he looked like a frightened owl. “No! No! I talk! You keep him dog away!”
Williard grinned. He was going to buy Tiger the warmest, most expensive little jacket and booties he could find—and a T-bone steak for good measure.



Chapter Eight
“We still don’t know much,” Jason said, nodding his head at Borsky, who was huddled into a protective shell on the couch, looking like a wilted houseplant. All the fight had gone out of him. All he wanted now was to go see a doctor to determine how badly his sexual organs were injured.
“I think we’ve got about all we can out of him,” Jason said.
“Do you think he’s telling the truth?” Williard said.
“Yeah. I’ve been around when POW’s were being questioned. He looks just like the ones who broke.”
“What are you going to do with him?” Tina asked. She still wanted to take another look at the bones, especially since the Russians were so interested in them, but she hadn’t wanted to miss any of the questioning. For the life of her, she couldn’t understand why Russian spies should be interested in Herman’s discovery. Scientists, maybe, but not the KGB.
“Why don’t we chop him up and feed him to Tiger?” Jerry said.
“Let’s tie him up and drop him off the bridge into the Trinity River,” Jason suggested.
“I’ve got a better idea,” Williard said, doing his best to keep from laughing out loud when the idea came to him.
“I didn’t sign on for murder,” Tina protested. She was beginning to wonder what she had gotten herself into.
“He was almost certainly going to kill us,” Williard reminded her, “but never mind. We’ll just keep him here until Monday then I’ll dispose of him. We’ll be ready to leave by then, won’t we?”
“Should be,” Jason said. “I’ll have the plane ready anyway.”
“I’ll get the rest of the shopping done and haul it out to the hanger and get it loaded up,” Jerry said.
“Good. You all take care of that tomorrow and I’ll stay here and guard comrade almost-a-woman while you’re gone.”
“I need doctor,” Borsky pleaded.
“I’ll see that you get one Monday morning for sure,” Williard said, grinning. “I promise.”
“What are we going to do Sunday?” Tina asked. She avoided looking at the bloody mess Tiger had made of the Russian.
“Have a party, what else?” Jason said. “And while we’re at it, we’ll spend a little time converting those civilian M-16’s so they’ll fire on full automatic. If the KGB should get on our tail again before we leave, I want us to be able to blow them away.”
*****
Sculpter and Peppard, the CIA agents, were good at their job.
“Jason Williard. That name keeps popping up in Melhine’s papers,” Sculpter said. He put down the folders he had been scrutinizing and rubbed his eyes. It was already well into the weekend and neither of them had had much sleep after finding Herman’s body. When Sculpter called Browning and admitted that the KGB agents had eluded them he was told in no uncertain terms that he and Peppard must find them again, forthwith. They had been working out of the San Francisco office ever since.
“Did you find an address for him?” Peppard asked. He yawned and picked up his latest Styrofoam cup of coffee and sipped cautiously. It tasted like crankcase oil.
“The last trace was in Alaska when he was working for the big oil company up there on the North Slope. He crashed his bush plane, then headed back to the lower states, so they said.”
Peppard entered the name in the office computer and began punching keys. A moment later he was into Alaskan passenger airline records. It took some time and more coffee but finally he looked up and grinned.
“A hit. He bought a ticket for Dallas.”
“Great,” Sculpter said. “Make some reservations for us. We’ll fly in and trace him from there. If he was that good of a friend of Melhine’s, that’s where the KGB will be headed too.”
“How do we know they didn’t find out all they wanted already?”
“We don’t, but the autopsy said he died from a massive coronary. Let’s just hope it happened before they got what they were after.”
“The bones?”
Sculpter yawned. “Yeah, those damn bones. And exactly where he found them. Anyway, this Williard character is our only lead. We’d best get cracking.”
Peppard began calling airlines. Unfortunately, August was the height of the tourist season. The first seats open were for Sunday evening.
*****
Williard allowed Borsky to bathe and had Jason stand guard over him while he dressed his wounds.
“Will I be woman now?” Borsky asked forlornly. Most of the pain from his wounds had abated and the possibility that Tiger had given him an impromptu sex change operation was the foremost thing on his mind.
“Maybe not,” Williard told him. “Looks like you still got one ball that’s serviceable.”
“How about other thing?”
“What—oh. You’ll probably have to have a little plastic surgery, but I think you’ll be able to use it again.”
“When I gets surgery?”
“Monday,” Williard said, smiling. He tied him to a chair with the knots well back behind the backrest. “Sorry, you’ll have to stay here all night, but I’ll let you loose for a while in the morning.” He ignored Borsky’s protests and rigged up some jangly kitchen implements to the ropes just in case he began struggling with his bonds during the night. Just to be sure, he dug out a handful of Phenobarbital capsules and made him swallow them.
“There. That takes care of him,” he said, then glanced at his watch. It was getting on toward late evening.
“Do you guys ever eat around here or do you just drink your meals?” Tina asked. She finally believed that Williard did not intend to kill Borsky and the sudden awareness of her empty stomach became her primary concern.
“I’ve been known to eat before,” Jerry said.
“Good. Send out for some pizza then.” She looked at him suggestively. “I want to eat and go to bed. That wasn’t much of a nap we had earlier.”
Jerry poured some more rum and flashed his teeth. Tina blushed, but not so much as before. Once her apprehensions over the Russian had been assuaged, she was again getting into the spirit of the Bigfoot expedition. The only thing bothering her now was the fact that she couldn’t understand why she was so attracted to the former ensign. He was the antithesis of everything her feminist friends thought a woman should look for in a man. Jim Williard was actually more her type, though only by comparison. She shrugged her shoulders and told herself that she would sort it out later. Right now she was hungry and horny, in that order.
Trisha arrived just as the pizza was delivered. She had taken the time to go home after work and change from her whites to jeans and a tee shirt. She stared blankly at the man tied to a chair with the fingers of one hand wrapped in gauze and the other bandaged up to his forearm. “Who’s that?”
“A Russian spy,” Williard said.
“Oh, you’re always trying to pull the wool over my eyes with your tall tales.” She looked around and smiled sexily. “Hi Jason. Could I have a drink?”
Jason handed her the one he was working on and went to make himself another. She sipped and shivered at the potency of the drink. “Seriously, Jim, who is that man and why is he tied up like that. And all bandaged too.”
“I told you, he’s a Russian spy. He sassed me and I had to sic Tiger on him.”
At the mention of his name, Tiger raised his head from where he was ensconced in Tina’s lap and looked alertly around the room for someone holding a gun. Not spotting one, he closed his eyes again.
“All right, if you don’t want to tell me,” she said.
“I did. Forget about him though. We’re just keeping him here until Monday. And speaking of which, that’s when we’re planning on leaving.”
“Oh, wonderful. Did you call Mr. Elkins and give your notice?”
“Nope. I’ll do that Monday too.”
Trisha took one more look at Borsky then decided to ignore him. She never could figure out what her boss was up to. Jason was more her style; he wore his intentions on his shirtsleeve.
*****
“Borsky didn’t check in when he was supposed to,” Kamir Cherenko said to Gaven.
“Maybe the FBI picked him up?”
“There’s no reason they should have. I don’t think either the FBI or CIA knows about us. Just the same, he’s way overdue. He must have run into some kind of trouble. We had better make plans to check and be sure, however. I will call the embassy and have them contact Moscow.”
It took some time for the query to wing its way to KGB headquarters in Moscow, back to the embassy and on to Cherenko. The answer was curt. “You should have already gone after Ivan Borsky. Do so at once.”
Cherenko couldn’t resist probing a little bit. “What is so important about a few bones? Even if they belong to an unknown species, which I doubt, it is a merely a scientific matter.”
The answer to his question was a long time coming to him while his superiors considered. Cherenko had no need to know. However, without knowing how important those few scraps of bones were, it was doubtful that he would attend to his mission with the urgency it demanded. Finally some information was passed on to him. He felt his scalp prickling as he listened.
Gaven watched his boss talking with no little apprehension. His heavy brows wrinkled in puzzlement, like two fuzzy caterpillars just getting acquainted. He wished that Herman hadn’t died so precipitously. There must be something other than Herman’s bones involved for his superior to be looking so upset. A secret weapon, maybe? Melhine had been a scientist, after all, and a good one. Perhaps he had stumbled upon a breakthrough concept while working for the oil company. Whatever, it certainly had his curiosity aroused.
Cherenko, though now with a little more knowledge, had no better luck than the CIA team had in getting more help. He was promised perhaps one additional agent but that was all, until and unless he discovered exactly where Melhine’s discovery had occurred. Just as in Washington, so it was in Moscow. Only a few people at the top really believed in the real story behind the bones.



Chapter Nine
After Jerry and Tina came out of the bedroom Saturday morning, Williard gave Borsky a bathroom break, then locked him in their room, warning him that if he attempted to escape he would loose Tiger on him again. Borsky didn’t protest; he was still reeling from the dose of Phenobarbital he had received the previous evening.
“Where’s breakfast?” Jerry asked.
“Over there,” Williard said, pointing to a half-full bottle of rum on the bar, setting beside a newly opened coke.
“Do you guys always drink rum?” Tina said.
“No, sometimes we drink wine, beer, bourbon, scotch and tequila, not to mention Palm Wine,” Jerry said.
“Doesn’t your liver ever bother you?”
“Sailors don’t have livers. Everything we drink goes into our hollow legs.”
Tina smiled impishly. “I think it must turn into hormones somewhere along the way. If my daddy could see me now, he would have a heart attack.” She was wearing white satin panties and another of Williard’s old shirts with the tails tied beneath her breasts.
Jerry started to answer and thought better of it. The less said about Don Falino, the better, so far as he was concerned. He still remembered Snow White’s huge serrated teeth and gaping jaws. Instead, he said, “You’d better get dressed, babe. We’ve got more shopping to do today.”
“I told you not to call me ‘babe’.”
Jerry ignored the admonition. He liked Tina but he wasn’t about to let a woman give him orders. “Make sure you bring your checkbook. It’s going to be expensive today.”
“What are we shopping for?”
“Weapons and ammunition, freeze-dried rations and more survival gear. Do you know a good place, Jim?”
“Yeah. Try that sporting goods store out on Highway 69 south. That’s where we picked up our weapons when we went to the Congo,” Jason said as he came out of the larger bedroom and headed for the rum. He was already dressed in the usual jeans and western shirt and boots that the brothers almost always wore. “And stop at a liquor store on the way back and stock up on rum too. Get the Jamaican 190 proof.”
Tina shuddered while Jerry asked, “OK by me. I can drink anything. Why the 190 though?”
“They don’t sell it in Alaska and we might run into weight problems somewhere along the way. The 190 is concentrated. More bang, same buck. Besides, it might come in handy. There’s one place we may stop at which doesn’t allow alcohol.”
“That’s my brother, always thinking ahead.” Jerry downed a huge glass of rum and coke then filled a plastic container to take with him, not waiting to wonder why his brother thought the 190 proof might be useful at a particular area in Alaska. Shortly, he and Tina were on their way, this time driving a car Williard borrowed from a next door friend, a nurse by the name of Peggy something. He asked for the loan of her car since his Buick had never been unloaded from the previous shopping trip. Jerry and Tina drove away in the loaner. They passed a black sedan parked on the edge of a side road just before entering the freeway but never saw it.
 
The two men in the sedan nodded at each other.
“She spent the night with him,” Emilio Barraza said to his brother Fredrico, a smaller version of his own muscular figure and dark Mediterranean features. They were both button men belonging to the Dallas regime of Santino Puzzi. They always insisted on working together and Puzzi allowed it since they were so good at their job, which involved enforcement of directives from above. Their “enforcement” ranged from kidnapping to broken kneecaps and occasionally an execution if the kneecap treatment failed to persuade.
“Think we should call Mr. Puzzi?”
“Let’s see what happens tonight. Come on, let’s go eat and get some sleep. We can let the backup guys tail them during the day.”
 
Jason left shortly thereafter for the little airport in Lancaster, taking Trisha with him. The mechanical work and checking the aircraft would probably take up most of the day but there might be time for a little nooner along about lunchtime. He drove Williard’s Buick so that he could go ahead and unload the supplies they had already purchased into the plane.
Unloading was the first thing they did. Jason was pleased with the cold weather gear Jerry had purchased. He had worried that Jerry might not appreciate how bitterly cold it would be up in the arctic mountains, especially if their quest took a very long time. Looking at the Parkas, gloves, thermal underwear, ski masks and sheepskin lined boots, he remembered then that Jerry had once been on destroyer duty in midwinter, patrolling off the North Korean coast. He should have known that he wouldn’t stint on warm clothes. He had also purchased lighter clothing and boots for wear until winter began. After the Buick was emptied, Jason grabbed a toolbox and electronic meters and began going over the plane, whistling while he worked. It would be nice to get back behind a yoke again.
*****
Williard waited back at his apartment and spent the time cleaning and oiling his old Army issue .45 automatic, then working drops of Neatsfoot Oil into the holster until it was supple as snakeskin and the pistol moved easily into and out of the holster. That task completed, he snapped the weather cover of the holster into place and set the pistol aside.
He checked occasionally on Borsky to be sure that he wasn’t overdosing him and smiled to himself at what he had planned for Monday. He made himself a drink and took it to his easy chair, thinking that there was something that he ought to be doing. And he knew what it was. He should call Terry to let her know that he was leaving. He brought up a picture of her in his mind. Wavy red hair, a slim figure but generously endowed everywhere it counted. He wondered what she was doing right this moment and felt the same old tug of attraction he had always had for her, ever since they had met on a plane the same day he was discharged from the army after the war. He glanced at the phone setting on his chair’s side table and almost automatically reached for it. With his hand already lifting the receiver, he had second thoughts. Why not wait until Sunday afternoon or evening before calling? He would be well lubricated by that time, probably past worrying about what her reaction might be. And besides, regardless of what she had to say, waiting until then to call would leave little time for her to try talking him out of the pending expedition. Jason already had the takeoff planned for ten A.M. sharp Monday morning, giving him just enough time to run by the hospital. He replaced the receiver in its cradle, lit a cigarette and got up to make another drink.
*****
Terry sat in her old room at her mother’s home and lit another cigarette. Her mouth felt like the inside of an old fertilizer bucket from smoking so much. She had already decided to call Williard and ask to come back, deciding that she cared enough for him that it didn’t matter if he ever settled down, or even if he stepped out occasionally; that was just his nature and she realized now that there was no use trying to change him. She would tell him to call his brothers and get together with them and go have an adventure of some sort. Maybe the admonishment would even induce him to invite her along. She hoped so, but if not, she would be waiting when he returned. She knew now that she should never have tried to settle him into a job with budgets and time clocks and freeway traffic morning and evening and a bureaucracy worse than the army. Time to admit her mistake and try to make amends. She picked up the phone, heart racing with anticipation. Halfway through dialing, she set the receiver back in its cradle. Today would be the wrong time to call. He probably had some airhead from the lab over with him, all boobs and ass and no more sense than a wooden Indian. Tomorrow evening would be better, after he had sent whoever was with him home.
Terry ran her fingers through the thick waves of her dark red hair and lit another cigarette. Tomorrow evening was a long time to wait once she had made up her mind. She decided that first thing in the morning she would run some errands; shopping, service the car, anything to distract her until Sunday evening. Finally satisfied with her plans, she left her room and drove to the nearest liquor store. A bottle of nice white wine would get her through the evening and quiet her nerves. She even thought about buying two bottles, but just on the chance that Williard invited her to come over and talk Sunday evening, she wanted to have her head on straight, not suffering from a hangover.
*****
By early afternoon, Jason was more or less finished working on the plane. It was in very good shape, unlike the old Albatross seaplane they had started for the Congo in, all that they could afford at the time. It was nice to have someone footing the bills who didn’t have to worry about money. He put away the toolbox and test instruments and hollered, “Hey, Trish, come up here for a minute!”
Trisha made her way into the cockpit, gladly. Mechanical affairs bored her almost as much as football. “Are you finished?” she asked hopefully.
“All except for testing the seats here.”
Trish looked at the pilot and copilot’s seats. They appeared to be perfectly functional to her. “What was wrong with them?”
Jason wiggled his eyebrows and gave her one of his shit-eating grins. “Nothing, except that they ain’t been broke in yet.”
“How do you break in an airplane seat?”
“C’mere and I’ll show you.”
“Oh, that way. You silly man. Why didn’t you just say so?”
“I did; you just didn’t get it.”
“Well, I do now,” Trisha said. She began unbuttoning her blouse.
A little later, Jason was satisfied, but he was beginning to wonder about Trish. Airheads were fine in their place, but this one sometimes acted like her air supply consisted of inert helium. Maybe his brother had something, going for the intellectual type except when biological pressure or the absence of Terry forced him to compromise. Well, he had already told her she could go with them; he just hoped she wouldn’t go off the deep end the first time she got snow in her boots.
 
Tina was amazed at the amount of money Jerry spent on weapons and ammunition. It wasn’t that she couldn’t afford it; she could buy a battleship if it came to that, but he stacked a lethal armory into shopping carts as if he expected the Russian army to invade before the day was over.
While the astounded clerk was totaling the tab, she asked, “Why all the weapons? There’s enough stuff here to outfit the National Guard.”
Jerry got a serious look on his face. “That Russian KGB man we’ve got stashed back at Jim’s apartment worries me.”
“Why? He’s not going anywhere. Not until we’re ready to leave anyway.”
“I know, but Jim and Jason are spooked too. There’s no reason we can think of for the KGB to be getting mixed up with us over a few bones that might turn out to be nothing more than a new monkey, if that much. We’re going to go loaded for bear, just in case.”
“If I had known this beforehand, I would have told you to go take a walk out the nearest window on that plane when you approached me. I never imagined anything like this.”
Jerry slipped an arm around her waist. “You’re not changing your mind now, are you?”
Tina leaned into the embrace. “Too late now. You’ve hooked me, you bastard. By the way, what is Jim planning on doing with Borsky anyway?”
Jerry wrinkled his brow and stroked his mustache with his thumb and forefinger. “You know, now that I think of it, he never did say.” Suddenly his puzzled frown transformed into a grin. “Trust Jim, though. Whatever he’s planning, Borsky isn’t going to like it. He can come up with the damnedest things sometimes.”
“I thought it was Jason who always gets the wild ideas.”
“He does, but Jim goes for the unexpected. Whatever he comes up with, I guarantee it won’t be what you imagined.”
“I can’t wait.” Tina slipped out of Jerry’s embrace and faced the clerk. “How much is the tab?”
The clerk entered the final figures, added sales tax and rang it up. “Six thousand, nine hundred forty four dollars and sixty seven cents,” he said. He looked at Jerry. Must be a rich oilman, he thought.
Jerry hooked a thumb in Tina’s direction. “Give it to the lady here. She’s paying.”
Tina paid, without a quiver.



Chapter Ten
By noon Sunday, the party was in full swing. Williard’s apartment resembled a cross between a Harvard fraternity house party and a militia armory. Bottles of rum and cans of coke were scattered around like Gatorade at a football game and each brother was working on a pile of weapons when not quaffing the rum or nuzzling Tina and Trisha.
“Too bad Terry isn’t here,” Jason said, sliding his arm around Trisha’s shoulder, but forgetting that he had a .45 pistol in that hand. His other one held a glass of some sort of rum potion Jerry had mixed up.
“Eek!” Trisha said. She twisted her head away from the pistol.
“Don’t be scared,” Jason told her. “Hell, come to think of it, we better get you equipped with a weapon of some kind. What do you like?”
“I don’t like guns at all,” Trisha said. She tried to scuttle away from Jason on the couch but the sight on the end of the pistol barrel snagged her blouse, popping the top two buttons and exposing the cups of her bra.
“The hell you say. Let’s see how you fit.” He slid the pistol into her bra and released his grip on it. It stayed where he had put it, almost disappearing from sight.
“Not many women are built to carry a .45 in their bra,” Jerry said.
“I bet Terry could,” Williard said, revealing where his thoughts were.
“Why don’t you call her?” Jason said.
“I will, a little later. Right now I better go check on our friendly comrade. He’s about due for a bathroom break.” Williard set down the civilian version of the M-16 he had been converting to automatic, picked up his drink and headed for the bedroom. He opened the door just in time. Despite his wounds and being drugged with Phenobarbital, Borsky had managed to upend the mattress of the bed and remove a slat. He was busily trying to batter a hole through the wall into the adjoining apartment. The noise had been covered up by the even noisier goings on from the adjoining room.
“Naughty, naughty,” Williard said. “I think we better tie you up again.”
Seeing that Williard was unarmed, Borsky raised the slat as a weapon.
“I wonder where Tiger is.” Williard said, unconcerned. If the Russian should try battering his way past him, he would probably have a heart attack when he came out into the living room and saw Jason and Jerry with a pile of guns in front of them.
At the mention of the dog, Borsky immediately dropped the plank and raised his hands over his head. “No dog! I being good now!”
“I still think we better tie you up. Come with me.” Williard led the Russian from the room and tied him to a kitchen chair.
Borsky looked around the room at all the weapons and booze amidst increasing hilarity from rising blood alcohol levels. These men and women didn’t seem to care a whit that the KGB was after them, other than apparently arming themselves heavily enough to invade Poland.
Jason caught his gaze. “Old comrade there looks kind of haggard. What’s bugging him?”
“He probably needs a drink,” Jerry suggested. He hated to see anyone sober when he was drinking.
“Good idea,” Williard agreed. “I’ve been wondering what to do with that vodka I bought. You want a drink, comrade?”
“Drink? Da. You have vodka, maybe?” Borsky was amazed. He had expected to have the holy hell beat out of him for trying to escape and here they were offering him a drink.
“We have vodka,” Williard said. He dug out the bottle and a shot glass and set them on the table by Borsky, then loosened his bonds in order to free his good hand, making sure that the knots were well out of his reach.
“Speak up when you run out,” Jerry said. “Then I’ll give you something real.” He hefted his mug of sailor’s grog.
“You guys are crazier than my old great aunt that we used to keep in the attic,” Tina laughed.
“Yeah, next thing you know, we’ll be feeding him caviar,” Jason said. “How’s that gun riding, Trish?”
Trisha looked down at the butt of the pistol sticking out from her bra. She had been scared to touch it for fear of it going off and eliminating the possibility of ever getting breast cancer, at least on one side. “It feels fine. When can I take it out?”
“When we go to bed.”
“Oh, all right,” Trisha said. She caught a glimpse of herself in the reflection from the TV screen and perked up. Why I look like a gangster’s girlfriend, she thought, a romantic notion to her.
“Too bad you ain’t got no one to go to bed with before we leave, ” Jason said to Williard.
Before Williard could answer, the doorbell rang. He picked up his pistol, just in case, and opened the door.
“Good God!” Peggy exclaimed, staring at the gun in Williard’s hand.
“She must of read my mind!” Jason called out.
Peggy glanced in the direction of the shout. “You don’t even know me,” she said, then blinked. “Or maybe you do,” she amended. “Which one of you is which?”
“Neither, I’m the one,” Jerry said, coming across the room and holding out a drink.
Peggy closed her eyes as tightly as she could, then raised the drink and swallowed half of it. She blinked her eyes and looked again. There were still three Williards.
Williard felt a rising sensation in his groin. He had been without for several days and Peggy, the nurse, had had the hots for him for a long time. “Come on in and join the party,” he said. “This is Peggy, everyone. She’s the one that loaned us her car to go get our guns.”
“Guns!” Peggy exclaimed. She drained the rest of the glass of rum mix.
“Don’t worry, they were legal, at least when we bought them,” Jerry said. “Have another drink.”
“All right, I— Good God! Who’s that?” Peggy had just spotted Borsky, still tied to his chair, but using his free hand to fill his shot glass again.
“Goddamn, let’s stop all this cussing,” Jason said.
“Him? Oh, that’s one of my new lab techs,” Williard said, mostly because Jerry’s concoctions were beginning to run away with his rationality.
“Why is he tied up?”
“He’s so good I’m scared some other chief tech will grab him before he goes to work for me Monday,” Williard continued, thinking up answers as he went.
Peggy only half believed him. “Why is he all bandaged up?”
“Oh, that. It’s sort of an initiation, see? That’s to teach him to keep his balls away from dogs.”
“Da. I still one have,” Borsky said.
Tiger chose that moment to put in an appearance. Peggy spotted him jumping down from Tina’s lap. “Is that the dog who chased the balls?”
“Uh, yeah, so to speak,” Williard said. “How are you doing, comrade?”
Borsky raised his shot glass. “Skoal!” He downed it and poured another.
Some sort of game, Peggy thought as Williard introduced her to the others. Guns and booze everywhere, including one weighing down the bra of Trisha, whom she recognized as one of Williard’s lab techs. Well, at least he had let her into his apartment and the night was still young. Maybe she would finally see what James Williard’s bedroom looked like.
*****
Terry was tired of waiting. Back from her shopping trip, she picked up the phone and dialed Williard’s number.
“Hello,” Williard said over the noise of the party. “If this is the hospital, remember that OSHA requires that telephones be held 1.27 inches away from the ear to prevent hearing loss. If this is the Joint Commission, the ambient temperature is now 31 degrees centigrade.” He looked over at Jason and Trisha, who were locked in an embrace on the couch. Jason was fumbling at the other two buttons of Trisha’s blouse while she giggled and tried halfheartedly to stop him. “Make that 37 degrees centigrade. The temperature is rising.”
Terry hung up the phone without answering. Obviously, Jim was having a party, and from the squeals of female laughter she heard in the background he wasn’t alone. Damn, I should have called yesterday, she thought. It was discouraging, though she couldn’t blame him for not keeping other company after she had left him. She decided to go out for another bottle of wine.
*****
“We better go in and get her,” Emilio Barraza said to his brother, Fredrico. They were sitting in their black sedan in the parking lot of Williard’s apartment. Even from that distance, they could hear rowdy music and voices coming from the unit Tina had gone into. They had arrived back at their stakeout in time to see Tina and her new companion make several trips back and forth from their car, carrying crates and cartons which were prominently plastered with the logo of a sporting goods store.
“I think you’re right,” Fredrico agreed. “From the looks of all that stuff they took inside, they must be planning on going off on a camping trip somewhere.”
“Yeah, and sounds like they’re having a party before they take off. She might lose her senses and get pregnant or something before they go. The Godfather would kill us all if she did.”
“You’re right. Let’s go,” Emilio said, getting out of the sedan and leading the way toward Williard’s apartment.
Fredrico patted the bulge of his holster through the fabric of his jacket. “Think we’ll have any trouble?”
“Are you kidding? Texans don’t carry six shooters anymore.” He rang the doorbell.
“Shit,” Williard said, upending Peggy from his lap. “I’m going to strain my arm carrying this here gun back and forth to the door. He picked up a spare .45, which had taken the place of the one still in Trisha’s bra, and went to answer the summons.
Williard jerked the door open, intending to tell whomever it was to come back next Tuesday. He beheld an Italian-looking fellow standing in front of him. Even with all he’d had to drink, he immediately recognized what the bulge in his suit jacket meant. He raised his pistol and planted it between Emilio’s eyes. “Come in and join the party.”
Behind Emilio, Fredrico peered past his brother’s shoulder into the room. His eyes crossed as he spotted two more men looking almost exactly like the one who had answered the door and got the drop on his brother. He thought of drawing his weapon, but then he saw that one of them was playing with a mean-looking little rifle at the same time he was caressing a woman with a pistol tucked into her bra. Taking a chance that the triplet who was holding a gun to his brother’s head wouldn’t remove it, he turned and ran for his life, dodging among the lawn chairs scattered around the pool. Unfortunately, he failed to notice one of the low tables and ran pell-mell smack into it. He cried out as his speeding body flew through space and into the bushes growing in the flowerbed next to the apartment unit. His forehead slammed into the cinder block wall. He saw a galaxy of stars whirling in circles in front of his eyes then knew nothing but blackness until the next morning.



Chapter Eleven
“Who do we have here?” Jason asked, holding tight to the rifle he had been checking the action on.
“Does he want a drink?” Jerry said, seeing that his brother was in control of whoever it was.
Williard sniffed. “No, but I think he needs to change his underwear.”
“Haw!” Jason laughed. “I’ll give him Trish’s. I bet he would look cute in panties.”
Tina stared at the man Williard was holding at gunpoint, then frowned. “What’s wrong with Tiger? He should have gone over and started acting friendly by now.”
“I guess he’s had too much rum,” Jerry said. He had been letting the little dog lap at his drink every time Tina wasn’t looking.
“Yipsh, Yipsh,” Tiger slurred as he heard his name mentioned. He had gotten so confused at the sight of so many guns being held, and trying to be friendly to each while waiting on the attack words that he had finally given up—or almost. He decided he liked the rum Jerry was feeding him and stayed in his vicinity. He focused on Williard with his pistol. His vision blurred and he saw double. Since he had not been trained to go into his act when a person was holding two weapons, he ignored Williard and began making up to Jerry again, hoping for another drink.
“You’re corrupting my dog,” Tina accused. “Is that another Russian?”
“Nah, just another lab tech I’m going to hire Monday,” Williard said, looking at Peggy, whose eyes were opened wide with surprise.
“I’ll help you get him ready,” Jason said, following Williard into the bedroom where Borsky had been confined.
“Don’t let him dog get yoush!” Borsky called, tilting the vodka bottle over his shot glass. The last drops remaining in the bottle splashed out.
Williard closed the door behind them and pushed the new intruder onto the bed.
“You better watch your step. I got connections,” Emilio warned, but his voice quavered. The barrel of the pistol pointing at him looked as big as a garden hose.
“You fuck with us and Tiger is gonna connect to your balls,” Jason said. He hated to have a party interrupted.
“I think Tiger is too drunk,” Williard said. “How about if we just shoot him and dispose of the body after the party?” He waved his pistol suggestively.
“I’ll go turn up the jukebox so the neighbors don’t hear,” Jason said. He grinned like a jack-o-lantern.
“Wait, wait!” Emilio said. “You don’t understand! That’s the old Godfather’s daughter you’ve got in there. Don Falino’s daughter. I’m supposed to be looking out for her.”
Williard matched his brother’s grin. “You are? Good. We’ll take you out there and let you watch all you want.” He came closer and nudged Emilio’s forehead with his gun. “Just a suggestion though. Not a word to her about who you are. Understand?”
“Are you kidding? If I ever mentioned who her father really is, I would be sleeping with the fishes ten minutes later.”
“Fine. Let’s go then.”
Emilio thought he had convinced the look-alike twins, or triplets if he counted the one in the other room, to let him join the party and watch over Tina, which was fine with him. Before long, Fredrico would report back to Mr. Puzzi and these stupid cowboys would go out on the horses they rode in on.
Emilio’s idea of joining the party and what the brothers decided on was a divergence as wide as the Grand Canyon. Before he knew what was happening, he was tied hand and foot to a kitchen chair. His only consolation was that the third one of the trio brought over a pitcher of strange-looking brew with a glass, then loosened his bonds just enough so that he could pour without being able to get loose. He lifted the glass and sloshed half of the contents down his throat, intending to wet his insides, which had gone dry as cotton from fear a few minutes earlier. He felt a stream of lava pour down his gullet and sputtered wildly, trying to spit it out.
“Vodka better,” Borsky commiserated. He pounded his shot glass on the table to get Jerry’s attention.
Jerry looked his way and spread his hands. “Sorry, comrade. No more Vodka. You’ll have to share with your friend there.”
“I share,” Borsky said, pouring his shot glass full of the liquid.
“Is that really another of Jim’s new lab techs?” Peggy said to Jerry, who was mixing her another drink.
“Must be,” Jerry lied. “He done the same thing to him as the other one. Man, I sure wouldn’t want to go to work for him. Imagine how he must treat his help when they actually start to work?”
“I’m sure its all in fun,” Peggy said.
“Of course,” Jerry answered. He picked up his drink and went over to where his brothers were talking in low tones with their heads together. “Who is that guy? Another Russian?”
“No, he says he’s here to watch Tina for the Godfather,” Williard said.
“Aw shit. I thought we taught him not to fuck with us last time we seen him.”
“That was before you met Tina.”
“Fuckit,” Jason said. “We’ll be gone by Monday and I don’t think even the Godfather’s family connections reach to the Brooks Mountains.”
“Let’s hope not,” Williard said.
Tina joined the conference. “Who is that man? Is it the KGB again?”
“Nah, don’t worry, babe. He’s just a Mafia hit man,” Jerry said.
Tina raised her eyebrows pensively, then laughed. “All right, if you say so, I won’t worry, but if the CIA shows up, I’m going to want some answers!”
*****
Sculpter and Peppard had arrived in Dallas on a flight just behind the one the KGB contingent had taken. The CIA agents headed for a hotel to get some sleep. The next evening they rented a car and headed for Oak Cliff, arriving at Williard’s apartment just in time to see Fredrico run from the entrance like a rabbit with a coyote after him, then trip over the table and fly headlong into the cinder block wall.
“Now what in hell was that all about?” Sculpter said.
“Beats me, but it sounds like there’s a party going on over there. Maybe it was just someone going out for more booze,” Peppard said.
“It must have been an alcoholic with withdrawal symptoms then, the way he was running. Think we should go see about him?”
“Nah. You can’t hurt a drunk. Let’s wait a bit and see what happens.”
*****
Jason stood by the bar, a trifle unsteadily, and mixed himself another drink. As he was doing so, he glanced over at the Russian and Mafioso, who were sharing another pitcher of rum whatnot Jerry had fetched them. For no reason that he could discern, the hair on the back of his neck began prickling, as if he were just getting ready to go into a bombing run over a heavily defended target. He felt an alarm begin to ring in his mind, like the buzz of an electric clock heard through a dream. During his years of combat, he had learned to trust those warnings. He walked over to Trisha and plucked the .45 from her bra.
“Is it time for bed now?” Trisha asked hopefully.
“Not quite. I just need to borrow this for a few minutes.” He went over to where Williard was about to succumb to Peggy’s suggestion that they retire to the bedroom.
Williard looked up at him from a lipstick-smeared face, noticing the gun in his hand. Immediately, he disengaged himself. “What’s wrong, Jase?”
“Nothing I can put my finger on, but I think I’ll take a look around outside.”
Williard stood up then reached down for his own gun. “I’ll go with you.”
“OK, but wait a few minutes first before you come out.”
Williard nodded and followed him to the entrance, ignoring Peggy’s blandishments.
Jason opened the door just enough to slip through then closed it behind him.
 
“Someone’s coming out,” Sculpter said, nudging his partner, who had been trying to get a quick nap while the other watched.
“Huh?” Peppard blinked his eyes open.
“Someone’s leaving. Look and see if you can make him.”
“How the hell could I make him?”
“From the pictures we found at Melhine’s place, stupid.”
“Oh, yeah. Sorry, I’m still so tired I can’t think straight.”
“Me too, but never mind, I can see that it’s him. You go round him up while I check on that guy in the bushes.”
“What for?”
“I just happened to think he might have been another KGB agent.”
“Yeah, guess it’s possible.”
Sculpter opened the door on his side of the car quietly, then cursed as the inside light came on. They had forgotten to unscrew the bulb. He closed the door quickly. Peppard waited, then eased out of his seat and began walking toward Jason.
Jason hadn’t heard the car doors open, but he caught the brief flash of light in his peripheral vision. So there were more skulkers around. He continued walking slowly away, but began exaggerating his steps, pretending to be a drunk on the verge of passing out for the night. He turned the corner, walked a few paces then stood facing the cinder block wall. Carefully keeping his pistol in front of his body, he waited until he heard the soft tread of footsteps behind him then unzipped his jeans.
The zzztt sound told Peppard why the man had come outside. The bathroom in the apartment must be full. He relaxed, knowing that a man was almost totally vulnerable while relieving himself. Besides, he had staggered as if he were so drunk he could barely walk. And it was definitely Jason Williard.
Peppard didn’t even pull his gun, expecting an easy collar. He tapped Jason on the shoulder and said, “Mr. Williard, as soon as you are finished there, I need to talk to you.”
“A’ coursh,” Jason said, slurring his speech dramatically. Then he whirled, whipping his gun hand sideways and up, just where he calculated the voice had come from. The barrel of the heavy pistol caught Peppard under the jaw and knocked him sideways. He fell heavily to the ground and before he could pull his weapon or even call out to Sculpter for help, Jason was on him, dropping down with both knees square into his breadbasket. Peppard whooshed out all the air in his lungs, gasped in a breath and started to call out.
Jason nudged him under his bloody chin with the barrel of his gun. “Not a word,” he warned. Peppard went limp. Jason slid his hand inside his coat and relieved him of his weapon, then backed up. “Turn around and put your hands behind you and pull out your billfold.”
Peppard complied, but he spit out a tooth and spoke, “You’re making a mistake. I’m from the CIA. You’re wanted for questioning.”
“Haw! So are you,” Jason laughed, then remembered that there might be more than one of the agents around.
He needn’t have worried. While Sculpter was bending over looking into the bushes, Williard sneaked up behind him and coldcocked him with the butt of his forty-five. Sculpter landed on top of Fredrico.
“So that’s where he got off to,” Williard said to himself. He reached down and relieved both men of their weapons, tucking them into the waist of his jeans, then on second thought, took their wallets as well. It wasn’t until then that he remembered Jason was somewhere outside, possibly in trouble. All the rum he had downed was slowing his thought processes. He heard footsteps and whirled around, weapon ready.
“Relax, Jim. This one is all done for and it looks like you done fixed the other two.”
“No, the one on bottom was already there. He’s the Godfather’s other man.”
“What happened to him?”
“He ran into a brick wall,” Peppard said, then stared. “Goddamn, there’s two of you!”
“And we’re both mean motherfuckers,” Williard said. He nudged Peppard in the back with his gun. “March. We’re going back inside.”
“How about these two?” Jason said.
Williard chuckled. “What can they do, even supposing they wake up before daylight? I’ve got their guns and ID’s.”
“They might wake up and call someone.”
“From where? Would you open your door to a strange man with a bloody face and no identification?”
“Right on. Move your ass, Mister CIA, if that’s who you really are.”
“I am, and you guys are in trouble if you don’t let me go,” Peppard said.
“You’re the ones skulking around my place in the middle of the night,” Williard said. “If you wanted to talk to me, you should have gone and seen my lawyer.”
“I will. Who is he?”
“I don’t have one.”
“Well, how can I talk to him then?” Peppard said petulantly. His broken tooth was hurting horribly.
“That’s your problem. Let’s go.”
 
“How many more lab techs are you going to hire?” Peggy said when she saw Williard urging another man inside at gunpoint.
Williard secured Peppard to the last free kitchen chair before answering. “I don’t know, but from the way things are going, I may have a whole new crew by Monday. Fix me another drink, will you? And bring this gentleman one too. It looks as if he could use one.”
Tina just sat and stared while Jerry went over and conferred with his brothers. “I know,” she said when he came to her with a fresh drink. “That’s a CIA agent.”
“How did you guess?” Jerry said admiringly.
As soon as I sober up, I’m going to go look at those bones again, Tina said to herself. This is getting ridiculous.



Chapter Twelve
With all the uninvited guests making one appearance after the other, Williard forgot about calling Terry until it was very late. When he finally did remember, all he did was wake her mother up.
“She’s not here,” Mrs. Very said, not all that politely. She didn’t appreciate being woke up in the middle of the night.
“Ask her to call me as soon as she gets back in, regardless of how late it is,” Williard asked.
“If I’m awake, which isn’t likely,” Mrs. Very said and hung up the phone. She had not only recognized Williard’s voice but had determined that he was well on his way to being drunk, an action she didn’t approve of.
Damn! Williard berated himself. Oh well, he could always include a note in the money that he sent Terry in the morning, if he couldn’t get in touch with her by then. I wonder where she is? he thought, then pushed a sudden vision of her in bed with another man way back down into the depths of his mind. He didn’t want to think of that possibility, not that he could blame her if that was where she was. He certainly hadn’t been celibate since she left, and these days, multiple sex partners didn’t carry much social approbation. It still bothered him though. He had reached his teenage years before the sexual revolution and his ideas of how men and women should conduct themselves had been canalized way back then. He replaced the phone on the hook and went back out into the living room to find Peggy.
*****
Terry had gotten tired of waiting. She was half-inebriated and as restless as a starving shrew. Finally, she decided to go out again and drive around. Not much to her surprise, a while later she found herself pulling into the parking lot of Williard’s abode. She got out of the car and walked hesitantly toward his entrance, debating with herself over whether to intrude or not. She could still hear raucous sounds coming from inside, mostly unintelligible from the distance. Curiously, someone seemed to be singing a rousing song in what sounded like Russian. Who could that be?
*****
Sculpter had regained consciousness sooner than Williard or Jason anticipated. He was sitting up and holding his throbbing head, running his fingers over the lump on his skull. It was sticky with partially dried blood. Slowly, the thought came to him that he had been slugged and after that he began worrying about his partner. Where was Peppard? He became aware of a still body next to him in the bushes. Frantically, he reached out and turned the man’s head to the side, fearful of what he might see. He sighed with relief when he saw that it was a stranger. Still… Instinctively, he felt inside his coat for his weapon. Missing! Whoever had slugged him must have taken it. And another sensation, like that of the familiar tick of a clock, which was never heard until it stopped, told him that his wallet was missing. Painfully, he got to his feet and headed back toward where their car was parked, hoping it wasn’t missing too. As he turned the corner by the pool, he saw a woman walking slowly in the direction of Williard’s apartment. He watched as her footsteps slowed then stopped, as if she were reluctant to go any further. He felt in his pocket for his pocketknife, got it out and began stalking the woman. Her hesitancy was suspicious and he intended to find out why. Maybe he could salvage something from the disaster before reporting back to Browning.
*****
Terry felt the jab of what she knew to be a knife poke her in the ribs at the same time that a large, callused hand reached around and closed over her mouth.
“Don’t move unless I tell you to, lady,” Sculpter ordered.
Terry froze. Damn, why hadn’t she gone on in while she had the chance? Now she was caught by a robber or worse, a rapist or murderer. She felt her heart begin pounding as if it wanted to jump out of her chest. “You can have my money,” she managed to gasp. That was all she could say. She wasn’t about to plead for the man not to rape or kill her. If he was going to do it, he would anyway, regardless of what she said.
“Take it easy, I’m not a robber. Just do like I say and you won’t get hurt.” He moved her in the direction of his car with pressure from the tip of the knife blade.
“Who are you then?” Terry said. She was ashamed that her voice quivered like a child about to be spanked.
“CIA. What’s your name?”
“Terry Very. Are you really with the CIA? If you are, show me some identification.”
“I can’t. I’ve just been slugged and robbed, but take my word for it.” He pushed her into the car and got in himself, then locked the doors from the driver’s side, keeping his knife in view.
“I don’t believe you. CIA agents don’t act like this.”
“They do if they’ve been through what I have. Did you see any other man as you pulled in? He would have been dressed like me.”
“No.”
“All right then. What do you know about Jason Williard, or his brother, James Williard? Don’t lie, I know James lives here.”
Terry relaxed the tiniest bit. “Why do you want to know? Jim hasn’t done anything.”
Sculptor’s head was hurting so badly that he couldn’t concentrate and he was as sleepy as a hibernating bear. He didn’t think he could last much longer. “Never mind. I’m going to take you in for questioning. Something awfully goddamned funny is going on around here and we’re going to find out what it is.”
Sculpter made her drive to the first convenience store where there was a phone. He would have to call Browning at the hotel and have him meet him at the Dallas office for some new idea and a replacement for the weapon that was taken when he was slugged. As soon as that was arranged, he hoped Browning would agree to gather enough force to take everyone in the Williard household into custody before the night was over and also put out an APB for his missing partner.
Sculpter forced Terry to dig up a quarter for the phone then dial the number. Unfortunately for him, before there was any answer, a patrolman walked out of the store. His patrol car had been parked behind another vehicle and had gone unnoticed. The patrolman glanced in their direction and saw a man holding a knife to a woman while she was trying to use the phone. Before Sculpter quite knew what had happened, he was spread-eagled, handcuffed and under arrest. It took all his persuasive power to talk the patrolman into taking Terry into custody along with himself. She had already admitted she knew Williard and he couldn’t bear to see her turned loose before he had a chance to question her under controlled conditions. He knew the mistake of his arrest would eventually get sorted out and then he and Browning could still lead a raid, hopefully while everyone in the household was still asleep or suffering from a hangover.
*****
Williard had remembered to set the alarm clock, but almost wished he hadn’t when it went off. He heard the buzzing of the clock through a fog so thick it threatened to suffocate him. His head hurt so badly that he didn’t dare open his eyes yet. He groped for the clock, intending to yank it loose from its cord. His hand encountered smooth bare skin, rising to a point then sloping back down. For a moment he imagined that he was in bed with Terry, then remembered portions of the previous night. It was either Peggy or someone else in bed with him, but at the moment he didn’t much care who it was. His hand crept over the other breast and found the clock. He clasped it in his fingers and yanked, silencing the pesky thing.
“Why are you getting up in the middle of the night?”
Williard forced one eye open. It was Peggy. He groaned and sat up. “I have an errand I have to run. You go back to sleep and I’ll talk to you when I get back.” He didn’t bother mentioning that his errand was in Alaska.
“Good. God, my head hurts. Have you got any aspirin?”
“I’ve got something better than that,” Williard said, hoping he hadn’t already packed his hangover pills. He rolled carefully off the bed and crawled to the bathroom. Fortunately, the medicine cabinet was set low. He grappled for the familiar bottle, opened it and shook a half dozen of the capsules into his quivering hand, then washed them down by taking gulps from the faucet as he splashed water on his face. A few minutes later he felt able to stand upright. He brought a glass of water and the pill bottle out with him.
“Take these,” he told Peggy, handing her two capsules.
She raised up enough to gulp them down, then collapsed on her back. Williard figured that being unused to his secret potion she would sleep until long after he was gone. “If I’m not back before you need to leave, lock the door behind you,” Williard said and went back into the bathroom to pull himself together.
Jerry and Jason surprised him by already being up. They were sitting at the bar, each of them staring at a glass of rum and coke and wishing there was some tomato juice handy. When Williard came out into the living room, they stared hungrily at the pill bottle he carried, desperation evident in their bloodshot eyeballs.
He laughed and tossed it in their direction. Jason snapped it out of the air and emptied enough pills on the bar to put a medium-sized elephant back on its feet. He and Jerry began washing them down with rum.
While his brothers were taking the cure, Williard began mixing himself something to drink. As he did, he looked around the living room. Bottles and coke cans lay everywhere, along with overflowing ashtrays and discarded bits of female clothing. Their three captives were still tied to their chairs at the table, heads slumped forward, deep in alcoholic slumber.
“Where’s your girl?” Jason said as soon as the pills began to work.
“Still asleep. Where’s yours?”
“They’re both in the bathroom putting their heads back on,” Jerry said.
“Good,” Williard said. He glanced at his watch. “We need to be on our way before long. I’m scared someone’s going to come looking for our sleeping beauties there.”
“Fine by me,” Jason said. He was anxious to get behind the yoke of an airplane again. “What are you planning on doing with those guys?”
“We’ll take them with us to the hospital. No, wait. The Buick won’t hold us all. Jason, why don’t you and Trisha and Tina take a cab to the airport and Jerry can come along with me. In fact, it might be a good idea to go ahead and get the plane revved up and be ready to go as soon as we join you.”
Jason emptied his glass and turned it upside down on the bar. He didn’t mind flying while imbibing, but decided it would be a good idea to get into the air first. “You got it, brother. Let’s get these weapons out to your car first, then we’ll be on our way.”
 
Once the Buick was loaded, Williard paused just long enough to try calling Terry again. This time even her mother didn’t answer. He addressed an envelope to Terry, wrote a brief message and put a stamp on it, but left it unsealed. After that, he and Jerry herded their hungover captives out to the Buick. He didn’t bother trying to cure their ailment, deciding that a little pain was a just reward for him and his brothers having been bothered.
“You’re going to regret thith,” Peppard warned through his swollen mouth and mishapen tooth.
“I regret too,” Borsky said. He had already decided to change sides, deciding that American surgeons would have a better chance of restoring the wounded portions of his anatomy back to normal. Besides, he didn’t want to be enemies with the cowboys anymore, not after the gracious way they had treated him last night.
“That’s what I like to hear,” Williard said. He took sympathy on the KGB agent and fed him a couple of pills. A few minutes later, Borsky was sure he was going to change sides.
“Youse guys don’t know who you’re messing with,” Emilio said.
“The hell we don’t,” Jerry laughed, but he didn’t explain. He didn’t think the Mafia man would believe him anyway.
“Where are you taking us?” Peppard asked as Williard drove away. Jerry sat in front with him, but kept turned toward the three men in the backseat, even though their hands were bound and the doors locked.
“To a hospital, where else?” Williard said.



Chapter Thirteen
Williard had planned ahead. They arrived at the hospital shortly before eight o’clock. He parked in the slot reserved for Dr. Meekins, the pathologist. It was located directly by the door leading into the morgue and Meekins’s office. He parked there so that there was little chance of them being observed while they got the three bound men out of the car and inside.
Williard nudged them along past the office and opened the swinging doors into the morgue. It contained two empty autopsy tables, a row of long drawers for corpses and cabinets, which contained various nasty-looking surgical instruments.
Borsky looked around in bewilderment. He had never seen a morgue. “Where is doctor?”
“He’ll be along soon,” Williard said, pulling out one of the drawers. “Hop in here now and wait til he’s ready for work.” Dubiously, Borsky climbed into the drawer and Williard slid it back into its alcove.
“You next,” he said, pointing to Peppard. The CIA man did know what a morgue looked like. “What the fuck are you doing? We’ll freeze to death in those things.”
“I’ll turn the heat up,” Williard said. “See?” He twisted the thermostat dial on the wall above the drawers. He had intended to do it anyway. He wasn’t interested in killing his captives or leaving them to die of thirst or starvation if no autopsies happened to come along. He figured the alarm would go off in about two hours, alerting Meekins to a temperature problem.
It took him and Jerry both to force the other two into their drawers, Jerry threatening to make real corpses out of them if they didn’t climb in being the convincing inducement.
Williard had just closed the last drawer when an irate Meekins entered the morgue. “So! There you are. I thought I heard noises in here.”
” ‘Morning, Doc,” Williard said cheerfully.
“Is that your Buick in my parking space?” the pathologist demanded.
“Yup. I had to make a delivery.”
“Well, get it out of there. Do you realize how far I had to walk?” Meekins was panting and his eyeglasses were fogged. Cutting up bodies gave him little exercise.
“A long way, I hope,” Williard said. “But never mind. I have something for you. Here.” He deposited his loaded briefcase on one of the autopsy tables.
“What’s in there?”
“All the stuff you need to run a lab. You’ve been wanting my job and now you have it. I quit.”
“What! You can’t walk out now! The Joint Commission is coming!”
“Have fun. Don’t forget to record all your temperatures and chart your test values.” Williard picked up Jerry with his eyes and they left the befuddled pathologist frantically dialing the administrator’s office.
“Where to now?” Jerry said.
“The Admin office. I’ve got to collect my paycheck and profit sharing.” He led the way, having thoughtfully already filled out his resignation papers. It took only a few minutes to collect his money. He was surprised at the amount he had coming. He endorsed the checks over to Terry, sealed them into the envelope he had brought along and dropped it in the mail slot on the way out.
Jerry had spent the whole time trying desperately to stifle his laughter. Once outside, he could contain it no longer. “Gawd!” he howled. “I’d give my left nut to see that wimp’s face when those bodies he thinks are corpses start talking to him.”
“Give it to Tiger. He’s hell on nuts.”
“You got that right, brother. Does that cover everything?”
“Yup. Let’s head for the airport before Meekins finds his new bodies. No wait, I need to swing by the manager’s office at the apartments and make arrangements to have the place cleaned up and pay the rent in advance for a couple of months. Damn, I should have thought of that earlier.”
*****
Dean Elkins hurried down to the morgue after the pathologist’s frantic call, hoping to catch Williard before he got away. Unfortunately, Meekins was more concerned with the pile of indecipherable papers he was sorting through from Williard’s briefcase to have noticed which way Williard was going when he left.
“What am I going to do? I don’t understand all this stuff.” Meekins demanded as soon as Elkins stepped into his office. He pointed to the papers he had emptied from the briefcase as if they were written in Sanskrit.
“Well, don’t look at me. Running a lab is supposed to be your job. Where’s Williard?”
“He’s gone. Look, why don’t you call him at home and try to talk him into coming back, just for two weeks. After that….”
An alarm began jangling.
“What’s that?” Elkins said. “Is something on fire?”
“It’s coming from the morgue. Let’s go see,” Meekins said. He didn’t want to let the administrator out of his sight before finding a solution to the looming Joint Commission inspection.
Immediately, the pathologist saw that it was the temperature alarm. He hurried over and shut it off, then took a look at the thermostat. “Why, someone has turned it up! I’ll bet it was Williard. But why would he do that?”
Williard, through his codeine and Phenobarbital fogged vision, had misread the numbers and turned the thermostat so high that the alarm went off much sooner than he thought it would. Meekins turned the knob back the other way.
“What’s that other noise?” Elkins said.
“What noise?” Then Meekins heard it too, a frantic banging coming from one of the body coolers. No, from two of them. Or was it three? Oh, God, he thought, just what we need. A body prematurely pronounced dead was now coming awake.
Elkins stared with frightened eyes as the pathologist pulled the first drawer open, expecting a zombie to pop out and begin stalking the living.
“Are you doctor?” Borsky asked, blinking at the sudden glare of light.
Meekins started to affirm that he was indeed a doctor, though a somewhat specialized one, when more pounding came from the adjoining drawer. He pulled it open.
Emilio Barraza glared at the spectacled man in the white lab jacket. “Get me untied and out of here right now or I’ll see you live to regret it.”
Meekins shrank away from Emilio’s baleful gaze. Elkins, regaining his courage, stepped forward and pulled out the third drawer.
“CIA,” Peppard said. “I’m on an urgent national security mission. Get me out of here.”
“CIA?” Borsky said. “Good. I talk to you. I spin on KGB.”
Peppard turned his head. “You mean you’ll turn on them?”
“Da. Doctor first though. And maybe some vodka?”
Peppard was exuberant. He had read Meekins’ name tag. “Here’s your doctor. You! Wait up!” Meekins had been trying to steal away, hoping that this was all just a dream. The commanding voice stopped him in his tracks. “Bring this man some Vodka, right now.” He wasn’t going to wait until he could get the opposing agent back to an office. No telling where the Williards would be by that time.
Elkins puffed up his chest. “This is a hospital. We don’t allow alcoholic beverages or tobacco within its confines.”
Peppard had managed to free his hands by this time. He pulled out his cigarettes and lit up in order to point out that he didn’t care what the hospital policy was.
“Would some grain alcohol do?” Meekins said meekly.
“Is like vodka?” Borsky said.
“Sort of,” Peppard assured him. Meekins brought a beaker of 95% pure ethyl alcohol over. Borsky took a large sip, coughed, and took another. Then he began talking.
*****
Sculpter had finally been allowed a phone call after spending several hours in a holding cell with the nightly collection of drunken drivers and dope addicts. By the time he was released, he was spattered with vomit and his ears were ringing from the screams of the dope addicts in the thralls of withdrawal symptoms. He called Browning at the hotel and began explaining what had happened.
Robert Browning listened intently as Sculpter related the incidents of the previous evening and cursed silently to himself for not handling the affair in person. He was having an extremely hard time believing that his subordinates could have been taken so easily. At least he thought both had been taken; Peppard was still among the missing.
Browning called the Dallas Chief of Police and put all the authority he could muster into his voice as he requested an APB on the missing Peppard, then got Sculpter back on the line and gave him orders to go back and watch the apartments until his arrival, and to apprehend James Williard if he saw a reasonable chance to do so without a backup. Before sending him off though, he talked to Sculpter some more and learned that he had been corralled in the company of a woman obviously very familiar with the Williards.
“Find out if she’s still being held,” he said.
Peppard turned to the desk sergeant. “Are you still holding that woman I was with last night?”
The sergeant checked his sheet, then shrugged. “She called her lawyer. We didn’t have anything on her and had to turn her loose.”
Crap! Well, maybe it wouldn’t matter. On the other hand, maybe it might. With Browning, his boss, beginning to become intimately involved with the chase he didn’t want to miss any bets. “Put out an APB on her too. We want her for questioning.” If by chance Williard had skipped, she might know of his whereabouts. The desk sergeant’s phone rang. He picked it up, listened, then looked curiously in Peppard’s direction. “It’s for you again,” he said.
*****
Fredrico regained consciousness shortly before dawn. He crawled painfully out of the bushes, ignoring the curious glance of an early morning swimmer in favor of holding his aching head. He expected their car to be gone, but surprisingly, it was still right where they had parked it the night before. He drove quickly to a convenience store and called Santino Puzzi, the big boss.
Puzzi answered the phone grumpily. He wasn’t used to being awakened so early. His grumpiness quickly changed to anger.
“You mean to tell me you let a lousy cowboy get the drop on you?”
“I couldn’t help it, Mr. Puzzi. Besides, there was three of them.”
“Three?”
“Yeah, boss, three of them, like triplets. And they have more guns in that apartment than the Cuban resistance does in Florida.”
“Go back and watch. If they leave, follow them and call me as soon as possible. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”
“Right, boss,” Fredrico said reluctantly. Going up against three drunken cowboys by himself was a little out of his league. He hoped Puzzi would provide some reinforcements. And he hoped his brother was all right.
Puzzi had no intention of assigning any more men to the project. He didn’t believe the brother Barraza, not really. When he put himself into the action, it would be a different story, with none of this triplet business as an excuse.
*****
While Peppard was feeding Borsky draughts of almost pure alcohol and trying both to keep himself awake and take notes at the same time, Emilio Barraza slipped quietly away. The CIA agent was so groggy he didn’t even notice until Borsky again demanded a doctor and he turned away to summon Meekins from his office. He cursed to himself. The man might have had some important information and he had clean forgot about him in the excitement of Borsky’s revelations. Too late now though. He was glad he had at least remembered to call the Dallas office, and, without giving out anything except his code number and the morgue phone number, persuaded them to contact the Oak Cliff and Dallas police force and put out an APB on Sculpter, which they did. However, their calls were not routed through the Chief’s office so now there were two APB’s out. As he was turning from Borsky to see if he might still possibly catch the unknown man, Meekins peeked cautiously into the autopsy room. “You have a phone call,” he said.
Taking Borsky with him, over his protests, he went into Meekins’s office and picked up the phone. “Hello?”
“Is this Agent Peppard?”
“Yes. Who is this?”
“Dallas police. Your man Sculpter is being held at the South Oak Cliff Precinct.” The unknown voice gave him the phone number and hung up.
Peppard dialed the number and asked the desk sergeant where Sculpter was and what charge he was being held on. Instead of answering, there was a silence, then he heard Sculpter’s voice. He cut him off as soon as he heard that he was free. “Never mind the rest. You can tell me about it later. Borsky, one of the KGB agents, has turned. He says that Williard has the bones. We need to bring him in.”
“He does? Did you get the location where they were found?”
“He claims he doesn’t know. Melhine died before he gave it out. He may have told Williard though, and he says it’s somewhere up in Alaska in the Brooks Range, wherever the hell that is. Listen, get a cab and meet me back at the hotel. Before you leave, though, get the desk sergeant there to put out an APB on James Williard and his brothers. I bet they’ve flown the coop by now.”
“It’s already been done. I called Browning already. He says he’s coming here.”
“Good, it’s about time we got someone who knows what the fuck is going on with us. I sure don’t.”



Chapter Fourteen
Terry was determined to see Williard now. She was worried to death that something awful had happened to him. As soon as she was released, she called a cab and directed it back to her mother’s home. Her mother had already left for work. She called Williard’s number, but got no answer. Really worried now, she quickly changed clothes and called another cab to go there, wishing she had done that in the first place. Why was the CIA after him? If that really had been a CIA agent. Before leaving, she dropped her .38 pistol into her purse, the same one Williard had bought for her before they left for the Congo.
*****
Emilio, seeing the woman walk up to the apartment where his brother had been taken prisoner the night before, got out of his car and shadowed her, trying to pretend he was an early riser just heading for work.
Terry was so concerned that she never noticed. She rang the doorbell three times and still got no answer. Finally, she remembered that she hadn’t seen Williard’s car in the parking lot. The big red Buick was unmistakable. She hesitated, then pulled out her key, but was surprised to find the door already unlocked. She pushed it open and stepped inside, still not noticing the man right behind her.
Over Terry’s shoulder, Emilio could see into the living room, where it was in a chaotic condition, but unoccupied. Taking heart, he stepped inside too, weapon already out and pointing at Terry’s back.
The bedroom door opened and Peggy stepped into view. She held a sheet wrapped around her body in lieu of clothes. She couldn’t remember where she had discarded them the night before. She stared fuzzily through her hangover at Terry, whom she recognized, and at the man standing behind her with a drawn pistol.
“Are you going to work for Jim?” she asked.
“What are you talking about?” Terry said, peering past her into the bedroom, trying to see if Williard was inside.
“Well, every time last night someone came in with a gun pointing at them, Jim said it was a lab tech he was hiring.”
“A gun?” She felt something round and metallic press against her spine.
“Yeah, a gun, like this,” Emilio said. “Hold still and don’t move.” He peered closely at Peggy, thinking at first that she might be Tina Falino and he could fulfill his mission right there. Unfortunately, he quickly saw that she wasn’t.
Terry held perfectly still. This wasn’t the first time she’d had a weapon held on her.
“Where’s the blond broad?” Emilio asked, keeping a close watch on the bedroom doors to be sure one of the triplets didn’t pop out.
“Jim said he had to run an errand this morning,” Peggy said. She looked around the disordered room. “I guess maybe he was getting rid of all those guns he had here last night and taking his new lab techs to work.”
“What are you talking about?” Terry said.
“The lab techs he was initiating. He had all three of them tied up at the table over there when we went to bed.” She smirked, knowing that Terry wouldn’t want to hear about that.
“Where did the broad go?” Emilio asked impatiently, but wondering who else the triplets had captured besides his brother.
“I don’t know. One of those guys that look just like Jim said something about an airplane and going to Alaska. Say! You don’t think Jim went with them, do you?”
“What airport?” Emilio said.
“I don’t know. What are you doing here, Terry? I thought you and Jim had broken up.”
“I’m going to break someone’s head pretty soon if I don’t get some answers,” Emilio said. He nudged Terry with his gun barrel. “Who are you, broad?”
“I’m not a broad,” Terry said.
“She’s Jim’s girlfriend. Or she was, anyway. Maybe she knows where he went.” Peggy smirked again.
Emilio dithered for a moment, then decided. “You come with me, broad. You in the sheet, you ain’t seen nothing, you hear?” He forced Terry out to her car and made her drive, thinking his own vehicle might have been made by now.
Terry was as confused as a chicken in a swimming pool, but she knew one thing: the Williard brothers must be off on another adventure. And she hadn’t even gotten a chance to tell Jim good-by!
Just as they were driving off, Fredrico’s cab pulled in. He spotted his brother and ran to the car.
“Where have you been?” Emilio asked.
“In a morgue,” Fredrico said.
“What? You aren’t dead. In fact, you don’t even look hurt.”
“Never mind. I heard a Russian that was here last night being questioned by a government agent, maybe the CIA. That Williard guy is taking the Godfather’s daughter to Alaska!”
“Oh, rats. Where are they now, do you know?”
“They were talking about an airplane last night. They know who we are too. Can you believe it, they laughed when I told them they ought to leave the Godfather’s daughter alone?”
“The Godfather! Are you from Don Falino?” Terry was astounded. She hadn’t ever expected to hear about him again, not after the brothers had fed his underboss to Snow White, the Godfather’s erstwhile pet shark.
“None of your business, broad. We’re taking you along. I heard what the other broad said. You’re one of those cowboys’ girlfriend. Maybe when they see we have you, they won’t act so tough.”
“You don’t know what you’re getting into,” Terry said.
*****
Puzzi had been on his car phone while driving toward Williard’s apartment, talking with one of his sources in the police department. He was looking for information on Fredrico and got more than he bargained for. He heard that a conversation had taken place between a desk sergeant and a purported CIA agent and that someone named Williard was involved, not to mention the CIA and a mystery woman named Terry Very. He wondered what in hell was going on. He stepped down on the gas petal and speeded up.
*****
Williard parked directly in front of the office. It took only a few minutes to plunk down three months rent on his apartment and another twenty-dollar bill to take care of having it cleaned. He came back outside, thinking that everything was taken care of, and drove back onto the adjoining street, heading for the freeway leading to the Lancaster airport.
*****
From the backseat of Terry’s car, where he was holding a gun on her, Emilio spotted the red Buick pulling away from the office just as they drove out of the parking lot. “Hey, there goes two of them guys now!” he shouted at his brother.
Fredrico glanced around. “Where?”
“In the red Buick. Follow them, quick, before they get away!”
“Is the broad with them?”
“No, it’s just two out of the three. Hey broad, is one of them guys the one messing with Falino’s kid?”
“I’m not a broad,” Terry said.
“Answer me, before I break your head!” Emilio said.
Terry shrugged, then laughed at the quandary. “How can I tell from this distance? They all look alike.”
“Smart-ass broad. Fredrico, just follow them and let’s see where they go.”
*****
Peppard, Sculpter and Browning had met at the police station and gotten back together. Browning was appalled at the state of his two agents, both looking as if they had gone over a cliff in a barrel. They were just pulling into the parking lot of Williard’s apartment when, from the corner of his eye, Sculpter saw Terry being marched at gunpoint by a rough-looking character in a dark suit. They entered a car and drove off. “Hey, Boss!” he yelled. “I just saw that lady I had last night being taken away by someone with a gun on her!”
“Was it the KGB?” Browning asked.
“I don’t know. I’ve never seen him before, but the Williards must be gone. Let’s follow them!”
“Good idea, but shit, when is this going to end?” Browning moaned. “If we don’t get some sleep soon we’re going to start hallucinating.” He twisted the wheel and speeded up, then stopped and watched in amazement as their quarry stopped and was joined by another man looking almost like the first except for being smaller, which wasn’t apparent from the distance.
“I think we’re hallucinating now. First the three Williards and now these two.”
“Whatever. Let’s follow them anyway.” Browning said. Whoever they were, they were his best lead now.
*****
Gaven Shelvinski waited with his boss, Kamir Cherenko, at their safe house in north Dallas late Sunday evening. Both were tired and worried that Ivan Borsky had not turned up there as he was supposed to. By early morning, Cherenko was convinced that he had run into major trouble. Gaven suggested that they go and quietly check out the apartment where Jason Williard’s brother was supposed to live. Perhaps there had been an accident of some kind, or worse, they had lost their last lead to the bones.
Gaven had been to Dallas before. He suggested an early start to avoid the traffic. It was a long way to Oak Cliff. He had never driven the freeways on Monday morning though. He muttered epithets in Russian learned from an old babushka until they cleared north Dallas and got into the Oak Cliff section where the traffic flow was in the opposite direction. Then Cherenko cursed him when he realized that he had no idea where Williard’s apartment was located in Oak Cliff.
After stopping at a convenience store and asking directions, Gaven got himself orientated and pulled into the parking lot just as Sculpter and Peppard were leaving.
Cherenko grabbed Gaven’s arm before he could get out of the car. “Wait! I recognize one of those men from duty in Washington. He is CIA!”
“How did they get involved?” Gaven said.
“Never mind. The Williard man must be gone. Follow the CIA, but have a care, Gaven Shelvinski. Don’t let them spot us.”
Gaven did as instructed, but he couldn’t help wondering why his boss was so reticent. What was it about those bones anyway?
*****
Santino Puzzi also had to stop on the way and get directions and managed to miss the parade of cars pulling away from Williard’s apartment. However, on the street leading to the freeway, he saw Emilio and Fredrico pass him going in the opposite direction. He waved, but Emilio was busy driving and Fredrico was watching Terry. They continued on their way without a backward glance. Puzzi screeched to a halt, did a U-turn and almost rammed the car with the CIA agents who were following. He started to pull back into traffic and again had to stop suddenly to avoid the vehicle containing the KGB agents.
Disgrazia! He muttered to himself. Such drivers they had here, like they were riding horses instead of driving cars. He began following, trying to get around the two vehicles he had almost hit.
*****
A patrol car going in the opposite direction on Highway 69 spotted the red Buick, which the desk sergeant had ascertained belonged to one James Williard and included in the APB. Alertly, the trooper recognized the license plate number. He checked his clipboard to be sure, then pulled off at the first exit and got back on the freeway, meanwhile calling for a backup.
A few minutes later, another patrolman, who was just finishing writing a ticket on a speeder, looked up casually at passing traffic and recognized the license plate number of Terry’s car, which the efficient sergeant had also traced. He hopped back into his patrol car and radioed for backup.
The desk sergeant, as efficient as he was, had issued so many All Points Bulletins that he forgot to cancel the one on Peppard. A third patrol car saw their vehicle pass as he was waiting for a red light to turn so that he could get onto the freeway. Immediately, he ran the light and flipped the switch on his radio and asked for a backup.
*****
As the convoy of vehicles followed Williard and his brother Jerry, each of the patrol cars spotted the other two. Assuming that the requested backup had arrived, all of them turned on their sirens and flashing roof lights and began trying to get into position to pull the separate vehicles over. This created a load of confusion, since each was assuming the other two were coming to help them with the vehicle they were pursuing and as a result, they were unable to halt any of them. As the exit to the airport came into sight, several other patrol cars, coming to the aid of the originals, turned on their sirens and lights.
*****
Williard had been hearing the warbling of sirens for several minutes when he began to get the idea that they might be the object of the noise. He exited the freeway and headed toward the airport, looking back into his rearview mirror, and then he was sure of it, as he saw several patrol cars near the distant exit too, and more coming from the opposite direction, not waiting for an exit to appear. They drove onto the grassy median and crossed over to join the others.
The tiny Lancaster police force, consisting of only four cars, had not been notified of all the action, but the plethora of approaching sirens alerted them. In fact, there were so many that they thought maybe a war had started or a big drug bust was in progress. Wanting to help, they activated their own sirens and flashing lights and joined the action.
Jerry glanced over his shoulder. “Goddamn, Jim, we got every cop in Dallas, Oak Cliff and Lancaster after us! Get moving!”
“I am moving,” Williard said, swerving to miss an oncoming Lancaster policeman.
“Well, move faster. I think we must have pissed off all those guys we tied up last night!”
Williard careened around another patrol car, ran an innocent civilian into a ditch and pushed the Buick up to its maximum speed. “You know what?”
“What?”
“If Jason hasn’t got that plane ready to go, I think we’re in trouble!”



Chapter Fifteen
Jason heard the wail of numerous sirens first in the distant background, barely audible over the idling engines of the plane. He continued with his preflight check, not concerned at all until they became louder and more numerous. Just as it had the night before, he felt the hair rise on the nape of his neck, signaling his conscious mind into alertness. He hurried through the rest of the preflight check in record time, then scrambled up into the plane and seated himself in the cockpit.
“Strap in,” he ordered Tina and Trisha, “but kick the passenger doors open first.” Without waiting to see if they were following orders, he revved the engines and taxied out of the hanger.
“What’s wrong?” Tina asked.
“I’m not sure, but I suspect from all the noise that Jerry and Jim are on their way, and I don’t think they’re alone.”
“Are the police after us?”
“Who knows? They’re sure as hell after someone.” He headed across the runway, in the direction of the approaching sirens.
The big West Texan, owner and operator of the airport, shuddered as an incoming crop duster barely avoided Jason’s plane. He thumbed his frequency switch. “Hey, Alaska flight, what the hell do you think you’re doing? You’re going the wrong way!”
“Do you hear all that noise?” Jason said.
“Yeah. It sounds like a bank robbery. Now get back where you belong, before I report you to the FAA.”
Jason laughed. “Remember the last time we took off from here?”
“Yeah, the Mafia was chasing you.”
“Well, this time it’s the Mafia, the CIA and the KGB.”
“Ah, shit. Use any runway you want to. I’m getting under cover!”
“Smart man,” Jason said. “See you next trip.”
From the vantage point of the tower, the airport operator could see a maze of differently marked patrol cars, a convoy of civilian cars, and a red Lancaster fire truck, which had decided that they might be needed in the obvious emergency, all speeding toward the tower, onto the runway, off into adjoining grassy fields and one big red Buick ahead of them all. The sight made him forget all about taking cover. He stared open-mouthed at the confusion.
Williard spotted Jason’s plane and raced toward it, running the crop duster off the runway and into the path of the nearest patrol car. He jammed on the brakes and he and Jerry piled out while Jason turned the plane carefully to get the open door on their side and at the same time not blowing them away with the prop wash. By the time they had chinned themselves aboard and latched the door, the runway was covered with cars and patrol units, some stopped, some still moving and the big fire truck circling in confusion, trying to figure out what was going on.
“Hang on folks, this is going to be hairy!” Jason shouted. He was glad that the nose of the plane was elevated so his passengers couldn’t see what he was going to have to go through to get into the air. He picked the clearest path, or the least cluttered, depending on how it was looked at and shoved the throttle forward.
From above, the tower operator had flipped over to the police frequencies. All he could hear was mass confusion. From the cockpit radio, Jason and his passengers were hearing the same thing.
“Halt! Police!”
“Stop that plane, they’re getting away!”
“Who are they?”
“Drop your weapons!”
“CIA! You drop yours!”
“I surrender!”
“What the fuck is going on?”
“Lancaster police! Who needs help?”
“Oak Cliff unit. Back off!”
“Dallas police! Everybody drop your weapons!”
“Turn, goddammit, he’s heading right for us!”
“Watch out for that plane! It’s going to hit us!”
“What are they wanted for?”
“Goddammit, we’re not wanted, they are!”
“Who is?”
“Hey, where’s that car going?”
“Stop it! No don’t stop it, the plane will hit it!”
“CIA, I said, goddammit it! Point that fucking peashooter somewhere else!”
“Who’s doing all the shooting? Don’t hit the plane!”
“No, shoot it down, someone said to stop it!”
“They must be drug runners. Fire!”
“Nyet, Nyet! Let them go!”
“Hey, that’s a Russian! Are we being invaded?”
“It’s the CIA! They must be chasing the Russians!”
“Fire!”
“Don’t fire!”
“Freeze, motherfucker!”
“Call me a lawyer!”
“Lawyer, shit, call the Army!”
“Watch out, now he’s going the other way!”
“Which way?”
“Right toward you, you dumb shit. Watch out!”
“You’re under arrest!”
“Who, me? I’m a fireman!”
“Who said fire? Don’t shoot!”
“Fuck that shit! Drop your gun or I’ll blow your ass away!”
“Not me, get that Russian!”
“No, stop the plane!”
“Fuck you, I’m getting out of the way of that crazy bastard!”
“Stay down! He’s out of control!”
“Get a car in front of that plane!”
“Not me, you get in front of him!”
“I can’t, he’s going in all different directions!”
“Who is?”
“Everybody! What the fuck is all this shit?”
“The CIA and Russians are having a shootout!”
“Nyet! Diplomatic immunity!”
“My ass, show me some ID!”
“Everyone here is under arrest. We’ll sort them out later!”
“I ain’t arresting no CIA!”
“Watch out, now he’s coming back in this direction!”
“Where, where?”
“Car 21, move your ass!”
“Lancaster police. Clear the area!”
“We need more backup!”
“Who said that?”
“Duck, he’s going to hit us
Sweat was pouring down Jason’s face as he worked the flaps, throttle, brakes and yoke, trying to find a clear area to gain enough speed to get into the air and at the same time not be blocked by the conglomeration of confused vehicle drivers. He took wild chances in order to run cars out of his path, but no sooner had he gotten one out of the way another appeared, as if he was on an untrained horse trying to thread his way out of a stampede. The plane careened from side to side, tilted one way or another as he made turns that caused the wing tips to scrape the tarmac and send sparks flying. The tail rose off the ground as he gained speed, but he still was unable to navigate into a long enough clear area to gain takeoff speed.
A bullet hole appeared suddenly in the canopy, spreading cracks from its impact and impairing his vision. Another hit an engine, glancing off in a shower of sparks. From his peripheral vision, he saw several more bullets impact his right wing.
“Get us out of here!” Williard shouted. “We’re taking fire back here!”
“No shit, so am I! Hold on to your hats. This time I’m either going or some fucker is going to get this here plane rammed up his ass!” He made a half turn, pushed forward on the throttle and sped down the half-runway he had left, intending to either make it or crash.
“Watch out! Watch out, he’s going to take off!”
“Stop him!”
“CIA, I said! Hold up that goddamned shooting. We want him alive.”
“Da! No shoot!”
“Turn, turn! He’s going to hit us!”
The plane roared forward. Jason pulled back on the throttle just enough to miss a patrol car, swerved slightly to avoid a civilian vehicle, then saw a clear path ahead except for the fire truck, which had stopped at the end of the runway. “Fuckit,” he said and gave the engines all the power they could sustain. There was nowhere else to go. Three patrol cars had stopped on his right and two civilian cars had crashed into each other on his left. The fire truck loomed closer and closer, like a red barrier reef confronting a ship with sails asunder.
Trisha screamed. Tina stared ahead, mesmerized into a horrified silence. Williard sucked air and tightened his sphincters. Jerry tilted a flask of rum to his mouth, determined to get one more drink down before he died.
At the last possible moment, Jason yanked savagely at the yoke. The plane’s wheels left the ground and bounced off the roof of the fire truck, giving him just enough extra upward momentum to keep the plane in the air. His knuckles turned white from blood loss as he gripped the throttle, keeping the engines roaring at full speed. The plane rose, began to stall, dipped, rose again, clipped the top branches of an oak tree at the end of the runway, dipped and rose again as Jason fought to keep it in the air. Gradually, the wavering up and down motion grew less and less and he began to gain altitude. He banked to avoid a radio tower in his path, then leveled back out and began to climb for the sky.
*****
Up in the tower, the West Texan began to breathe again. He had been holding his breath so long that he was suffering from oxygen starvation. He thumbed the mike and said the first thing that came to his air-depleted mind. “Alaska flight, you are cleared for takeoff.”
Jason roared exuberantly. “Haw! Thanks for the help. See you again, if I ever come this way.”
The tower operator regained his senses. “Not if I can help it. I’m selling this fucking place and going back to Van Horn to start rustling cows for a living. It’s bound to be safer than you coming through here every few years.”
Jason laughed some more, then as soon as he had gained a little distance, dropped down low enough to be out of radar coverage, intending to fly that way for a while before going back up to conserve fuel. He didn’t want the CIA to contact the Tactical Air Command and have him forced down. “Is everyone OK back there?” he called.
“We’re fine, other than being scared out of half a lifetime,” Tina said.
“Cheer up,” Jason answered. “You ain’t met Bigfoot yet!”



Chapter Sixteen
Back in Lancaster, and later at precinct stations and the CIA office in Dallas, it took two full days to sort out the confusion.
Puzzi, Fredrico and Emilio were arrested, but Puzzi’s first phone call to a family-owned judge got the charges dismissed and by the next day, they were back on the streets, trying to figure out what to do.
Gaven Shelvinski and his boss, Kamir Cherenko were also arrested, but had to be released after claiming diplomatic immunity. Proceedings were begun to have them thrown out of the country, but that would take some time. In the meanwhile, they knew that the Williards must be heading for Alaska, but had no idea where.
Robert Browning reported in to his boss, who in turn gave him just enough support to get the story squelched. What news was allowed out indicated that the contretemps at the airport had been only a big drug bust. By Tuesday morning, Sculpter and Peppard had gotten some desperately needed sleep and were ready to get back into action. Browning intended to go with them this time. He, too, knew that the brothers must be headed for Alaska, but by the time he thought of contacting the Tactical Air Defense command, it was already too late. The Williard’s plane fell off the radar shortly after getting away and hadn’t been heard from since. At first he was fearful that they had crashed somewhere, but soon concluded that they had simply avoided detection. He put feelers out to Alaskan airports, but dared not give out too much information in order to keep the operation under wraps. It had taken all his influence to silence the police and fire departments and newspapers with a cover story of a drug operation gone bad. Now he could only wait and hope.
*****
Terry had watched every bit of the Keystone Kop antics from the edge of the Lancaster airfield, where Emilio had hurriedly kicked her out of her own car, fearful of a kidnapping charge when he decided there was no way of escaping from all the cops. Afterwards, she had mingled with the hordes of rubberneckers who had turned out to see what the ruckus was about and walked innocently to a nearby house and used the phone to call a cab, not daring to try to recover her car yet. Now she was sad, mad and disgusted with herself for the way she had procrastinated and not seen Williard before he got away at the wild melee in Lancaster. She was certain that Jason had been piloting the plane. No one else she knew could have managed it. She was a pilot herself and wouldn’t have dared try anything close to the way he flew. His luck, or more accurately, his skill had gotten the brothers out of another jam and off to Alaska somewhere. And here she was, sitting back home listening to her mother’s recriminating I-told-you-so and unwanted advice to find a nice Christian man and settle down and have her some grandchildren.
Terry was no longer interested in settling down. With Williard gone, and what appeared to be an army of Government agents, Russian spies and Mafia thugs chasing him and his brothers, she realized how much she really loved him. If only she had gone to him sooner!
Wednesday afternoon, she came desultorily back from Williard’s apartment. She had let herself in with her key and been surprised to see that it was no longer in a shambles but had been cleaned and straightened. She searched around the rooms for an hour or so, hoping to find a message from him, but finally gave up. Apparently, he had departed without giving her a thought.
On the way inside, back at her mother’s home, she checked the mailbox. Among the bills and junk mail, she spotted a plain envelope addressed to her. It had no return address, but she thought she recognized the handwriting. Not even waiting to get inside, she dropped the rest of the mail on the porch and eagerly tore open the envelope. Inside was a check made out to James Williard. Curious, she turned it over and saw that it had been endorsed over to her. A nice gesture, but she wanted more than that. She felt inside the envelope and touched another piece of paper. She unfolded it and held it up to read.
Dear Terry,
 
Me and Jason and Jerry have gone to Barrow, Alaska. From there we’re off to find Bigfoot. I tried to call, but never could catch you. This money should be enough to take care of you until I get back. If you need to get in touch with me, use general delivery, Barrow. Sorry things haven’t worked out like you wanted, but maybe we can talk about it when I get back. I still care for you.
 
Love,
Jim
 
Terry read the note again with tears trickling down her cheeks. He did care, after all! Oh, if only I had gone over sooner! She berated herself. Then through her tears, she began staring at the check. He must have drawn all of his profit sharing from the hospital. Did he think there was a possibility that he would not come back? Was this his way of seeing that she was taken care of while he was gone? Suddenly, she thought that it was very doubtful that either he or his brothers had anticipated how vigorously they would be pursued. She didn’t know why, but judging from the explosion of violence at the Lancaster airport, and her firsthand knowledge that both the Mafia and the CIA wanted them, it must be something supremely important. And what if he never came back? What if she never saw him again? The idea was almost unbearable.
Barrow. He had said they were going to Barrow, Alaska. She wasn’t sure exactly what part of Alaska the city was located in, but she made a sudden decision. I’ll fly there and try to find him! Without a second thought, she went into the house, leaving the other mail where it lay. She called the airline office and got reservations for that evening to Seattle and from there a connecting flight to Barrow. Quickly, she packed a bag, including some warm clothes, left a note for her mother and headed to the bank. She could just make it in time to cash Williard’s check and use part of the money for her airfare. As she rode in the cab, she felt her heart lighten and her spirits soar. Whatever happened, she was on her way. She would find him, somehow, some way.
*****
The CIA, the KGB and the Mafia all came to the same realization at about the same time and each of the groups wondered how they could have been so stupid. Here they were waiting around hoping to find out where the Williards were going and their lone remaining source of information was still on the loose! Terry Very, James Williard’s girlfriend might know. And if she did, the information would be pried out of her no matter what it took!
Immediately, computers and confidential sources began to be accessed, tracking her down. Her mother’s address turned up first, and each party besieged the bewildered woman in turn, demanding information. Tearfully, she showed them Terry’s note and asked each of them to find her little girl and get her away from that dangerous man she had run off to find somewhere in Alaska.
The next obvious move was to check all the airlines and that turned up an immediate hit. One Terry Very had purchased a ticket the previous day to Seattle with connecting flights on to Barrow! She must be meeting her boyfriend there. Furthermore, if that were the case, she must know where the next stop was going to be!
Santino Puzzi cursed bitterly at how much time and money this favor for the old Godfather was costing him, but there was no recourse. He had agreed to do the favor and there was no backing out. He got himself and the Barraza brothers seats for a flight to Seattle the next day, and connections on to Barrow.
*****
Kamir Cherenko told the U.S. Diplomatic corps that he and Gaven were leaving the country by way of Seattle. He arranged for an operative to meet him there and instructed him to make reservations for the next available flight to Barrow, where he hoped to be able to purchase weapons and communications gear and continue the chase. As added insurance, he sent instructions with the operator back to the embassy to have a Spetznaz commando team stand by just across the Bering Straight in case they were needed. He was finally beginning to realize that the Texans were no ordinary opponents.
*****
Robert Browning did more than curse. He got so drunk that it took him two days to recover and then he wished he could afford to get drunk all over again because he had not a single contact in Barrow who could apprehend the woman and hold her until he and his agents arrived. He did manage to arrange for a Special Forces commando team to be standing by in Fairbanks, just in case they were needed. After the shootout in Lancaster, he wasn’t taking any more chances. He made reservations for himself, Sculpter and Peppard on the first available flight to Seattle and on to Barrow. He only hoped that the KGB or Mafia wouldn’t beat them to the punch. He knew why the KGB was so interested, but still had no idea why the Mafia should be after the brothers. It was a puzzle.
*****
All three parties had been astounded that the brothers and the two women had even managed to escape. Don Falino could have told them how dangerous the Williards were when they were aroused, but of course, he hadn’t been asked.



Chapter Seventeen
Trisha was withdrawing, huddling into herself. Going off with Jason to hunt a mythical monster wasn’t turning out to be the romantic adventure she had envisioned. All she had seen so far was the wildest party and the worst hangover of her life, and now it looked to her like all the policemen in the world were chasing them. On top of that, Jason piloted a plane as if he didn’t care much whether he lived or died. She wished now that she had a parachute. She would be tempted to use it.
“What’s wrong, Trish?” Williard asked. “You look kind of down.”
“I think I want to go home. You didn’t tell me people would be shooting at us. For that matter, I bet those men you had tied up last night weren’t lab techs either!”
Williard caught Jerry’s wink. Was she really that much of an airhead?
Tina reached over and patted Trisha’s hand sympathetically. “It’s all right. We’re safe now, aren’t we, Jerry?”
“Ask Jase. He’s the one doing the flying.”
“We’ll be OK,” Williard told her. “There’s not but one person in the world who knows where we’re going and the bad guys don’t know anything about her.”
“Where are we going? In Alaska, I mean?” Tina asked.
“Jason said we would go to Barrow first. It’s up near the Arctic Circle. From there, I don’t know. He does though.”
“Good. Now where are those bones of his? I want to look at them again.” Tina had come to the conclusion that there was more to them than the mythical Bigfoot, what with the CIA, KGB and Mafia all involved. Maybe closer examination would tell her more.
“Sorry, they’re stowed away in the cargo hold. What’s the big deal? You looked at them once.”
“I know, but that was before all those agents got after us. There’s something not quite right here. Why is everyone so interested in them?”
Williard shrugged. “I’ve got no idea.” Then he grinned. “Hell, we’ll just go find Bigfoot and damn well ask him!”
Tina forced herself to smile back. Jerry was strapped into the seat next to her. He reached over and patted her thigh. “Relax, babe. Them fuckers will never catch us now, or even if they do, we’ll just kick their ass again.”
Tina covered his hand with hers. “Don’t call me babe. I’m a woman.”
“You got that right,” Jerry grinned. He pulled out his flask. “Anyone want a drink?”
Tina laughed despite herself. None of the brothers, especially Jerry, would ever win any awards from feminist groups, but no one could ever claim they weren’t men. They flew and fought and fucked and drank as if they were living in a separate dimension from the rest of the world. She was glad now that she had never formed any permanent attachments to other men. They would pale by comparison with the one she was developing with Jerry. She wondered what her father would think of him should she ever bring him home to meet him, then decided that it might be better if they never met. He was such a gentle old soul. All he seemed to care about since his retirement was his tropical fish and her and her sister.
“Hi folks. Is everybody comfy?”
“Eeek! Who’s driving the plane?” Trisha shrilled.
“Tiger came up front to see what was going on so I left him at the controls,’ Jason said.
Trisha began trying to climb out of her seat and had to be restrained by Jerry.
“We’re fine, except for the wind whistling through this bullet hole,” Williard said, pointing to it and ignoring Trisha. He knew that Jason had the plane on autopilot.
“I’ll fix it soon as we set down,” Jason said. “Who’s got a drink for me?”
Jerry produced a flask. Jason took it and drank deeply.
“Where’s our first stop?” Williard asked.
“No place anybody here has heard of. I got to thinking, and decided we better stay away from the commercial fields.”
“Where else is there to land?” Tina asked.
Jason ran his hand through his hair and stroked his mustache. “There’s some good old boys I flew with in ‘Nam who have a business hauling cargo through a series of fields out in the boonies between here and Barrow. We’ll get them to take care of us.”
“What kind of cargo do they haul?’
“Oh, marijuana mostly, but I wouldn’t be surprised if they send a little coke and heroin up the pipeline too.”
“I had to ask,” Tina said. “Are you guys for real, or just plain crazy?”
 
True to his word, Jason landed late that night near a marijuana patch in Northern California. Luckily, there was a full moon and he remembered adjacent landmarks, so had no trouble finding it and gliding in for a landing, even though the field wasn’t lit.
As soon as the plane rolled to a stop, Jason called back to the others. “You all hang loose until they see who I am.” He came forward from the cockpit, unlatched the side door and climbed down, with Tiger tagging at his heels. A trio of scruffy, bearded men carrying UZI’s met him.
“Hey, guys. How’s business?” Jason said.
“Be goddamned, if it’s not old Jumpin’ Jase,” one of the hairy men said. “What the hell are you doing here?”
“Running from the CIA, the KGB, the Mafia and half the police force in Dallas. Can you put us up for the night?”
“I guess so, but I thought you were a straight arrow now that you’re out of the Marines.”
“I am, it’s those other fuckers that are crooked.”
The man grinned through his hair. “OK, come on down.”
Jason waved for the others to deplane.
Trisha had been halfway making plans to desert the expedition at the first stop, but her first look at the three roughnecks carrying submachine guns, who whistled and leered appreciatively at her as she climbed down, convinced her that staying with Jason might be a better idea at the moment.
Jason introduced his brothers and gave only Tina and Trisha’s first names. Tina ignored the speculative looks the men gave her and was amused to find that Jerry kept a possessive arm around her as they were led to a group of little huts concealed from the air by trees. She smiled to herself. If she wasn’t misreading the signs, Jerry, the perennial love ‘em and leave ‘em type, was getting as hooked as she was. As they were walking, Jason fell back beside them and whispered in her ear.
“It would be nice to give them a little present. That way, they won’t mind signaling on ahead to our next stop.”
“How much?”
“Whatever you can spare, but save most of your cash. We may need it later.”
“Don’t tell me drug runners are taking credit cards now.”
“These guys were smart enough to live through the war, they might. I think a check will do though. I’ll tell them it’s good.”
As soon as they were inside one of the little huts, seated on handmade benches of unvarnished wood, Tina got out her checkbook and scribbled out a check for twenty thousand dollars by the light of the lone Coleman lantern, leaving the name blank.
“Thanks, doll,” the largest of the drug runners said, stuffing the check into his shirt pocket as if it were nothing more important than a laundry bill. He produced a bottle, some not too clean glasses and a plastic bag filled with dried grass. “Help yourselves.”
 
“I’m turning in,” Williard said a little later. He had only taken a couple of hits from a very small joint while downing a single glass of the bourbon Jason’s friend had provided. He wondered if he was beginning to finally feel his age. Forty wasn’t but a couple of years away and he had been living hard all his life.
“Where do we sleep?” Trisha asked, looking around vainly for a bed of some sort.
“Over there,” Jason said, pointing to a pile of old army blankets crumpled in one corner.
“I’m not sleeping on those. I bet they have fleas on them.”
Tiger scratched his side vigorously with one hind leg as if in agreement, but perhaps it could have been a reflex from the pot Jerry blew up his nostrils whenever Tina wasn’t watching.
Jason shrugged. “It’s either there or outside with the grizzly bears. When you’re hunting for Bigfoot, you have to rough it.” He was getting a little tired of Trisha.
“I don’t mind,” Tina said, “just so long as we sleep.” She yawned, hoping they wouldn’t wake up in the hands of a drug lord from Mexico. At this point, it wouldn’t surprise me a bit, she thought.
“Where’s the bathroom?” Trisha asked, eyeing the dirty blankets.
“Just step outside and find the same place the bears use,” Jason said. “They won’t mind.”
“I’m scared.”
“Take Tiger with you,” Williard suggested. “He’ll show you how it’s done.”
*****
It took two more stops at obscure landing strips between northern California and Barrow, one a hundred miles or so from Juneau and the other not far from Fairbanks. At each, they were welcomed as if they were flying in a load of Jamaican red or a contingent of prostitutes from Las Vegas. Tina’s money worked wonders. After the first stop, she no longer worried, but made conversation with the drug runners. She was curious about their mode of life, so far removed from her own.
Trisha became even more morose and withdrawn. She hated not being able to get clean and having to use the woods to relieve herself, and the rough men the others seemed to have no trouble being comradely with made her wish for the clean, white-jacketed men of the hospital world she was so used to. She was scared of Jason’s friends, and even more frightened of whatever else he might be flying them into.
Tiger, on the other hand, was having a great time. Each night there were new smells, new bushes to mark and more humans with guns to be friendly with. His only disappointment was that no one ever told him to ‘sic ‘em.’ He wondered in his little doggy mind when he would see a little action again. His mistress had taught him other tricks, too, and he liked to show them off, but no orders ever came. He waited impatiently.



Chapter Eighteen
Robert Browning shifted uncomfortably in the narrow airline seat, wishing that the agency wasn’t so cost conscious and would spring for first class. Across the way, Sculpter and Peppard were both dozing, still trying to catch up on their sleep with little success. A surprise pacific storm had delayed their departure from Seattle to Barrow for twenty four hours, forcing them to wait and wait, with sore butts from unbearably uncomfortable plastic seats in the waiting room and rumbling intestines from the near inedible snack bar food. The agency didn’t provide hotel money for departure delays either.
Browning waved at a stewardess and ordered a drink, thankful that at last they were on their way. He was relatively certain that there would be no trouble locating Terry Very if she were still in Barrow nor finding out which direction she had gone if she wasn’t there. It was a small place and CIA credentials impressed almost anyone. Remembering the fiasco back in Texas, he patted the pistol in his shoulder holster. Even airline rules about weapons aboard were subject to change by the CIA if necessary, and citing a “national security matter” allowed them to stay armed. He didn’t intend for them to be caught short when they met up with the cowboys again.
Unknown to Browning, his KGB and Mafia competitors were enjoying the luxury of first class accommodations at the head of the cabin in the same plane. Neither of their organizations were constrained by budget limitations.
Kamir Cherenko eyed the three bulky men across the aisle from him with suspicion. He didn’t know who they were, but they had all the earmarks of professionals. In fact, he thought that two of them looked familiar, as if he had seen them recently. Could they be agents he had met in passing somewhere? It didn’t seem likely. So far as he knew, the KGB had no operatives in Barrow and no reason for any to be headed there. CIA? No, if it were them, it would be the same agents they had clashed with at the airfield in Texas. He imagined the secret of the bones was held as closely and by as few operatives in the CIA as it was in his own country. But who were they?
Santino Puzzi glanced at the KGB agents. He didn’t know who they were, but he recognized them all right. They had been present during the outrageous confusion at the airport in Texas when his quarry got away with the old Godfather’s daughter. They were some sort of government agents, probably FBI, he thought. But why were they following her? Then a thought struck him. Perhaps they weren’t after Tina Falino at all, but one or two or all three of the dangerous cowboys she was with. He hoped so. When they got to Barrow and found the girl, maybe these men would take care of the cowboys and leave Tina helpless and easy to pluck from their grasp and returned to old Falino. All without letting her know whom they represented, of course.
*****
Terry had arrived in Barrow two days previous to the flight bringing her pursuers. The first thing she did after finding a place to stay was to buy another pistol from an alcoholic Inupiat Eskimo in dire need of a drink. She hadn’t been able to think of a way to bring her own .38 with her. The gun she purchased, for an outrageous five hundred dollars, was only a little .25 automatic, but it made her feel better to be armed again.
The airport hotel was full and the only other accommodation she had been able to find was a rickety side room with a mixed Anglo-Inupiat family who scrutinized her with overt curiosity but showed no hesitation in taking an inordinate amount of money from her for a few days rent. The room was tiny and sported no amenities other than a bed and small table. She had to share the only bathroom with the parents and enough children to make up a medium-sized Kindergarten class. After only one night in the tiny room she decided to spend most of her time at the airport. The seats, uncomfortable as they were, still outclassed the chair in her room by a wide magnitude. She checked the schedule of all incoming flights from the lower states and tried to make sure she was present whenever one came in so that she could be there when the Williard brothers’ plane arrived. Jim hadn’t said anything in his note about their flight schedule so she still had hope. She had brought Stowaway, the cat, leaving him in the room the first day, but when she returned, she found him under the bed and a drop or two of blood on the worn tile, evidence that someone, probably one of the kids, had heard his meows and come into the room. Stowaway was normally friendly with just about everyone, except when his tail was pinched, which Terry figured was what one of the kids must have done. The next morning, she contrived a front pack from an old blanket she only had to pay fifty dollars for and carried him with her in that. As an afterthought, she sewed a pocket inside the pack for her little automatic.
Stowaway was content to remain in the pack except when she let him down to relieve himself and he took very little time doing that; there were a number of big Husky sled dogs running loose and even when he couldn’t see them, he could smell them. Stowaway didn’t care much for dogs.
*****
The city, or more accurately, the town of Barrow was located near Point Barrow, the northernmost land point of the United states. Its population varied between 2,000 and 4,000, depending on how many oil workers were in town. It did sport a modern airport, built to service the North Slope oil fields. It had taken the Williards three days to get there. Jason circled twice with banked wings in order to give the others a view. He kept the intercom on so they could talk.
“I don’t know why, but I was under the impression it was larger,” Tina said.
“Nah, Barrow isn’t much bigger than Dime Box,” Jason said.
“Dime Box?”
“A little town in Texas. Hardly anyone lives here but Eskimos and oil field engineers.”
“I can see why,” Trisha said, looking down at the little collection of buildings and off in the distance, the cold Arctic Ocean. At that, it was civilization, of sorts. For the last several hours they had flown over the Brooks Range, a string of relatively low peaks separating northern from southern Alaska. She had seen no cities or towns from the air, no smoke from chimneys, no sign of civilization at all. There were only the peaks, narrow rivers and broken ridges supporting deep lonely valleys and gorges. She wanted to go home.
“Don’t knock it,” Jason said. “The Eskimos are friendly—if you have money, that is.”
“What do they use money here for?” Tina asked.
“Booze, mostly. Half the Eskimos are alcoholics and the other half just drink to kill time during the winter when they can’t hunt.”
“Sounds like my kind of place,” Jerry said.
“You’ll like the women too. They’re as cuddly as teddy bears and not quite as expensive.”
“I’ve got a woman,” Jerry said, his first admission that he might be thinking of hooking up permanently with Tina. If her father didn’t have him killed first, of course.
“Let’s land,” Trisha said. “I’ve had enough sightseeing. Besides, I have to go to the bathroom. Do they have such a thing here?”
“For enough money, they have anything. Strap in, I’m going to get landing instructions and take us down as soon as that big passenger jet gets out of the way.”
*****
Browning ordered Sculpter and Peppard to find out whether a six-seater Otter had landed at the airport in the last day or so, using their CIA credentials, if necessary, to get the information. In the meantime, he headed to the baggage section to pick up their luggage. The plane had not been crowded. There were only a few passengers standing around the carousel.
Browning stared, heavy jowls tensing up as he gritted his teeth. Standing there with the other passengers, as unconcerned as if they were waiting on a fry cook to finish their hamburgers, were the two KGB agents who were supposed to have left the country, along with another Cherenko had managed to recruit from the Seattle consulate office. Browning strode forward, angry as a wildcat with one foot in a trap.
“You! What are you doing here?”
Kamir Cherenko turned around. Seeing who had spoken, he spread his hands and grinned. “Waiting for our luggage, what else?” So, the CIA had followed them. Wasn’t he glad now that he had arranged for that backup across the straight? Or was it the cowboys they were chasing, through the woman, Terry Very? That seemed more likely. In either case, he had a surprise waiting for them if they ever tracked the Texans down. He knew the CIA didn’t have any assets up here.
“You’re supposed to have left the country!” Browning fumed.
“Didn’t I tell you? Me and my friends both live just across the Bering Strait and Gaven has relatives there. Barrow is on the way. I am taking leave before reporting back to Moscow for new assignments. Our work in America has been very strenuous, you know?” Cherenko was still keeping up the pretense that he and Gaven knew nothing of the missing bones.
Browning barely held his anger in check. There wasn’t a thing he could do. Cherenko had used some sort of influence, probably the green folding kind, to get their deportation orders delayed. He turned away from them as pieces of luggage began dropping onto the carousel. Before gathering up their overnight bags, he patted his concealed shoulder holster. The feel of it through his jacket was comforting. At least he had been able to keep the KGB agents from carrying diplomatic pouches back to Russia, which they might have used to conceal some firearms. If it came to a contest, they would be helpless.
*****
The Barraza brothers were given instructions to pick up the luggage while Puzzi used a phone near the airline desk. He quickly located the nearest place that sold weapons and as soon as his men returned, he intended to make that their first stop. He hung up the phone. Immediately, one of the agents he suspected of being FBI replaced him in the alcove. He hung back and listened as the man asked the operator for the same information he had. That ruled out the FBI. They would have been carrying weapons. He wrinkled his brows. This chasing the old Godfather’s daughter was getting crazier and crazier.
 
“Yes, a six passenger Otter just landed a half-hour ago,” the airline clerk said to Sculpter. “It is being refueled on the other side of the tarmac.”
“Bingo,” Peppard said. “Where’s Mr. Browning?”
“Right here,” Browning said, setting down their bags. “Did you find out anything?”
“Damn right. The Williards landed right behind us and they’re refueling. Do we go take them now?”
That was what Browning would have preferred, but he didn’t think going up against the crazy cowboys with only two men and handguns was such a bright idea. “No.” He turned to the airline clerk, a meek little bald-headed gentleman with a soft voice. He pulled out his identification and waved it in front of the clerk’s nose. The clerk’s eyes opened wide and his shoulders tried to shrink inside his jacket.
“I want that plane held here. Under no circumstances is it to be allowed to leave. Do you understand?”
“Yes, sir, but I’ll have to get my supervisor. I can’t give that order.”
“Get him, then. Pronto.”
The clerk hurried away.
 
Sculpter and Peppard sat down and closed their eyes while Browning waited on the supervisor. Browning turned around, looking to see if there was any place in sight that might have some food for sale. As he turned, he almost bumped into Terry, coming to the desk to check one more time on whether the Williards had arrived.
“You!” Browning said.
“You!” Terry said, glaring at the seated Peppard. She didn’t recognize Browning.
Browning pulled his weapon. “You’re under detention. Stand still.”
Terry did so.
The clerk came back, tagged by his supervisor. The clerk took one look at Browning’s drawn weapon and ducked under the counter. The supervisor stuck his hands up into the air. Browning grimaced. “Put your hands down and stop acting like an idiot. This is a national security matter. Call the tower and put a detaining order on that Otter that just landed, then call the police department.”
“We don’t have a police department,” the airline supervisor said, cautiously lowering his hands.
“Well, what do you have?”
“A magistrate and two deputies, but one of them is out whale hunting.”
“Crap. Well, get whoever is available. And call the tower, now.”
Browning waited until that was done then ordered Sculpter to stay by the desk while he and Peppard escorted Terry to a small closed room pointed out by the supervisor. This wasn’t going to be as easy as he thought it would. But maybe the Very woman knew where the Williards were going from here. They would question her and see.



Chapter Nineteen
Williard waited inside the plane with Jerry and the women while Jason was outside attending to getting the Otter fueled and serviced. He had insisted on that being done before they left the airport and looked for a place to stay for a couple of days while they got ready for the final run to the area of Herman’s discovery. Even in August, it was cold in Barrow, especially if one had just come from living under the Texas sun. As soon as Jason was sure the refueling and servicing was going properly, he climbed back inside and closed the door. Almost immediately, the radio squawked. He hurried to the cockpit and slipped on the headphones.
“When can we get out of here?” Trisha asked plaintively.
“Pretty soon,” Williard answered absently, watching his brother in the cockpit. He saw Jason’s neck muscles tense up and immediately a sense of apprehension enveloped him.
Jason was frowning when he finished the conversation. He came back to the passenger seats looking grim.
“What is it?” Williard asked.
“We have orders not to take off without specific permission.”
“Who gave the orders?”
“The CIA, so they said. Dumb fucks. If they had just kept quiet, we weren’t planning on leaving anyway just yet. Now we will.”
“You can’t disobey the CIA!” Trisha shrilled, visions of omnipotent agents resembling James Bond forming in her mind.
“What can they do? Shoot us down?” He gave her a good shit-eating grin.
Trisha fainted. Tina ignored her, a worried look on her face. “Look, guys, what is this deal? Why is everybody in God’s creation chasing us?”
“More important, how did they find us this time?” Jerry asked.
Williard thought of the note he had left for Terry and felt an ominous foreboding. He hadn’t trusted spooks since he had seen some of their clandestine operations in Vietnam. He wouldn’t put it past them to have caught on to the fact that they had been lovers, then looked her up and forced her into revealing where they had gone. If that were the case, he hoped she had told them without trying to be brave and close-lipped on their account. He would rather them be caught by far than see Terry hurt. There was nothing to do about it now though.
Jason had been nervously rubbing his mustache while Williard was worrying about Terry. Finally, he said, “I don’t know how they found us, but the CIA has enough resources to track down anyone if they want to.” He grinned again. “This time they outsmarted themselves though. What in hell can they do now that they’re here? They ain’t got no backup, and there ain’t no military around to help them.” He looked down at Trisha’s prostrate form. “I was just mouthing off. There’s no one here to shoot at us with anything worth mentioning.”
“You still didn’t say why they’re chasing us,” Tina observed.
Jason rubbed his mustache again and took a minute of thought before answering. “I’ve been thinking of that all the way up here, and I still can’t figure it out. All I know is that we’ve got the CIA and KGB both after us, though they might have arrested the Russians after that dustup in Texas. We can discount the Mafia, though; they’re just after Jerry’s tender young ass.”
“Thanks, brother,” Jerry said.
“Why are they after Jerry?” Tina asked, puzzled.
Whoops! Jason realized he had almost let the cat out of the bag.
“One of the big bosses fell off my boat and drowned,” Jerry said, improvising.
“Tina, the Mafia ain’t no problem,” Jason intervened before Tina could pursue the subject furthur. “We kicked their ass in the Congo and we can do it again if we have to. The KGB might have an agent or two up here, but I doubt it unless them guys in Dallas found some way to find us like the CIA did. The oil pipeline is finished, so there’s no reason for them to be poking around here. That leaves the CIA to deal with.”
“And how are you going to deal with them?”
Williard spoke up. “He told you. We’re going to leave their fucking asses sitting here waving goodby to us.”
“You still haven’t—”
Jason held up a hand. “I know. All I can tell you is that there must be more to them bones than Herman thought there was. The thing to do is locate the valley where he found them and poke around and see what it is.” A pensive look crossed his face, then he spoke again. “The first place we’re going to go is back where I lost my other plane. That falling rock was a little to convenient for my taste.” Again Jason’s sixth sense was awakening, like a cat sensing a mouse hiding behind a wall.
“I want to see those bones again.” Tina said.
“No time now. They’re packed away.”
“All right, then, but do you have any idea where to look?”
“Yeah. Right about the same place where I crashed. I never did get a good look at the bottom of that gorge where the rock hit me. The location is around there somewhere, according to what Herman told me, but at the time I was just worried about getting the rest of the way up the wall and back to civilization. And just so the CIA, or nobody else, tries to stop us from leaving, let’s break out the rifles.”
“Brother, let me ask you something,” Williard said.
“Sure.”
“Why are people always shooting at us?”
*****
Puzzi and Cherenko eyed each other warily inside the gun shop as they each purchased weapons for their group, but neither spoke to the other until they were outside.
Puzzi made the first overture. “Who are you guys?”
“I might ask you the same question,” Cherenko replied.
Puzzi thought and decided to open up a bit, though untruthfully. “We’re private detectives. All we’re doing is tracking down a wayward daughter a father wants returned.”
“Might I ask her name?”
“Tina Falino.”
Cherenko breathed easier. The man did look somewhat like his idea of an elderly detective. “You’re welcome to her. All we’re interested in is one of those triplets that was flying the plane in Dallas.”
“You’re welcome to him,” Puzzi said.
The two bosses headed back toward the airport, walking together like friendly, competitive businessmen, slightly wary of each other but knowing that their products probably would go on separate shelves. Their henchmen had been waiting eagerly for their return. While they were gone, they had each recognized Terry being led into the closed room by Browning, though they didn’t know who he was. Gaven and one of the Barrazas motioned frantically to their respective bosses while the others kept watch on the room.
 
Inside, Terry sat at the end of a table while Browning questioned her. Stowaway had poked his head out of the carrying bundle and she scratched his ears affectionately while shaking her head.
“You already know as much as I do or you wouldn’t be here. Besides, I don’t think it’s any of your business. Jim hasn’t done anything wrong.”
Browning was exasperated. He wished he were back at the farm where he could simply dope her up and have a psychologist wring the information out of her. “I keep telling you, it isn’t him we’re after, it’s his brother.”
“He hasn’t done anything either.”
“Meow,” Stowaway agreed.
Browning sneezed. He was allergic to cats. He rubbed his nose. “That’s not for you to determine. Please believe me, he holds vitally important information.”
Terry laughed outright, making her green eyes sparkle. “Bigfoot? Since when has it been so vitally important to the nation?”
“I can’t tell you that—” Browning cut off abruptly. Damn, he had as much as told the woman what they were after and how important it was to them!
Terry shrugged. “Then don’t. All I came up here for is to see Jim.”
Browning rubbed his nose again and left the room so that he could breathe for a minute.
*****
“We’re ready,” Jason announced.
Williard inserted a clip into his M-16 and chambered a round. Jerry picked up his own rifle. Trish turned pale.
Jason gave her a disgusted look. He had no use for shrinking violets. “What’s the matter?”
“We’re all going to be killed,” Trish wailed.
“Fuck. Ten thousand Vietnamese couldn’t kill us. What makes you think these gomers have a chance?”
Trish didn’t answer. She simply huddled deeper into the seat, as if curling into a smaller and smaller ball might make her disappear.
Jason had a sudden idea on his way to the cockpit. He turned back around, a beatific grin on his face. “Trish, how would you like to spend a little time on the ground?”
Trish’s face brightened like a starlet under a spotlight. “Just so long as no one is shooting at me.”
“You got it. Next time we set down, you can stay for a while.”
“Where’s that?” Trish asked, not really caring so long as it was peaceful.
“We’ll make a stop at the big city of Anaktuvak Pass. You can unload there and we’ll pick you up on the way back.”
Williard recognized the name of the place from his maps. It was the only existing village anywhere in the Brooks Range and its size made Dime Box look like a metropolis by comparison. He wondered what Jason had in mind. Whatever, he knew it was sure to be something completely unexpected—and that Trish probably wouldn’t like it.
Jason winked at him and headed for the cockpit. “I’ll leave the intercom on so y’all will know what’s happening. Try not to kill more than a couple of dozen of them CIA bastards. I don’t want us to get in more trouble than we already are.”
Tina felt her jaw drop.
Williard had caught on immediately. “Relax,” he told Tina. “If they’re all that interested in finding anything out about us, they won’t do much.”
“I hope,” Trish moaned.
Williard and Jerry cracked a window on each side of the passenger cabin as soon as the motors of the Otter began turning over.
 
Puzzi was looking out over the tarmac from the lobby at the Otter, trying to decide on the best way to take the cowboys when they arrived at the terminal without causing a scene.
Browning was sneezing and coughing, trying to recover from being in proximity to Stowaway. He saw the terminal manager waving his chubby little hands and moving his lips but couldn’t understand what he was saying over his sneezes.
Cherenko heard what the manager was shouting. “Mr. Browning, Mr. Browning! They’re starting their engines!” His heart jumped. They were going to try a getaway and he had no way to follow! He reached inside his jacket and pulled out his newly purchased revolver and began running towards the exit, waving for his men to follow. “You idiot Chekitsas! Come on! We have to stop them!”
Puzzi saw the smoke and heated air emerging from behind the Otter’s whirling props. He pulled his pistol. It went off with a bang as he was bowled over by Cherenko, who had his eye on the plane rather than obstacles in his path as he ran outside. Puzzi and Cherenko got to their feet just in time to be knocked down again as Cherenko’s followers burst outside, waving their weapons. All three of them discharged this time, shattering the glass exit door and one of the big side windows.
Between sneezes, Browning heard the terminal manager repeat his excited message. “They’re going to take off!” He heard the sound of a shot, then two more a few seconds later, muffled somewhat by distance but loud enough so that there was no mistaking what they were.
“Call—Ah, ah, ah-choo! Tell the ah, ah, tower to order them to ah, ah stop ah ah choo!” Browning sneezed his orders to the manager, then ran for the exit, calling for Sculpter and Peppard to follow, completely forgetting about Terry. All three burst out the exit and immediately became entangled with Mafia and KGB bodies trying to regain their feet and get their weapons pointed.
Terry heard the sounds of the shots too. She waited a moment for Browning to return, then peeked out the door, which Browning had failed to secure, thinking he was simply stepping outside for a moment. There was no one in sight other than a few startled prospective passengers who appeared to be having second thoughts about departing from an airport where an impending gun battle appeared to be shaping up. Terry grabbed Stowaway and ran for the exit, hoping she could find some sort of transportation there to make a getaway in.
 
Williard heard an order over the intercom, which Jason was broadcasting back into the passenger compartment.
“Otter 3579, you are not cleared for takeoff. Turn off your engines!”
“Sorry, I forgot where the off switch is,” Williard heard Jason say.
“The CIA commands you to stop!”
“Oh, yeah? Put them on then.”
A pause, interspersed with static, then Williard heard some more.
“I can’t! He isn’t here! Yes, he is! He’s on the tarmac!”
“Send someone to tell him to get off the runway before he gets run over.”
Williard felt the plane begin moving and glanced out the window towards the terminal. He saw a shattered door, a broken window and a tangle of arms and legs and hands waving pistols which were discharging in all directions as bodies bumped and fell and tripped over each other like a gaggle of wrestlers who hadn’t been told who was supposed to win. He poked his rifle through the half-open window and let loose a burst of gunfire over their heads, making a row of pockmarks across the facade above the terminal door. All the figures immediately dropped prone to the tarmac, those who weren’t there already from collisions with other bodies.
Terry arrived at the exit just as the burst of M-16 rounds stitched a path above her head. She flinched, but the prospect of escaping Browning kept her on her feet. She saw Browning and a gaggle of other figures raise pistols and begin shooting out toward the runway.
“The tires! Shoot for the tires, you stupid bastards!” Browning yelled, a horrible vision of a dead Jason Williard racing through his mind. If Jason were killed, he would never discover the location of the bones.
“Don’t kill them! Shoot the plane. The plane!” Cherenko blurted, firing a shot over Browning’s head.
“You’re under arrest!” Browning shouted, turning his pistol on Cherenko.
“Nyet! The bones are getting away,” Cherenko said without thinking.
“What do you know about those bones, you commie bastard?” Browning said.
Puzzi took the opportunity to take aim at the taxiing otter and begin firing at it, trying for the cockpit. He didn’t care whether the cowboys were killed or not so long as Tina wasn’t hurt and he knew enough crooked judges to think he could get away with murder.
“No, no!” Cherenko and Browning said together. “Stop shooting at that plane!”
 
Behind the entrance, Terry hesitated, trying to figure out what all the firing was about. Then it dawned on her, like suddenly discovering that the butler was the culprit all along. Jim! They must be shooting at him! She looked past the arguing, wildly gesturing men and saw the Otter move onto a runway and begin picking up speed. Without thinking, she burst out the door and ran past the men, shouting, “Wait for me! Jim! Wait, wait!” It didn’t dawn on her that Williard couldn’t possibly hear her. A bullet whizzed past her head.
“Meow!” Stowaway said, remembering the excitement of all the gunfire he had heard in the Congo years ago. He jumped out of his pack and began streaking along beside Terry, wondering if he was going to tangle with another dinosaur.



Chapter Twenty
Williard heard the staccato bark of Jerry’s rifle as he reloaded, then the tower operator’s voice came over the intercom again, sounding like a schizophrenic who had forgotten to take his medicine.
“Otter, halt! American flight 788, clearance to land canceled. What’s all that shooting? Goddammit, don’t hit those jets, they’re full of fuel! Oh shit! Lady, get off the runway! Somebody catch her, quick! And chase that cat away before it gets sucked into an exhaust!”
Lady? Cat? Could it possibly be? A vivid image of Terry and Stowaway burst into Williard’s mind. He squinted his eyes and spotted the figure of a woman and a cat racing toward them at an angle. It had to be! “Jason!” he shouted. “That’s Terry out there!”
“I see her,” Jason’s voice came over the intercom, as calmly as if he had just spied her at a cocktail party. “Hold onto your hats and give me some covering fire.”
Williard poked his rifle back through the window and ripped off another clip, aiming lower this time. It was almost too low as the Otter tilted to the side under a sudden maneuver by Jason at the controls. The rounds stitched the tarmac just to the left of the struggling bodies. The engines began revving down and the plane slowed.
Terry saw the plane change course and knew that it must be the Williard brothers, most especially Jason. No one else she knew would taxi directly into bursts of pistol fire, slowing down at the same time. She ran harder, chasing Stowaway’s tail.
Williard could see Terry plainly now, her body straining to race faster, red hair streaming behind like the flames from a race car with its gas tank on fire.
“Otter, turn, turn! You’re on the wrong runway!” The tower operator screamed. A big cargo plane he had forgotten about was roaring down the runway from the other direction, powering up for takeoff. “KLM 990—no! Shit that was yesterday! Bush pilot 64, pull up, pull up, you can’t land now! Fuck your fuel status, there’s a goddamn firefight on the goddamn runway! What? I said a firefight, not a fire! Pull up! Otter, get out of the goddamn way!”
Jason heard it all. He glanced to either side, judged the runway width and adjusted his path, still slowing. Fuck the bush pilot. If he was any good, he would have room to land.
Jason overrode the cabin door locks and both doors flew open. Three bullet holes appeared in one of the doors, punching through the metal as if it were made of cardboard. Shit. He didn’t let it stop what he was doing. He made another adjustment in his path, revved the motors briefly, then cut them back toward idle while he worked the brake pedal, causing the otter to slew sideways just as Terry drew near.
Williard abandoned his firing position at the window, shouting at Jerry to keep shooting. He jumped toward the open cabin door and fell to his belly. He grabbed a stanchion with one hand and reached down with the other, locking his hand around Terry’s wrist. She was looking directly up at him, her full lips parted to reveal gritted teeth as she strained to climb aboard. His heart went out to her like a guilty valentine, wondering how he had ever let her go. He pulled at her wrist and felt himself sliding forward as her feet slipped on the slick metal of the airplane frame. His head and shoulders slid past the edge of the door. Terry gasped for breath, too exhausted to help and her weight was dragging him out of the still moving plane. “Jerry, help!” he managed to shout.
Jerry emptied his rifle at their antagonists, no longer aiming just to keep their heads down. He saw the pistol drop from the fingers of one man as a cluster of high-powered rounds impacted his body. The others ducked and he dropped his rifle just in time to catch one of Williard’s feet. Trish was gibbering but Tina saw the problem and leaped to grab Williard’s other foot. Together they pulled and Williard’s head and shoulders came back into view.
Williard was anchored now. He strained and grabbed Terry’s other wrist, then bunched his shoulder and arm muscles and heaved. Terry came up over the edge of deck, got a knee for purchase and flopped down inside, panting like an exhausted greyhound. Stowaway, who had seen her legs leave the tarmac, leaped and dug his claws into the back of her pants then scurried up her back and leaped over her head into the body of the plane.
“Get us out of here!” Williard shouted, scrambling for his rifle now that Terry and Stowaway were inside.
“On our way,’ he heard Jason acclaim. “Hey, tower, we’re out of here, this runway. Clear the path!” He pushed the throttle all the way forward and felt his body sink into the seat as the craft leaped forward.
“Otter, you crazy sonofabitch, you can’t take off. You’re under arrest, you hear? Oh crap! Bush pilot, turn, turn! That crazy bastard won’t listen! Cargo, watch out, watch out!” The tower operator was so excited and confused that he was forgetting to tell his planes which way to go when he warned them.
“What bastard? Turn which way? I’ve got to land! I’m out of fuel! Oh, goddamn, now I see him!”
“Watch out for what? Tower, what’s happening? Oh fuck!”
“Turn now! Turn now!”
“Turn which way? What the fuck is going on here?”
“Now, Now!”
The bush pilot looked up and saw another plane coming toward him in a takeoff mode. There was no time for a turn. He dived for the tarmac at a huge angle and bounced back into the air just in time for Jason’s plane to pass beneath him.
Jason felt a whanging noise above his head as the bush plane’s wheels skipped across the cockpit roof. He glanced up and saw a dent where one of the wheels had hit with more force than the other, decided there was no serious damage done and continued on his way, speeding up more just in time to avoid the cargo plane. The Otter shook violently in the wind blast as it passed just over the top of the cargo plane. He swerved once again to avoid an Exxon executive jet coming in from Prudhomme, dragging one wing low enough to etch a trailing line of sparks behind, recovered then saw that he had a clear path. Just as he was reaching airspeed, a final burst of gunfire from back at the terminal punctured the left front tire. The plane dropped lower on one side and a horrible flapping sound of a disintegrating tire and a screech of metal on metal came to his ears. He yanked on the yoke and the otter lifted off, one wing almost dragging the ground. He compensated for the drag, causing a slight loss of airspeed. The otter’s good wheel touched briefly, burning rubber, then they were airborne.
 
“What in hell are you doing here?” Williard stared at Terry’s flushed face and heaving breast. Wisps of dark red hair blew around her forehead and cheeks from the slipstream of the open passenger doors.
“Is that all you have to say?” Terry said. She dropped her gaze. Oh, God, maybe it had been a mistake to follow him after all.
Williard’s mouth turned down then he grinned mirthlessly. “It’s all I can think of at the moment,” he said over the racheting sound of the cabin doors struggling to close against the wind as Jason applied hydraulic power to them.
“Maybe I should just go back home.”
“Too late for that. Do you realize what you’ve gotten yourself into?”
Terry had to laugh. “You mean all the shooting? Since when is that so unusual? Every time you guys get together you get shot at.”
Williard hesitated for a moment then reached for her. Despite the danger, he suddenly realized just how much he loved her.
Terry came into his arms and hugged him gratefully. Williard returned the embrace then separated, but still held her by her upper arms. “I would have preferred a reunion back in the lower forty-eight, but so long as you’re here, let’s compare stories.” The Otter shook and bounced violently in the unstable airstream blasting past the partially open doors. “If we don’t crash, that is,” he amended. “Goddamn, I’ve missed you!”
“I haven’t got much to tell, and I’ve missed you too,” Terry said, sliding downhill as Jason fought for altitude. She grabbed a seat anchor. “I had already decided to come back and talk to you. I’m not saying you were totally right, but I should have realized how pinned down you felt in that job. I was already thinking about suggesting that you call Jason and Jerry and go off somewhere for a while when I got your check. That decided me, but when I went to your apartment, you were already gone. There wasn’t anyone there except some woman.”
“Oh,” Williard said. “Had she gotten the place cleaned up?”
“She was making the bed,” Terry said. “I’m sure it needed it.”
“I never claimed to be a saint,” Williard said.
“You might as well not. God would strike you dead. Anyway, after that I got captured—”
“What? Those—never mind. Tell me about it.”
Terry did.
“So then what?”
“So then I decided to follow you to Barrow. I guess I was trailed because the CIA picked me up here. That CIA thug had started questioning me, but it turned out he was allergic to cats.” She reached down and stroked Stowaway, who gave a small purr of acknowledgment but remained rigid by her side, engaged in a staring contest with Tiger, who was trying to decide if the cat was friend or foe.
“Stowaway comes through again!” Jerry said.
“Yes. He went outside to get over his sneezing and that’s when the shooting started. That’s also when I made my break. He forgot to lock the door behind him.”
Tina had been listening attentively, but there was something she still didn’t understand. “How on earth did you know it was us in this aircraft? Did the CIA tell you?”
Terry almost laughed out loud at the woman’s question while Williard pulled them both upright then got them into seats. “Any time there’s a bunch of shooting and fighting at an airport, Jason just about has to be involved. And if he was, I figured Jim and Jerry had to be helping him get off the ground.”
“You mean this happens often enough that it’s gotten to be a habit?” Tina looked accusingly at Jerry.
Jerry shrugged his shoulders. “What’s the problem? We’ve lived through worse than this.”
Trish entered the conversation. “It couldn’t be any worse than this.”
“Who are you?” Terry asked her, but looked askance at Williard. If he had brought her along as a paramour….
Williard jumped in before Trish could say anything else. “This is Trish. She came to work in the lab after you left. She’s with Jason now.”
“No, I’m not!” Trish asserted. “All I want is to get off this plane and away from you crazy people. No one told me I could get killed up here.”
“No one told me either,” Tina remarked. She was beginning to wonder if perhaps Trish had a point.
*****
Browning threw his pistol down onto the tarmac in frustration, causing the last round in it to discharge and clip some nose hairs from Puzzi’s face.
“Hey! Watch what you’re doing, you crazy fucker! You almost shot my face off!” Puzzi exclaimed.
“What are we going to do, boss? They’re getting away,” Sculpter said.
“Maybe we follow?” Cherenko suggested. He pointed toward the bush plane, which had managed to land more or less intact.
“We, hell!” Browning said. “You’re going to get the hell out of the country like you’re supposed to. “Peppard! Run grab that pilot before he gets away. Tell him his plane has just been commandeered in the name of national security.”
“Nyet! We go too. You want to face the bronco busters by yourself?” Cherenko said.
Browning puffed up as if he were about to explode then had second thoughts. The Russian had a point. No telling what the crazy cowboys might pull next and the closest help was thousands of miles away, other than the stand-by Special Forces team, and he wasn’t supposed to call them until he was ready to secure a definite site. Let the KGB agents come along. They might be of help and the Special Forces could take care of them when and if the time came. So he thought.
“Me and Ivan here are buddies,” Puzzi said. “Where he goes, we go. We got business with one of them cowboys ourselves.”
“Which one?” Browning asked suspiciously.
“The sailor. And his girl too.”
“Oh. That’s OK then,” Browning said. The sailor was expendable and who cared about his girl?
“We go now?” Cherenko asked, pointing to where Peppard was engaged in conversation with the shaken pilot of the bush plane.
“We go now,” Browning acknowledged, hoping his instructions back in Washington had been followed.
“Da. Is good,” Cherenko agreed. He hoped his instructions were being followed too.
Peppard came running back to the group. “The pilot says we can’t leave yet,” he reported. “He has to refuel and do a maintenance check, so he says.”
Browning fumed. “Go back and tell that SOB to gas up his plane right now and forget about maintenance. Those cowboys are already out of sight.”
“Yeah, boss.” Peppard scratched his head. “How do we know where they’re going?”
Browning had already been thinking about that. He pointed south, toward the Brooks Range. “Ask him what’s in that direction. They’ll have to stop somewhere.”
*****
At a remote post on the coast of Russia, just across the Bering Straight, a conscientious operator had already made a copy of the conversation originating from the Barrow tower operator, gleaned from a listening spy satellite. He sealed the flimsy in an envelope, stamped Most Secret, and handed it to a waiting messenger. The messenger in turn, hurried out to his vehicle and drove off to where a Spetsnaz team waited patiently in a wooden bunkhouse. The commanding officer ripped open the envelope and read the message, then turned to his sergeant. “Tell the men to check their equipment again, then rest. We may be operational soon.” He glanced past the bunkhouse to a pair of waiting helicopters, sitting with blades drooping as if they, too, were resting.
*****
The few tourists camped at the headquarters building of the Brooks Range National Wildlife Preserve looked curiously at the military Sea Stallion helicopter parked nearby, but two armed guards discouraged questions. Inside, the commander of the Special Forces team folded the antenna back into his radio and turned to his sergeant. “Tell the men to check their equipment one more time then try to get some rest. We may go operational soon.” He had just gotten the same version of the contretemps at Barrow airport as his counterparts across the Bering straight had.
*****
“The only damn thing in that direction is Anaktuvak Pass. It’s an Eskimo village. If they headed thataway, it’s the only place to set down for refueling.” The bush pilot looked over his prospective passengers. “What did those guys do, anyway? Rob a bank?”
“Worse. They killed a whale without a license. We’re going to give them a ticket,” Browning said.
“Da,” Cherenko agreed. “A big ticket.”
“I didn’t know the CIA was into chasing poachers.”
“It’s a new assignment. Even the Russians are helping with it.”



Chapter Twenty-One
“Folks, I hate to interrupt this little love fest, but you need to get strapped in. We’re going to be landing pretty soon. Or crashing, depending on how well I fixed our landing gear.”
Williard looked up at Jason from where he and Terry had been cuddling together with the armrest between their seats raised. “Spoilsport.”
“Yeah. I always get pissed after being shot at.”
“Where are we?” Williard asked.
“Coming into Anaktuvak Pass. It’s a little bitty Numamiut village, but they have a landing field. That’s where we’re going to swap planes if we get down OK and there’s anyone handy I know.”
“Why do you want to change planes?” Tina said. “I just bought you this one.”
“Just in case we’re being followed, which I suspect we are.”
“What then?”
“We’re going to swap something else,” Jason grinned. He turned and clamored back into the cockpit and took over from the automatic pilot. He had let it fly the plane the last two hours while he worked furiously on the landing gear, patching the tire and bracing the strut as best as he could. He was fairly confident that he could get them down in one piece but the rest of his plans depended on whether there was another bush pilot with a plane taking a break there and whether his old friend Ikluituk was still alive and sober enough to understand his other proposal.
 
Trish was not only tired of roughing it and being shot at, she was feeling singularly left out. She eyed Williard jealously where he and Terry were sitting side by side and holding hands, wishing she had never let him induce her to go to bed with Jason. The pilot had been less than attentive since she began complaining about the lack of amenities and the seemingly endless complications; no, dangerous situations he seemed to actually relish. Better if she had ignored him and kept making up to Jim, even if he had always kept an emotional distance between them. And she could see why, now. He still had the hots for that redhead he had been living with until just before she came along.
Maybe if she played up to Jerry? No, it was obvious that he and Tina had a thing going. Well, Jason had promised to let her off the next time they landed and that suited her fine. She didn’t intend to wait around for him to come back either. The first man who gave her an appreciative look was going to be her ticket home, if she had anything to do with it! Besides, she was already tired of sleeping alone.
 
Jason circled the little village twice in order to check wind speed and visibility. As he did, he was pleased to see an old bush plane he recognized parked off the runway near a pile of oil drums, which constituted the refueling facilities. Nearby, a long hut constructed from a combination of logs, corrugated steel and weathered planks served as the maintenance facilities. A few huts with smoke coiling from chimneys made up the remainder of the village. One of the dwellings was almost twice as large as the others were. It had two chimneys, denoting it as the Umallik or Headsman’s home, hopefully still occupied by his friend Ikluituk. And also, hopefully, at least reasonably sober—to start with, anyway.
“Heads up, folks. We’re going down,” he called over the intercom.
“Does that mean we’re going to crash?” Trish asked apprehensively.
“Anytime Jason takes a plane up, odds are about fifty-fifty,” Williard said casually. “I remember one time in’ Nam—”
“I don’t want to hear about it!” Trish said shrilly. “Your brother is crazy and I’m beginning to think you are too!”
“That’s what you get,” Terry said smugly. So far as she knew, she was the only woman Williard had ever gotten really close to, airheads like Trish notwithstanding. If the woman was regretting her involvement with Williard then she obviously didn’t know the first thing about him, which made Terry feel good inside.
“They’re not so bad,” Tina said from where she was snuggled against Jerry’s shoulder. “At least they’re not wimps like a lot of men I’ve known.” Tina wondered whether there would be so much feminist literature and activism inundating the country if there were more men around like the Williard brothers.
Trish stared daggers at both of them and gripped the armrests of her seat.
Williard squeezed Terry’s hand and watched out the window as they passed over seemingly endless scrubland and short, jagged mountains broken by stunted trees hugging little streams and lakes. Occasionally he could see down into deep gorges, one side shadowed where sunlight penetrated only at mid-day. Soon, he thought, we’ll be exploring down there where the vast expanse of the peaks and valleys and lakes and meadows have never known the footprints of man. The Brooks Range covered almost a third of the state of Alaska, and except for a small portion of the Arctic Wildlife Refuge Park, it was virgin territory, inhabited by a thin scattering of natives, and even those kept mostly to the comparatively mild northern slope.
Tiger and Stowaway had called a truce and were beginning to get acquainted. They were occupying a window seat together, each of them raised on their hind legs and scanning the passing vista as if anxious to get down there and see what mischief they could get into. Williard wondered idly what other tricks Tina had taught Tiger besides friendly deception before going for the gonads of any man who threatened his mistress. He glanced across the aisle and caught Tina’s eye and winked. She returned the gesture without raising her head from Jerry’s shoulder. Williard thought that perhaps Jerry had finally found his soul mate. He hoped so, and also hoped that eventually Jason would as well. He hugged Terry affectionately, thinking of how nice it was that she had finally decided to accept him as he was. Well, mostly anyway. She still wasn’t speaking very fondly to Trish and he doubted that she ever would to any woman he had a fling with. Which was reasonable, he supposed.
 
“Here we go,” Jason called to his passengers. He throttled back the motors, bleeding off altitude and lined up with the runway. Just before touching down, he tilted the plane slightly to avoid straining the bad landing gear, hitting the ground with the other wheel first then working quickly and efficiently to ease the other onto the runway, thinking all the while that it would have been nice if it were later in the year so that he could have used skies to land. It worked though. He cut back on the thrust, losing more speed and the landing gear held. He taxied up to the maintenance hut and killed the engines, breathing a sigh of relief, though not so loud as to allow the others to hear. He unstrapped and came back into the passenger cabin.
“Are we here?” Trish asked.
“Where did you think we were? Up on a mountain somewhere? Come on, let’s go.”
“What’s the hurry?” Tina asked.
Jason looked at his watch. “I figure we’ve got about half a day to get organized here and be on our way before the bad guys catch up to us. We’ve got things to do in the meantime.” He grinned, looking at Trish.
Williard caught the glint in Jason’s eyes and laughed inside. Whatever Jason was planning for Trish, it was bound to be hilarious. He knew his brother.
“You promised to leave me here until you finish your expedition,” Trish reminded him. “I don’t want to go any farther.” She might have reconsidered had she glanced outside first and saw what passed as a village.
“I’ll take care of it,” Jason promised. “You’re going to love it here. Jim, why don’t you and Jerry and Terry start unloading our gear while Tina and Trish and I do a little negotiating. Come on girls, let’s hustle.” Before deplaning, he opened a storage compartment and plucked out the bottle of 190 proof Jamaica rum.
Williard and Jerry exchanged glances. Jason was trying to conceal his mischievous grin without much success. Williard wondered what he was up to, other than trying to trade planes. Well, they would find out soon enough. In the meantime, there was gear to be unloaded.
Jason led Tina and Trish through the double door of the maintenance building. The inner door stood open in deference to the summer weather. During most of the year both doors would be closed to avoid losing excess heat to the outside when persons entered or exited.
There was only one large room inside, one whole wall of which was occupied by a roll-up door large enough to allow the entrance of a moderately-sized plane during inclement weather. In one corner of the room a bearded, competent-looking man with olive skin and a hint of an epicanthic fold to his eyes sat playing solitaire and drinking directly from a bottle of Jack Daniels. He looked up as Jason and the two women entered then whistled appreciation of his companions.
He got to his feet as he recognized Jason. “Jase! Good to see you, man! You flying again?”
“Betcher ass,” Jason said. “Girls, this is Big Badger Smith, the best bush pilot in the Brooks Range. Except for me, of course.”
Badger snorted. “If I could afford that bird I just saw you land, you wouldn’t be any competition. Where the fuck did you come up with it? I thought you were busted.”
“I was,” Jason admitted, “but I found a sponsor.” He casually put an arm around Tina as if she were the owner of half the pipelines on the North Slope.
“Yeah, I see. Wish I had one. I’d love to fly one of those Otters.”
“Glad to hear that,” Jason said, drawing up a chair, leaving Tina and Trish to pluck their own from a nearby array.
“Why’s that?” Badger said, tilting the bottle then offering it to Jason.
Jason hoisted the bottle to his mouth then handed it to Trish. Best to get her started early. He leaned forward and put his elbows on the table, positioning himself intimately. “It’s like this, Badger. We’re on our way back to the area I was exploring last year when I dumped my Piper. There’s some characters out of Barrow on my tail that want to know what I found out there. I’d just as soon let them do their own fucking exploring.”
“So?” Badger said, retrieving his Jack Daniels from Trish, who had been downing it like soda pop.
“So how would you like to swap planes?”
Badger pulled at his beard. He had played poker with Jason before so he knew it was no use trying to figure out what he was up to from his expression. He looked out through a dirty pane of glass at the new Otter parked by the fuel drums, only a few feet from his own battered Cessna six-seater. The comparison made his own craft look like something put together from a used modeling kit. “Must have been a hell of a find you made,” he said. “What was it? Gold?”
“Better than that,” Jason said
“Don’t know what could be better than gold. You got papers?”
“Show him the title, Tina,” Jason said. Hooked by God! This part of his plan was all but done.
Tina produced the papers on the Otter. Big Badger whistled when he saw the price Tina had paid. He hadn’t realized that they cost so much. He got to his feet and tucked the Jack Daniels bottle into his jacket. “Let’s go have a look.”
Big Badger tugged at his beard again and again as he went over the Otter, eyeing Jason from lowered eyelids when he discovered the bullet holes in one of the doors. “What about these?” He poked a finger through one of the holes.
“Aw, those candy asses thought they were going to keep us from taking off from Barrow. There’s one less of them now.”
“Hmm.” Badger felt in his other pocket, the one opposite from where he had secured the bourbon bottle and touched the grip of his pistol. “What if they follow me?”
“What if they do?” Jason said. “You don’t know anything.”
“So, I don’t,” Badger said. “OK, you got a deal.”
“Great. Tina, you stay here and take care of the paperwork. Trish and I have some other business. That is, if Ikluituk is around. Is he, Badger?”
“Yup. Same place as always.” He pulled out the bottle of Jack Daniels. “Here. You may need this if you want him to talk to you. He’s still bitching about the ban on selling liquor here.”
“Thanks,” Jason said, not mentioning the rum concealed in his coat pocket. Come on, Trish. Let’s find you a place to stay while we’re gone.”
Trish looked around at the sparsely inhabited village. If there had been horses around, it might have resembled something from an isolated desert settlement in the old west of the previous century. “No way! I’m not going to stay here. What do you think I am anyway?”
Jason declined to answer that question honestly. “Don’t make any hasty decisions. Come on, I want you to meet a friend of mine.” He took her hand and led her toward Ikluituk’s home.
Ikluituk opened the door with a scowl on his face. He had seen the new plane arrive and was expecting some rich men, probably expecting to be able to bribe him into taking them out for an illegal trophy hunt. He hated those transients, unbelievers in the giant Ayagumalhaq who created the Numamiut, the Real People, and hated them even more when they brought their women with them, parading them in front of him like a trophy of a hunt he was forbidden to mount.
“Ikluituk, my friend,” Jason said, smiling warmly. He liked the old native and had spent hour upon hour with him during winter months when bad weather had forced him to curtail flying, learning the history and culture of the people who alone knew much about the vast Brooks Range, and trading his own knowledge and culture in exchange. Some curious sexual practices of a few of the old natives, which Ikluituk himself was prone to indulge in, had given him his idea for Trish’s future.
The Eskimo’s scowl disappeared. “Jason! I had thought not to see you again. The winters have been long since you departed. Come in.” Jason was the only white-skin he had ever become friends with, mainly because he had learned early on that this man truly respected and admired the great northern expanse of the Brooks Range, but also because he was the only white-skin who never disparaged his culture and heritage. He remembered that Jason has shown nothing but admiration over his stories of sexual activity, leading him on several occasions, to sharing his young wife with his friend, though he rather regretted it now. The girl had heard too many stories from Jason and now longed for the bright lights of Barrow. Suddenly, he saw Trish standing behind Jason. The scowl reappeared.
Before Ikluituk could speak, Jason beat him to it. “Ikluituk, old friend, I well remember your generosity during our winter visits. Perhaps the spirit of your home will be repaid now if all goes well.” He removed the bottle of Jamaican Rum from his pocket.
The Eskimo’s eyes lit up at the sight of the bottle. He looked at Jason, then at the blond young woman with him, voluptuous appearing even through her heavy clothes. He smiled slowly and led the way inside to where his young wife waited.
“Jason! You have come back!” Lemutik, Ikluituk’s wife exclaimed. She hurried forward to embrace him, then stopped abruptly when she saw Trish.
Jason pushed Trish forward to be examined. “This is Trish,” he said, then added an obscure native word Ikluituk had taught him which had a somewhat ambiguous meaning, somewhere between temporary wife and part-time prostitute. Trish, out of her depth, stood mute under the scrutiny, acutely uncomfortable as Jason had known she would be, which in turn would make her long for more bourbon in order to relax.
Ikluituk smiled. “Tris’. OK, welcome.” His eyes strayed again to the bottle.
“Let’s have a drink,” Jason suggested. Trish’s eyes lit up almost as much as Ikluituk’s had.
“Fine, fine,” the native agreed. Lemutik hurried to bring glasses and a mix, freshly prepared from ripe berries.
Jason poured, making sure that Trish’s portion was heavy on the bourbon and light on juice. He wanted her well greased before he left. He and his friend shared the rum.
 
Williard, with Terry and Tina supervising, had gotten their gear unloaded from the Otter and into the Cessna and topped off its fuel tanks. Now all three were waiting impatiently for Jason’s return. Terry spotted him first.
“Here comes Jason, but who’s that with him?”
Williard looked up and saw that a small pretty Eskimo woman accompanied Jason. She carried a bundle on her back and her round young face was lit up in a huge grin.
“Hi folks,” Jason said. “Are we all ready to haul ass?”
“The plane is ready,” Terry said, “but who’s this?”
“Lemutik. She’s coming with us.”
“Where’s Trish?” Tina asked suspiciously.
“Oh, she decided to trade places with Lemmie here. We’ll pick her up on the way back.” He neglected to mention that Trish had already gotten on the outside of way too much bourbon for her body mass, so much, in fact, that Ikluituk had expanded in her befuddled mind from a rather smelly old man into someone she might like to spend a little time with, especially after a few sexual challenges whispered in her ear.
Tina held back a reply but Terry wasn’t fooled. “Jason, you’re a bastard. I’ve heard about this. You just swapped Trish for Lemmie with one of your Eskimo friends, didn’t you?”
Jason shrugged. “What the hell, she wanted to stay and Lemmie wanted to go. We’ll be back this way to pick her up. I just hope she don’t fuck Ikluituk to death in the meantime. He ain’t all that young anymore.”
“Trish will manage,” Williard said. “What the hell, she might get to like it here and never want to go back.”
A few minutes later Jason had them in the air, heading southeast where the peaks of the Brooks Range rose to eight or nine thousand feet and, for a change, getting into the air without having to dodge a fuselage of bullets.



Chapter Twenty-Two
“They’re still here,” Browning said as the commandeered bush pilot circled the village. “I see their plane. This time we’ll get them, by God.” He caressed the grip of the revolver sticking from his belt.
“Is no God, but we get them anysuch,” Cherenko said, pulling out his pistol and checking the loads.
“The Godfath—I mean my employer is gonna be glad,” Puzzi said, chambering a round and checking the safety of his weapon.
“You guys sure do take killing a whale seriously,” the pilot said.
“It’s a federal offense,” Browning said. “Get us down so we can arrest him.”
The pilot wasn’t in a position to argue. He circled once, lined up with the runway and descended, touching down a few minutes later with a hard thump. He really had too many passengers aboard. He taxied over to where the Otter was parked by the fuel drums and killed the engines.
“Sculpter, you stay here,” Browning ordered, not trusting the pilot to hang around if he were left alone.
“Gaven, you stay too,” Cherenko ordered, not trusting the CIA agent being left behind.
“Emilio, you watch these guys,” Puzzi told the Barraza brother, not trusting either of them.
“Where is everyone?” Browning asked. There was not a soul in sight. The natives had no use for outlanders and remained inside, peeking covertly from the closed windows of their huts.
Cherenko noticed the roll-up door of the maintenance building. “We look there, da?”
Browning opened the entrance door and looked inside. “No one here either. What the fuck? Did those cowboys kill everyone?”
Puzzi had been taking in what passed as the rest of the village. He pointed to Ikluituk’s home, the largest structure in sight other than the maintenance facility. Smoke was rising slowly from one of the chimneys. He pointed this out to the others. “Let’s try over there. Looks like someone may be inside.”
“OK,” Browning said.
“Da,” Cherenko said.
Puzzi looked sideways at the Russian, wishing he were back in Dallas with his mistress instead of cavorting with a gang of spooks. On the other hand, he figured he could use all the help he could get to rescue Tina from the clutches of the crazy cowboys. The disparate group headed for Ikluituk’s place.
Ikluituk heard the knock on the door, but it took him several minutes to extricate himself from the puzzle of his and Trish’s entwined bodies. He wished he were as limber as his friend Jason or as he had been in his younger days and he would really have shown Tris how they did it back then. However, she hadn’t complained so far, so perhaps he wasn’t as decrepit as he thought. Whoever it was pounding on his door, he intended to send them on their way pronto then get back to business. And he knew just the way to do it. He pulled on an old parka, made his preparations then yanked open the door.
Browning’s eyes crossed as they tried to focus on the muzzle of an ancient revolver, which was thrust abruptly and painfully against the bridge of his nose. He threw his hands into the air with the alacrity of a volleyball player setting up for a cannonball spike across the net. “Don’t shoot! We’re friends!” he exclaimed, voice cracking.
“Da! I mean Nyet! No shoot. Comrades, comrades!” Cherenko backed away a step, pushing against the air with outspread palms as if fending off the invisible man.
Puzzi reached for his weapon then froze as the meanest set of eyes he had ever beheld speared him with laser-like intensity. That old man would make a good hit man, he thought crazily.
“Go away,” Ikluituk ordered. “Me busy, no want company.” Ikluituk could speak reasonably good English but he always talked the Alaskan version of pidgin to foreigners. He knew it made them think disparagingly of him and gave him a huge advantage when he deigned to deal at all with the new people coming into the territory.
Browning cautiously uncrossed is eyes. “Sir. Sir, please. We don’t want to bother you. We’re only looking for our friends who own the plane out there.”
Ikluituk doubted any of these men were friends of Jason. He kept his pistol pointed at Browning. “That my plane. Me buy it. Go away.”
Trish came out of the bedroom, clad only in one of Ikluituk’s old hunting shirts which managed to cover her navel but not much else south of there. She giggled, “Ikky, honey, who’s there? If it’s Jason, tell him to go away and you come back to bed. We weren’t finished.”
All eyes turned toward Trish as she moved, rather unsteadily, up behind Ikluituk and circled his waist with her arms.
“That’s one of the broads, boss!” Peppard said.
Ikluituk moved the barrel of his weapon an inch or two until Peppard came under its range. “Her no broad. Her my wife.”
“Sure, sure,” Peppard agreed hurriedly, and raised his hands even quicker. The old Eskimo stared at him with slowly blinking eyes, like a hangman getting ready to spring the trap.
“Did you say you bought that plane?” Browning asked cautiously, now that the strain on his eyeballs was gone.
“You call me liar?” Ikluituk pulled back the hammer of his automatic. The click sounded as ominous as the trump of doom to Browning.
“No, no!” he said hastily. “We just need to locate our friends.”
“He really did buy the plane,” Trish said from behind Ikluituk. “I was there when they sold it. Now go away, we’re busy.” She giggled again.
Ikluituk squirmed as Trish’s hands moved beneath his parka, drifting downward. “You go away now. Me and wife busy. Your friends not here.”
Browning peered past the Eskimo. The bedroom door was wide open and he could see that it was empty. He had spotted an outhouse previously so he knew that there was no bathroom adjoining it and there was no other room where the cowboys might be concealing themselves. The old man obviously was telling the truth, but he made one last attempt. “Sir, could you tell us where they’ve gone? It’s a national security concern.”
Ikluituk shrugged and reached inside his parka to stop Trisha’s hands from straying even lower lest he become too distracted. “Me no know. Me buy plane, they go. Now you go. Now.” He poked Browning between the eyes with the barrel of his pistol again to emphasize his point.
“Yes, sir,” Browning said. He backed away and the door closed. From inside, he heard more giggles and gruff laughter.
“How the fuck did that old bastard wind up with a broad like that?” Peppard said.
“Maybe big dong,” Cherenko ventured.
“What do we do now?” Puzzi asked. He was just relieved that it hadn’t been Tina inside with the dirty old man.
Browning managed a weak smile, hoping the others wouldn’t notice that the front of his pants was rather wetter than the ambient humidity could account for. “Let’s go check out the plane. From the way that broad was acting, I doubt they’ll look outside for a while.”
“Good idea,” Cherenko said.
Peppard was from Mississippi. “Did you hear what that old Chink said? He called her his wife!”
“You should be so lucky,” Puzzi said. “Anyway, that wasn’t the broad I’m looking for so let’s get on with it.” The way it was going, he was beginning to think he might have to chase the cowboys all the way to Russia before catching up with them.
 
“That old man may have been telling the truth,” Browning observed after they had all gone through the Otter.
“Why do you say that?” Puzzi asked.
“It’s obvious. There’s not a speck of supplies or equipment left here. They either really did sell it or else they’ve abandoned it and gone on afoot.”
“No way with feet,” Cherenko said. “We could spy too easy from air.”
“Yeah, there’s that,” Browning said. “Well, let’s hope the radio in that old Piper works. I need to make a call.
“Me, also,” Cherenko said.
Browning glanced at him curiously. Who could Cherenko want to call?
 
Browning secured himself in the Piper’s cockpit, allowing only the pilot to accompany him in order to show him how to work the ancient radio. Unfortunately, it had no scrambling device, but he had to take the chance, knowing that there was a good possibility that his conversation would be picked up by Russian listeners. He connected with the Special Forces commander waiting at the Arctic Wildlife Refuge and was patched from there to an office at Langley, which specialized in satellite observation, directing them to train anything available for the next twenty-four hours on the southwestern portion of the Brooks Range and report back when and if a plane was spotted in the area. He knew that if one were spotted, it would almost certainly be the cowboys; there was very little other traffic likely to be in the area. He wished he could use the Special Forces chopper for a search but the team had to be held in reserve. Once the cowboys went to ground in the wilderness that would doubtless be the end of the long chase, the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow, and then the team would be called in to secure the area.
Once finished, he allowed Cherenko a turn in the cockpit with the radio. He didn’t bother staying with him, knowing that the KGB agent would be speaking Russian. Besides, he wasn’t really worried. After all, what could he do other than report back to his bosses? If it weren’t for the fact that he might have to have help in subduing the cowboys if they should return, or if the chopper malfunctioned, he would simply arrest the man. If it turned out that he didn’t need assistance, there was always time later. And he wasn’t worried. He figured Puzzi and his private detectives would come down on his side if the Russian gave him any trouble. After all, Cherenko was a commie, wasn’t he?
Browning was unaware that Cherenko had a small radio concealed on his person, bought in Barrow at the same time he had purchased new weapons. He directed the commander of his force to go ahead and lift off and fly low enough to avoid radar coverage. He gave them coordinates of the area they would be flying into, synchronized watches so that he could contact them when they got near, then went back out to join the Americans. He knew he was gambling by having the Spetsnaz leave before the Texans were located, but they had a long way to go.
“Do you need to make a call too?” Browning said to Puzzi.
“Me? What for? The God—I mean my client can’t help me up here.”
“I don’t think God can help any of us up here,” Browning remarked, misunderstanding.



Chapter Twenty-Three
Lemutik was fascinated with flying. She had never been up in an airplane. She might have been more able to appreciate the scenery below had it not been for Tiger and Stowaway ensconced in her lap. The smoky odor of her leather jacket and fur collar fascinated them both. They alternated chewing and nuzzling at her garments and stretching to look out the window. Lemutik was inordinately taken with the pets. The only tame animals she had ever been around were Huskies, animals known as work animals rather than affectionate companions. She just wished that Jason could come back to the passenger cabin and join her. She was anxious to renew the old relationship.
Both animals got suddenly dumped as Jason’s voice came over the intercom. “Hey folks, I found our spot. Look out the left windows!”
Williard was already sitting by one. He gazed down into a gorge so deep that the bottom was in deep shadow, what he could see of it. Much of the area was obscured by overhanging rock formations, running for several miles before converging into the upward slope of a granite mountain. Jason dropped the plane lower, flying along one lip of the gorge several hundred feet up. He passed an area where the overhanging rock ledges faded back from the edge and banked the plane. Below, halfway up one side of the valley wall Williard spotted the remains of the plane Jason had crashed the last time he was here. He mentally took his hat off to his brother, first for surviving the crash, then being able to climb the cliff and walk back to Anaktuvak Pass.
“Are you going to try landing down there?” Jerry said.
Jason’s chuckle was laced with static; the old Cessna’s speakers had probably not been dusted since it had rolled out of the assembly plant. “You can see now why no one else ever discovered them bones. I damn near joined the wet diaper club when I went down there, but if we’re real careful there’s a narrow strip of sand down at the other end that hugs the stream. There’s just enough room to land so long as you don’t stall trying to get lined up with it.”
“I can’t even see the stream from here, let alone any sand,” Williard said. “Are you sure this is the right place?”
“Sure. I recognize what’s left of my bird. Everyone strap in tight; I’m going to come around now and kinda sink down until I spot the beach. Be sure and strap in tight; this is gonna be kinda hairy.”
Williard felt a prickling sensation all over his body. If Jason thought a landing was going to be hairy, it was somewhat akin to an astronaut complaining that his shuttle had just blown up and he was going to have to land with the jets of his spacesuit. He felt the old airplane bank sharply, then before he hardly had time to regain his sense of equilibrium, they were below the edge of the gorge, dropping sharply and near enough to it so that he could make out strata lines of past geological epochs. He felt the pressure of Terry’s body pressing against his side and the sound of her breath, coming in sharply audible gasps. That scared him; Terry was a pilot too.
He looked across the cockpit and saw that Jerry and Tina looked as if they had just spent a winter where the sun never shone. Their skin had lost at least two shades of color. Only Lemutik and Stowaway and Tiger seemed to be enjoying the descent, making him wish that he didn’t know any better than not to be terrified.
The wall of the gorge was speckled with scrubby brush and a few stunted trees growing sideways from cracks in the rock. Here and there Williard could discern trickles of water flowing around small natural obstacles on its downward path. He pressed his face against the window, trying to see into the shadowed depths; the light was growing dimmer and dimmer as they dropped lower and lower. Finally he caught a glimpse of what he hoped was the stream, looking not much wider than a string of thin blue dental floss. He closed his eyes for what seemed like seconds but must have been long minutes. The next thing he saw was an expanse of treetops so close that it looked as if they were part of a long-neglected garden. Abruptly the engines whined angrily, changing pitch with the suddenness of a runaway kitchen blender. Tina screamed. Tiger barked. Stowaway meowed. Terry let loose of her seat rail and clutched at him as if grabbing for the last life preserver on a sinking ship.
The treetops disappeared and the plane dropped with an abruptness that left his stomach several feet in the air above him. He felt a hard bump then his view was obscured by a spray of sand racing past the window. Almost immediately, the motors changed pitch again, like a roar from a wounded lion. The tail of the plane rose then dropped again.
“Goddamn!” Jason’s voice came over the intercom like the exclamation of a poker player with a busted flush. The plane left the ground again then dropped and hit so abruptly that Williard’s teeth clacked together with a force sufficient to crack a bullet mold. Before he had time to cry out, he was flung forward as the plane tilted then dropped back forcefully, causing his head to thud against the back of the seat. He tensed, expecting more jolts, then realized that they had stopped moving. Jason had gotten them down somehow.
“Fuck a duck,” Jason said again, calmer this time. A moment later the cockpit door opened and he came out into the passenger cabin, gazing around as if looking for the roller coaster attendant to thank him for the ride. A grin spread slowly over his face. “We’re here, folks.” He feigned puzzlement. “Say, what’s everybody looking so white for?”
“The devil will get you for that remark,” Terry said. “What in hell happened there right at the last?”
Jason shrugged. “There was a washout on the beach I couldn’t see for the shadows. I had to jump it, then there wasn’t much more room left to stop. Luckily, the sand is soft; I don’t think I hurt anything when I stood us on our nose.”
Williard let out his breath, which he just realized he had been holding so long that oxygen deprivation was setting in. He drew some fresh air into his lungs before asking the obvious question. “Can you get us back out?”
“Yeah, but we’ll have to fill in that gully first, and it’s going to take all of us to lift the tail and get us pointed back in the right direction. No sweat, though. I ain’t never landed anywhere yet I couldn’t get out of.”
“Yeah, but sometimes you’ve had to walk back,” Williard said darkly.
*****
“There ain’t no way I’m going down into that fucking gorge!” the bush pilot said emphatically.
“What’s wrong? The plane we’re hunting went there,” Browning said. He had just gotten confirmation from the radio link back to Langley.
“Yeah, and if he ain’t dead now, he’s got a contract with the devil. Forget it.”
Browning produced his handgun and pressed the muzzle against the back of the pilot’s skull. “You land or you’re going to be dead. If that fucking cowboy could do it, you can too.”
“No way. Just go ahead and shoot me now. At least it will be quick.”
“Let me handle,” Cherenko said. He pulled his weapon and pointed it at the pilot’s lap. “You land or you lose footballs. Understand?”
The pilot thought that it might take football-sized gonads to get down in one piece but the weapon was convincing. Without a shred of confidence, he began the descent, coming in from the opposite direction that Jason had taken. Before he dropped below the rim of the canyon, both Browning and Cherenko took the opportunity to relay the coordinates to their respective commandos, telling them to come on in and secure the area.
Browning still thought that Cherenko was just reporting the circumstances. Cherenko, on the other hand, knew exactly what orders Browning was giving. He just hoped the Spetsnaz turned out to be a better fighting force than the CIA agent’s men were. And at that, he would have to pray for luck. He had no illusions that the Americans would abandon the quest once they lost contact with their Special Forces—if the Spetsnaz defeated them. All he could hope for was that they could discover the prize and get the hell out of the country ahead of the inevitable reinforcements.
Puzzi promised himself that if he and the Barrazas survived that he would never leave Dallas again, not even if he had to chain himself to the tree in his front yard and run the business from under an umbrella. What had started out as a simple favor to the old Godfather had turned into a five thousand mile running gun battle with, if he had heard right, Commandos from the CIA on the way and no telling what from the Russians, not to mention that they were getting ready to plunge into a darkened canyon from which he doubted they would ever return. As they dropped lower and passed the remains of Jason’s old plane he began praying to all the saints he could remember from his adolescent stint as an alter boy. After he finished that, he just prayed.
*****
At first Williard thought he was hearing a swarm of bees. He looked around but could see no flowering plants; that season was long past and the long dark winter in this area was fast approaching. He looked up and saw Jason staring into the distance with his head cocked to one side.
“Goddamn,” Jason said. “Them fuckers have done caught up with us again. If I didn’t know better, I’d swear they have a satellite watching us.”
“Could it be someone else? Maybe another bush pilot going overhead?” Williard asked hopefully.
“Naw, the sound is getting closer and lower. Besides, I don’t know what in hell a bush pilot would be coming down here for, do you? Let’s not worry about it though. Any other pilot trying to land down here is dead meat. I damn near thought we were,” Jason said, admitting for the first time that he’d had his own doubts about avoiding a wipe out.
“If you say don’t worry, I won’t. What do we do next?”
“First thing, let’s get this bird turned around, then break out the shovels and start filling in that gully, just in case. That sumbitch up there might get lucky.”



Chapter Twenty-Four
As Williard and the others heaved in unison, lifting the tail of the Cessna and struggling to push or pull it around so that it would be pointing back in the other direction, the buzz of the other plane passed overhead.
Jason looked up and spotted it, a moving blur in the shadowed gorge. “Dumb fucks,” he said. “They’re coming in from the wrong direction. We can forget about them now.” Just as they finally got their own craft turned around, there came a noise like the sound of a telephone book being ripped in half. It went on and on for what seemed like minutes but couldn’t have been more than a few seconds. After that, there was only the sound of indigenous wildlife, the chirps of birds, splash of fish in the stream and the distant, eerie howl of a wolf pack on the trail of game.
“So much for that,” Jason said. “They’re finished. Let’s get that gully filled then we can start looking around. Herman said he found most of his specimens and signs of activity at the big end of the canyon where he was, and I think this might have been it.”
Tina called for Tiger to follow along and stay close. The wailing of the wolves had the little Chihuahua agitated and he was barking in that direction while simultaneously kicking up sand with his front feet, just as if he were daring them to come closer.
*****
Jason was wrong about there being no survivors from their pursuers. The bush pilot and his human cargo had been incredibly lucky. The pilot had slowed, looking for any possible place to land, and finding none, had started to shove on the yoke to rise back out of the gorge. Browning was willing for him to go up and come back down for another try but Cherenko had lived through the Hungarian revolt; he believed in luck and had no conception of the danger they were in. “Nyet!” he ordered, pressing his pistol into the pilot’s lap. “Go down.”
The poor pilot took his eyes away from business momentarily, looking down at his lap where the family jewels were on the verge of turning into paste imitations. That was all it took. The landing gear clipped the tip of a tree growing from a little island in the middle of the stream and from there it was all downhill. The pilot frantically pulled up, just in time for the undercarriage to slide over the top of another tree with a sound like a set of dishes being dropped by an overloaded waiter. The plane wobbled left, clipped a willow tree with the tip of one wing, dropped and careened back to the left then hit the shallow stream in a huge splash of water and sand and bounced back into the air. The momentum of the sudden braking increased the cariolis force, spinning the plane around before it hit again, tail first. It still retained enough speed to do a complete flip before splashing down again, but this time it was fortunate enough to land in a deeper and wider section of the stream. The nose happened to have a slight upward angle this time and it skidded forward in a huge spray of water. An underwater rock caught the remains of one wheel of the landing gear and it careened to one side and again met a section of heavy foliage. This slowed it somewhat but not enough to prevent a pair of gnarled tree trunks from ripping off the ends of both wings as it slued between them and met a final obstacle, another tree, this one with a horizontal branch pointing directly at the aircraft. It shattered the canopy, breaking off and leaving a jagged end which plowed through the pilot’s chest, killing him instantly and shattering the rest of it’s length against a portion of the steel framework supporting the canopy. All these impacts finally brought the wreck to a halt.
Miraculously, the pilot was the only casualty. The rest of the crew survived, albeit not without scrapes, bruises, torn skin and several fractured ribs.
Cherenko wiped blood from a gash on his forehead, brushed heaps of foliage and canopy shards from his lap and said, “See? I say we can land and we do!”
Browning held onto his broken wrist and decided not to contest whether they had landed instead of crashing. Instead, he gingerly crawled into the remains of the cockpit and reached around the bloody corpse of the pilot. He flipped the switch on the radio and discovered another miracle: it was still working. “We’re down,” he reported, “and no way out. Are you on the way?”
“Negative,” came the answer. “According to satellite mapping, there’s too much shadow to risk coming down into your location other than at mid-day. We have returned to base. ETA tomorrow approximately 1300 hours. Have pilot advise on best approach.”
“Pilot is no longer operative. Use your best judgment, but mission must be completed. Browning out.”
“My turn,” Cherenko said. Browning handed over the earphones. Cherenko might be able to report their location, but what else could he do? Other than serve as added protection from the cowboys. They must have heard the crash and might possibly be headed toward them to investigate. He shuddered, glad that he hadn’t taken the Russians and detectives into custody. It seemed as if he really might need their help before his own arrived.
Puzzi could only hope the mission Browning had talked about would be completed. One of the Barraza brothers was groggy from a concussion, the other could barely see behind two swollen and very black eyes and he wasn’t feeling very goddamed good himself.
*****
Even after the gulley had been filled and Jason had approved the work, there was still plenty of time to explore. Williard suggested that they rest up and wait until the next day but Tina would have none of it. She was too excited to finally be in the area where the peculiar bones had supposedly been found. Neither of them, nor any of the others noticed how quiet and withdrawn Lemutik had become.
Lemutik had heard Numamiut elders speak of a place similar to where they were, a gorge harboring remains of their creators and as dark tales had it, possibly even representatives of the great beings themselves. The whole area was supposed to be taboo, forbidden to humans and especially to newly arrived outlanders who lacked respect for anything except that which could be exchanged for money. Jason, she thought, might be an exception, but she wasn’t even certain about him. She was becoming afraid. What if Ayagumalhaq, their creator, showed up and called her for judgment? Even the antics of Tiger and Stowaway’s scampering explorations failed to lighten her spirits.
 
Williard accompanied Tina and Jerry as they went upstream while Jason and Lemutik went the other way. Terry, nursing a sprained ankle, remained behind. Jason was almost certain that there could have been no survivors from the aircraft, which had followed them down, so he was in no particular hurry to search for artifacts. He noticed that Lemutik seemed unusually quiet and withdrawn from her ebullience earlier in the day, and after they had wandered downstream a bit, he found a little canopied alcove protecting a bit of soft sandy beach. He stopped and sat down, drawing Lemutik with him.
“What’s wrong, Lemmie? You look like the Huskies just stole all your salmon.” He put an arm around her.
“This is bad place,” Lemutik said. “Spirits live here. I feel them.” She huddled in his embrace.
It did seem quiet to Jason. The earlier sounds of birds and small animals scurrying in the brush had vanished as if a sylvan librarian had suddenly admonished the forest to quit chattering. He passed it off to the presence of humans where few, if any, had ever been before. He was sympathetic to Lemutik’s beliefs, however. And who was he to say? Perhaps there were spirits here—as well as other things. “Do you want to go back?” he asked gently.
Lemutik only held him tighter. “No, we stay here.” She was remembering portions of the old tales. It was said that their giant creator was sympathetic to procreation, wanting the Numamiut to multiply and maintain their line. But could Jason be a part of the process? She didn’t know, but it was a fact that he was aware of their beliefs and respected them. Perhaps that would suffice, but there was only one way to find out. She disengaged from him and began unbuttoning her shirt. Jason smiled at her. To hell with Bigfoot. If he was around, let him watch. He might learn something!
 
Williard halted and listened, straining to hear even the weakest chirp of a bird or the slightest rustling of an animal in the brush. It was as still as a church congregation engaged in silent prayer.
Jerry suddenly failed to hear his brother’s footsteps. He turned and noticed Williard’s concentrated attention as he stood stock still, as if he were practicing to become a statue.
“What’s wrong?”
“Listen,” Williard said.
Jerry cocked his head for a moment. “I don’t hear anything.”
“That’s the point. Neither do I and I don’t like it.” Williard felt momentarily like he was back in Vietnam in the dark of night, just before the rockets came crashing in.
“Yeah, now that you mention it, I don’t either. In fact, I feel like we’re being watched.” He turned in a slow circle, face screwed up in a frown.
Williard had the same feeling. It was eerie and disorienting, like suddenly waking up with the power out and no lights in the house. He shivered involuntarily. “Let’s catch Tina and get back. We’ll have plenty of time to explore tomorrow.”
Tina had gotten ahead of the brothers while they were listening and discussing the apprehension they felt. Williard looked down the bank of the little stream and spotted her fifty yards in the distance as a moving shadow, her dark clothes blending almost perfectly with the browning fall foliage. He was just on the point of calling out to her when Tiger began barking midway between them. That broke the spell. He saw Tina turn around and motioned for her to come back to join them. In the meantime, he hurried forward to see what had captured Tiger’s attention and to protect him, if necessary. He was such a little dog that all kinds of varmints might consider him a tasty, if totally unknown, appetizer.
Tiger had found and dug up something that all dogs love, a fair-sized bone with flesh still clinging to it, getting ripe and odiferous. He was shaking it in his mouth as if it weren’t quite dead yet and he needed to apply the coup de grace.
Williard knelt down beside Tina’s little dog to see what sort of remains he had come up with just as Tina arrived beside him. He was still looking down at the comically growling little Chihuahua when Tina squatted down beside him, intending to take the rotting bone away from him before he rolled in it and made a noxious nuisance of himself during the night time. It only took one glance from her trained eyes to discern what he had discovered.
“Ohmigod! Jim, Jerry! Look what he’s found! Oh, you good dog! Mama’s good dog!” She gently removed the thing from Tiger’s jaws, not without a reluctance on Tiger’s part to let loose of it. She stood up with the prize in her hand, completely unconcerned with the bits of smelly flesh that smeared her hand.
It took Williard only one glance to see that Tiger had come through again. What Tina was holding was the forearm bones and three remaining clawed digits of humanoid remains, looking remarkably like the reconstructed cache of bones Herman had willed him, though this specimen was much, much fresher. By God, they had found Bigfoot or something, which would serve admirably until a live specimen came up and introduced itself!
Tina clutched the find avidly. “Come on, let’s hurry back! I want to compare this to the bones you showed me back when we first started out! You still have them, don’t you?” she asked anxiously.
“Yes, they’re still in the plane, but Tina, this thing is fresh! Do you realize there might actually be living specimens here?”
“Do I? You damn well bet I do! Come on!” She raced ahead of the brothers with Tiger tagging at her heels and yapping his disappointment at having his discovery taken away from him.
Williard followed, but he wasn’t near as enthusiastic as he had been at first. He was remembering the utter quiet, the feeling of being watched by someone or something just before Tiger began barking.
*****
Halfway up the side of the gorge wall, several pairs of huge orange eyes stared, unblinking, down at the intruders. The eyes were set widely apart under a bony supra orbital ridge running straight across lightly furred faces. The figures were hunkered down, peering through openings in thick brush growing from crevices in the almost straight up terrain. Mats of long black hair clung to shoulders and chests, tinged lightly with greenish highlights. As the figures watched and pondered, retractable claws on each digit slowly sheathed and unsheathed as though undecided whether they should be used or not. Probably they should; the strangers had unearthed a portion of one of the departed elders and were carrying it away, for what purpose they knew not. There was a question though. The intruders were accompanied by two animals such as they had never imagined, each resembling familiar carnivores, but so small as to appear ridiculous. How could such creatures possibly compete with their hugely larger cousins? Were they favored by the spirits or were they small tiny devils? As the undersized, strangely wrapped bipeds continued downstream, the huge watchers rose and began to follow, keeping to the brush and shadowed rocks like well-trained soldiers. When night fell, they would wait, then when morning cast its dim light into the canyon they would act. Or not.



Chapter Twenty-Five
As soon as they reached the plane, Tina implored Jason to bring out his cache of bones. She could barely contain herself while waiting to compare them.
Jason dug out the package he had carried so long, the one Herman had died for, and opened it up. Tina grabbed for the mummified remains as eagerly as a child reaching for a pizza hot from the oven. She spread the new and the old out on the cloth which the older bones had been wrapped in and began measuring and comparing while the others gathered around her to watch, oblivious to anything else at the moment.
Lemutik alone hung back. She was horrified. The size of the bones alone told her that they belonged to Ayagumalhaq, and they were being defiled! Once the spirit departed from the flesh, remains should be returned to the good earth to join anew in the great circle of life. Suppose Ayagumalhaq was watching? Nothing she could conceive of would be worse—except possibly removing the remains from their rightful home. Oh, no! Surely the outlanders would not do that! Then she remembered: Jason himself had gone into the plane and returned with the box of dried parts and handed it to the blond woman who was so excited. And yet—perhaps Jason had found them on the person of the last white man who had come this way and was now returning them to their rightful home. Yes, that made sense. Jason was a good man. He must have come back for that purpose. Perhaps he was simply allowing the others to observe them before placing them again into the earth—but she didn’t intend to take any chances.
The sun had long since passed the western lip of the gorge and it was nearing sunset. Williard yawned and suddenly realized what a long day it had been and how little sleep any of them had had lately, not to mention the stress of being constantly pursued and shot at for days on end. He looked up past the sheer walls of the gorge. The sky was already a dark blue, almost black. He could see the first faint glimmer of stars beginning to appear, making him realize how late it was getting. He leaned over and tapped Tina on the shoulder, startling her out of her mesmerizing examination of the remains of what she now knew was a totally unknown creature, one never before seen by scientists.
Tina looked up at Williard, annoyed at the interruption. “What is it?”
Williard tapped his watch. “Tina, it’s getting late and we’re all tired. Let’s leave it until tomorrow. OK?’
“But—”
Jason broke into the conversation. “Jim is right, Tina. In fact, I think it would be a good idea to take what we have and get the hell out of here. We’ve found what we came for.”
“But—”
“Jason is right, Tina,” Terry agreed. “What more do you want? Those bones there are going to make us all famous. Besides, I don’t like this place. It gives me the creeps.”
Williard and Jason exchanged glances. Both of them had the same feeling.
Tina got to her feet and wiped her hands on the legs of her jeans. “I’m not ready to quit yet. Just think: we found this fresh forearm in just an hour or so of looking. Why in a day or two we might uncover a whole skeleton, or even—”
Williard felt himself shiver. The flesh on further discoveries might still be suffused with blood and attached to a skeleton still living and breathing. He glanced down and extrapolated the possible size of such a being, supposing the rest of it was proportional to what they already had. He wasn’t scared, but he did feel a growing unease. He said, “Tina, I agree with Jason. We’ve been goddamn lucky. Let’s not press it. Remember, that was just one plane we heard crash, but we’ve got more than one group after us and they may still be on our trail. Let’s get out of here and head for home.”
“I don’t want to leave yet. Don’t you see—”
Williard cut her short. “I see a place here that ain’t going nowhere. If we get home safe, we can always come back.”
Reluctantly, Tina agreed. She squatted back down and began re-wrapping the remains, placing the new find into the box with the old. Jason accepted the package from her and took it back over to their plane. He thought nothing of the fact that Lemutik accompanied him. He even put his arm around her and squeezed her shoulder as they walked. Inside the cabin of the plane, he sat the box in a convenient corner compartment then opened the cargo hatch and brought out bedrolls and tents and freeze-dried rations. There would be just enough time to get set up and have something to eat before it got totally dark.
 
Lemutik raised up on one elbow and peered closely at Jason’s face, barely discernible in the moonlight coming into the tent through one of the mosquito-flapped windows. His eyes were closed and his chest rose and fell slowly. Good. He was most certainly in a deep, restful sleep. Men always slept heavily after sex and Lemutik had made certain that Jason was well satisfied after they retired to their tent. Slowly, being careful not to touch his body or disturb him in any way, she eased her body from the bedroll and crept outside. She paused there, listening acutely for any noise or sign that any of the others might be awake. Satisfied, she headed for the plane.
Lemutik had no trouble getting inside or opening the compartment where Jason had stowed the bones, thinking to place them inside the main cargo compartment in the morning when they packed to leave. Lemutik hugged the package to her chest reverently and climbed back out. There she paused again until she was certain no one was watching then hurried into the brush, a dark wraith that soon disappeared into its moon-shadowed depths. Shortly before dawn she returned, stopping at the stream to wash dirt from her hands; she had forgotten to bring a digging instrument.
The camp was still quiet. She sneaked back into the tent and squatted down with bowed head, hoping she had acted correctly. Presently she began moving about, gathering necessities for morning coffee and something to eat, unaware that she had been observed the whole time by unblinking orange eyes.
” ‘morning, Lemmie,” Jason said sleepily, opening his eyes after sensing her movements. “You’re up early.”
“Yes,” Lemutik said serenely. “I am preparing coffee for you.”
“Don’t forget the bourbon,” Jason said.
“I not forget,” Lemutik said. Jason usually had a shot of bourbon added to his first cup of coffee in the morning, just to get his attitude adjusted.
 
Williard and Jason combined to squelch Tina’s desire for further exploration after the morning meal.
“We ain’t lived as long as we have by taking unnecessary chances,” Jason stated.
Terry laughed so hard she spewed the last of her coffee across the campfire.
Jason simply grinned. “I’m not talking about candy asses scared to go out for the morning paper without their guard dogs, but never mind. Let’s get loaded up. I want to take off as soon as it’s light enough down here to see how to get out.”
“That might be the middle of the day, as far down as we are,” Williard said.
“Yeah, but let’s get loaded up so we can haul ass soon as we’re able.”
*****
The satellite operator at Langley was lucky. He had a bird passing directly over the center of Bigfoot Gorge right at daylight and was able to spot the tangled wreckage of Cherenko and Browning’s plane even in the deeply shadowed bottom of the gorge. Immediately, he got on the horn to Browning’s soldiers and relayed his findings. This in turn caused the impatient commander to decide that in this case speed must override safety concerns. He got his troops loaded and took off two hours earlier than he had originally intended, trying all the while to contact Browning to see if he and his agents had survived the crash. He received no answer; the old radio had run out of juice overnight.
*****
A favorable tailwind helped the Russian choppers. Just outside the twelve mile limit off the coast of northwestern Alaska, one of the two choppers transferred all its remaining fuel to the other, leaving just enough to make it back to the coastal base. The other one continued, moving inland and speeding across the broken terrain only a few feet above the earth.
The Americans arrived first. The chopper hovered over the end of the gorge where the crashed plane had been spotted. The pilot got his bearings, checked wind speed, atmospheric pressure, fuel state and drift. He mumbled a brief prayer then dropped his craft down between the sheer cliffs. A few minutes later the helicopter settled down beside the wrecked plane. Before the rotors stopped, a squad of Special Forces infantrymen poured out, rifles ready.
Browning’s smile gaped wider than the Cheshire cat’s as the troops scrambled from the chopper. He ran to the commander, shook his hand vigorously, then turned and pointed at Gaven and Cherenko. “Disarm those two men immediately!”
Cherenko made a motion toward his weapon then froze at the sight of a half-dozen M-16’s pointed at him, grim grease-painted faces staring at him over the front sights. He and Gaven raised their hands.
“How about the other ones?” the commander said, pointing to Puzzi and the Barrazas.
“They’re OK, nothing but private dicks. We’ll take them along if you have room.”
“Where are we going?”
“Right down this stream bed, all the way to the other end of this ditch. Watch for a bush plane; it’s down here somewhere. When we find it, take everyone in the vicinity captive; they’re the ones we’re after.”
“What about us men?” Cherenko said.
Browning gave him an evil grin. “Sorry, no room. We’ll have to leave you here. Sorry about that.”
“You sentence us to death!”
Browning turned and spoke to the commander. “Leave them some rations if you have any to spare. They’ll keep until we get a full contingent of troops back here. That is, if this is the right place, and I think it is.” Browning climbed aboard the chopper. So much for the Russians, he thought. Serves them right. A few minutes later the helicopter lifted off, rising slowly because of the extra weight.
 
“I hear a chopper!” Jason exclaimed. “Goddamn, them fuckers have done found us again. Get loaded, folks. We gotta get out of here!” Jason ran for the plane, leaving Williard and Jerry to round up the other passengers.
Williard herded Terry and Lemutik aboard then turned to look for Tina. She was nowhere in sight. “Jerry! Where’s Tina?”
Jerry looked around in confusion. A few minutes before she had been standing by the ashes of the campfire, kicking sand over them to be sure the fire was out. Now she was gone and he didn’t have the slightest idea where. “Shit, Jim, I don’t know! She was right here just a few minutes ago. Tina!” he called. “Tina! Get back here! We’ve got to leave!”
There was no answer.
Jason stuck his head out the cockpit window. “Hey guys, what’s the holdup? That chopper’s getting closer!”
“Tina’s gone,” Williard called over the sound of the bush plane’s engines being turned over.
“Oh, goddamn. Well, find her, quick! Dollars to dimes that sumbitching chopper is armed and manned. If we don’t get out of here in the next five minutes, we ain’t got much of a chance!”
 
After putting out the fire, Tina happened to look up and into the brush and stunted trees covering a rising slope from the stream. Near the top of the slope she discerned a bit of movement and thought she had caught a glimpse of black, green-tinged fur. Could it possibly be? A live specimen? Her scientific curiosity quickly overpowered her good sense. Afraid that Jason would be ready to take off at any moment and knowing that there was no chance that they would leave her behind, she began scrambling up the slope. Tiger went with her. His eyesight was none too good but his keen sense of smell detected a possible threat to his mistress. He gave out a barely audible growl.



Chapter Twenty-Six
Tina was halfway up the slope when she, too, heard the thwock-thwock of the approaching helicopter. She stopped and turned, just in time to see it come roaring along the streambed and settle to the earth less than fifty yards from their plane. Immediately, she crouched down and put her hand on Tiger’s head to keep him from barking.
As the chopper came into sight, Jason tucked his hand weapon inside his shirt, grabbed his rifle and jumped from the cockpit and raced away from the plane. If there was going to be a fight, he wanted it out of the line of fire. It was their only way out. Before he got more than a few feet away, a burst of fire from a full-clipped M-16 chewed up the earth beside him. He veered to the side, hoping he could make it to cover, but his turn gave him a perfect view of Williard, Jerry and the two remaining women with their hands held high. Their weapons were all still inside the plane. “Aw, shit,” he said to himself. “Our luck’s done finally run out.” He dropped his rifle and held up his hands. As he stretched them overhead, he pulled in his stomach and bent slightly forward to conceal the outline of the pistol underneath his shirt. The troopers who had captured them would almost surely find it, but until they did, there might still be a slight chance to get the drop on them. A very goddamned slight one, he thought mournfully.
Browning swaggered forward at the head of his troops. At last! These cowboys might be tough but no one could evade the CIA forever. Now all that was left was a few questions in order to ascertain that this lonely piece of wilderness was indeed the spot where the first mummified remains had been discovered.
From above, Tina watched the proceedings, thinking furiously. She waited until Browning and his men had gathered around her companions and a designated trooper had begun to make the motions for patting them down for concealed weapons. She decided that it was now or never. She bent down and whispered to Tiger, patted him with all the confidence she could muster and stood up straight. “Don’t leave me here!” she called, raising her hands over her head, a gesture Tiger noted immediately. His little heart began to race. He barked and kicked up sand with his front feet then trotted along with Tina as she descended the slope.
Browning nudged the commander and laughed loudly. “Hey look, Captain. The lady has her a guard dog. Don’t let him hurt you!”
Sculpter started to say that Tiger had more guard talents than might be apparent, but Williard was remembering the same thing, especially the almost forgotten remark by Tina back in his apartment that the little dog had other tricks besides chewing up testicles. He didn’t have any real hope that Tiger could do much against the CIA agents and a squad of soldiers but one never knew. He relaxed his muscles, getting ready for whatever happened. If anything did, that is.
Jason spoke up, hoping to focus their captor’s attention on Tiger rather than themselves. It might give him a small chance to reverse the situation, though for the life of him he couldn’t see how. “Hey guys!” he called. “You better watch out for that little critter. He’s been trained as an attack dog!”
Browning and the soldiers burst out laughing.
Stowaway saw his friend and came out from behind the plane to see what Tiger was up to.
“Hey, look! They’ve got a cat with them too!” the Captain exclaimed. “Is it trained to attack too?” He laughed like a child watching the monkey house at a zoo, completely forgetting that he and his soldiers were supposed to have frisked the captives by this time, though even if he had remembered, he wouldn’t have worried. After all, what could a few unarmed civilians do against the CIA and a squad of his troopers who still had them under their sights?
Tina joined the crowd of prisoners, making sure that she stood a little off to the side in order to give Tiger room to operate. She saw Stowaway come over and sniff noses with Tiger and hoped that the old cat wouldn’t spoil his trick. The chances were slim enough that the ploy would work as it was.
Browning and the troopers were fascinated by the antics of the little dog. He ran in circles around them, stopping every few seconds to bark shrilly and kick dirt behind him with his forepaws.
“Lookit ‘im!” Browning chortled. “Ain’t he a case? Watch out he don’t chew your legs off!”
“Get ‘em, Tiger!” Tina said with a laugh, as if telling everyone that her dog was all bark and no bite.
The laugh was Tiger’s signal. He ran up to Browning, barking playfully now and wagging his tail. Browning chortled again, just before Tiger got close enough to him to cock his hind leg and pee all over his pants leg. Tiger had been saving up; he had been in the plane all morning until Tina let him out, then hurrying to stay up with her hadn’t given him the chance to relieve himself. Now he let it all go. The urine cascaded down Browning’s pants leg, soaked his sock and began pooling in his shoe.
“You damned stupid little shit!” Browning shouted, shaking his leg to try to fling some of the dog piss off. The soldiers roared and doubled up laughing, which annoyed Stowaway. Cats hate to be laughed at and the old tom thought it was being directed at him. He tensed his bladder and sprayed the soldier nearest him, which happened to be the captain. Now the soldiers really laughed. They thought it was hilarious. Tears streamed down their faces from the belly-hurting gasps of hilarity. Their rifles were now pointing every which way as they tried to get themselves back under control, relieved of the tenseness of their mission in the funniest scenario they had seen since watching Johnny Carson in drag on Saturday Night Live.
Jason had lowered his hands as soon as the soldiers began laughing. Now he reached inside his shirt, pulled out the concealed pistol and stepped up next to Browning. The CIA chief looked up at the movement and wet his other pants leg at the same time his eyes crossed again from trying to see the barrel of Jason’s pistol with both eyeballs. “This is getting to be a habit,” Jason said pleasantly. “Tell them soldiers to drop their rifles before they piss me off.”
“Ugg,” Browning gaped.
Jason transferred the barrel of the pistol from between Browning’s eyeballs and stuck it into his open mouth. “Now,” he said.
The soldiers had quit laughing and began to raise their weapons, halfheartedly, like a tired hockey team behind ten to zip. They had all turned in the direction of Browning, staring at his wet pants.
“He said ‘now’!” Terry said, pulling her little lady’s automatic from Stowaway’s pack that she was wearing. She fired a round into the air to get the point across. The Barraza brothers, having tangled with the Williard brothers before, panicked. Having hit-men mentalities and thinking that they were about to be summarily executed, both of them ran for the brush, weaving and dodging. Knowing that they were unarmed, Jerry let them go. Puzzi, disgusted at their cowardice, stood fast.
“Gug-Gug. Dropth themsh gunsh,” Browning ordered from where his tongue was making intimate acquaintance with the muzzle of Jason’s pistol. The soldiers put down their rifles and raised their hands.
“Come on, girls, help me get these popguns gathered up,” Williard said. He began picking up the discarded weapons, assisted by Tina and Terry. Lemutik stood with both hands covering her mouth, trying not to giggle. It had been so funny when the little dog relieved himself on the bad man’s pants. She wondered if it were possible to train a Husky dog to do that.
Jason removed his pistol barrel from Browning’s mouth, allowing him to close it and draw a relieved breath. “You’re going to regret this,” Browning said. “Don’t you realize you’re fooling with the CIA?”
“Yeah, and you’re fooling with the meanest motherfuckers this side of Dallas. You should have thought of that.” Suddenly he cocked his head and listened intently.
“What’s wrong?” Williard said.
“I hear another chopper. Tiger and Stowaway could probably handle it, but just in case, let’s get the hell out of here.”
“What!” Browning exclaimed. “I didn’t order any backup! Captain, what’s going on?”
“Beats me,” the Special Forces commander said, edging away from Tiger who was getting a little too close to his legs for comfort.
“Cherenko!” Browning said. “Oh, goddamn, I bet all the time he was calling for help. But where would it come from?”
“From across the straight,” Lemutik said. “Much Russians there.”
Browning turned to Jason. “Hey, look fellows, we need to call a truce. The Russians are coming!”
“No shit,” Jason said.
Williard laughed. “You dumb fuck. Don’t you think we knew the commies were after us?”
“Well, what are we going to do about it?”
“What you mean, ‘we’, white man?” Jason said. “We’re getting the hell out of here. You and the comrades can fight it out between you.”
“But—”
“Try not to start a war,” Williard advised. “We’ve already done our time.”
“Yeah,” Jason said. He motioned with his weapon. “You troopers take your boss and head for the brush. Don’t poke your heads up until we’re out of here.”
“You’re going to regret this,” Browning said again.
“You gotta catch us first,” Williard said, getting in the last word.
“What about me?” Puzzi said. All he wanted was to rescue Tina from the cowboys; he had no desire to get mixed up in a shooting match between the CIA and KGB. Besides, he was beginning to admire the Texans. The old Godfather could do worse than allowing Tina to keep company with them.
Williard was on the verge of motioning Puzzi to follow the CIA agents and soldiers when Jerry intervened. “What the hell, Jim, let him come with us. You never know, we might need him later.”
Williard understood. They might have to use Puzzi as an intermediary with Don Falino if they ever got back to civilization.
*****
“That way,” Cherenko said, climbing into the Russian helicopter and pointing downstream. “The Americans are already here.”
“Da,” the pilot said and lifted off.
“What should we do when we find them, Comrade Cherenko?” the Soviet Spetsnaz commander asked.
“Do what you will with the soldiers, but do not harm the civilians. They possess vital information.”
“As you say, comrade.”
“And don’t let the cow persons harm you,” Cherenko added.
“Cow persons? Has American genetics come so far?” the commander said, envisioning human bodies supporting horned, bovine heads.
“Nyet, you idiot. Horsemen.”
“Do they have four legs now?”
“Never mind. Just keep your eyes on the civilian men wearing pointy boots. They are trickier than Chinese, fight like Afghans and fly airplanes like Japanese Kamikazes.”
The Russian commander was certain now that their mission consisted of something between the Black Death and the return of Stalin. He decided that he would shoot first and ask questions later, regardless of the KGB agent’s orders. He hadn’t survived the invasion of Afghanistan by being timid.
*****
Tina had indeed caught a glimpse of one of the inhabitants of the valley floor. They had seen the remains of their elders taken into the flying machine and not come out, Lemutik having gone the other way on her mission. Now they intended to prevent it from leaving. They had spent the morning making preparations, but were taken by surprise by the arrival of more machines. Now they hurried up the side of the gorge toward their lair to gather their brethren. They would need help to prevent all the machines from getting away.



Chapter Twenty-Seven
“Let’s get out of here,” Jason said.
“What about the chopper? Won’t it follow us?” Williard said.
“Who cares? We herded them dogfaces far enough away that by the time they get back and up, we’ll be too far ahead for them to catch us. And even if they do, we’ve disarmed them all and they ain’t carrying no missiles.”
“What about the other one?” Tina said.
“That’s a horse of a different color. We’ll just have to take our chances there.”
Tina shook her head. “Have you guys lived like this all your lives? If you have, I think I need to re-evaluate my life. Maybe I’ve been missing something.” The thought of taking up with Jerry was becoming more and more appealing—if they lived to get back home, that is.
Jerry grabbed her from behind and drew her down into one of the seats, positioning her on his lap. “Babe, you’ve just been hanging around with lawyers and accountants and hippies too long. Those wimps don’t know what living is.”
“I told you not to call me babe,” Tina said.
“OK, babe, I won’t do it anymore.”
“You’re hopeless,” Tina said. “What am I going to do with you?” She thought to herself that as soon as they got back, if they did get back, that she would take Jerry to New York to meet her father. That might be a good idea, since as near as she could figure, they had been having unprotected sex during the most vulnerable time of her monthly cycle.
If Jerry had known what she was thinking, he would have been frantically concentrating on a way to avoid the trip, knowing her father’s background and remembering the last time they had met. Instead he leered. “How about just keeping me for a pet?”
“Maybe I will,” Tina said. She couldn’t help but smile. Jerry and his brothers were hopeless anachronisms, so macho that they made normal men look like androgynes. She had to admit, though, that she had never felt more protected. There didn’t seem to be any situation so threatening that they couldn’t get out of it. At least she hoped that were true. Another crisis was looming right now, with the Russian helicopter coming their way, and if past experience counted, they would be armed to the teeth and out for blood. Williard blood.
 
As soon as Jason began his takeoff run, Browning’s troops ran for their chopper, urged on by the CIA agent. “Hurry, hurry!” he screamed. “Don’t let them get away!”
Just as the soldiers were piling aboard, Jason took to the air. Seeing the bush plane leave the ground, the helicopter pilot skipped his checklist completely and throttled up so fast that he almost flooded the engine. A minute later he had his aircraft off the ground.
Jason began pulling up, reaching for altitude, then in the distance he saw the Russian chopper approaching, and this one, he noticed, was armed with missiles slung on launching racks. He worked the yoke and lost altitude again, trying to hug the ground until he could get past them.
Cherenko, in the copilot’s seat next to the pilot, saw Jason’s plane at the same time. Now there was no choice. He couldn’t let the cowboys get away, even if it meant losing whatever information they were carrying. Better for it all to be destroyed than for the Americans to claim it. He shouted at the pilot over the rhythmic cacophony of the beating helicopter blades, “That plane! It is the Amerikinskis! The horsepokers! Stop them!”
From what he had heard so far about the Americans, the pilot was more than willing. He armed his rocket launcher and dropped his altitude, trying to line up a shot. He was so intent on the bush plane that it took a minute to realize that his radar display was showing two targets, one right behind the other. He glanced up and ahead to get a visual sighting, giving Jason a chance to pour on the coal. He jinked left, right, then advanced the throttle to the furthest setting and aimed for the sky. The Russian pilot was so distracted that when he finally fired his rocket it shot beneath the bush plane and impacted the ground, exploding in a huge red ball of fire.
The American helicopter pilot, completely unarmed, cursed and throttled back, allowing the Russian to overshoot him, then jinked toward the cliff edge where the sun was just peeking down. It was a slim chance, but he hoped the sun might confuse the next missile and give them a chance to escape.
Jason was past both of them now and climbing rapidly. Above him, speckled against the cliff wall he saw the wreckage of the plane he had flown here before and remembered how a granite boulder had come tumbling down from near the top of the cliff, zeroing in on his plane with uncanny accuracy, as if it contained a guidance system of some kind. This time he took no chances, even though he still thought it had been a freak accident. But he hadn’t lived so long flying aircraft by making unwarranted assumptions. He kept his eyes looking upwards and ahead and sure enough, he spotted a piece of the cliff breaking loose, on a downward trajectory which, if he hadn’t seen it in time, would have caused another plane to be smeared against the rock wall. He throttled back for a moment to gauge the rock’s trajectory then applied full power. The rock flew past just behind them and continued on down.
The American chopper pilot had no such luck. Between trying to look back and gauge the distance between them and the Russians and tensing until his knuckles were white in preparation for trying to jink away from the rocket he knew would soon be on his tail, he failed to see the second boulder break loose from the wall. As if it were guided by radar, it tumbled down directly into his path. There was only a second for him to realize that he was a dead man. “Aw, shit,” he said, the common lament of pilots everywhere who knew they weren’t going to make it. Those were the last words he ever uttered. The boulder plowed into the helicopter like a bulldozer uprooting an oak tree and carried it with it on its downward path. The chopper hit and exploded into a million pieces.
Behind the Americans, the Russian pilot had already loosed his rocket. The impact of the boulder hitting the American craft gave it just enough extra momentum so that the Russian missile passed just above it and continued onward. It struck the wall of the gorge about two-thirds of the way up, right below one of the long, overhanging bluffs. The impact forced the explosion inward, where it found a pathway for hot expanding gases along a weakened crack extending the length of the gorge. The superheated air expanded, widening the crack. Megatons of overhanging rock ground against upward thrusting supports, applying unbearable strain. Within microseconds, cracks in the wall zigzagged down toward the valley floor, like bolts of lightning playing against brown-colored clouds. A massive shock wave traversed the floor of the gorge and leaped to the opposite wall. Cracks appeared there too.
Jason felt a rumble, so deep that it resembled the vibrations of a giant’s drum, thumping in a rolling thunder, which grated to the core of his bones. Above him, he saw both overhanging ledges begin an impossibly slow movement, falling in slow motion as if the very gravity of the earth had been lessened. He realized that he was watching an illusion, a movement of the cliff walls so massive that they appeared to fall like molasses slowly pouring from a keg, when in reality the granite cliffs were falling inward with freight train speed. He pushed on the yoke and throttle at the same time, increasing power to the very limit and nosing the plane up so steeply that it was just short of stalling.
For a moment he didn’t think they were going to make it. Dust and gravel and shotgun pellet-like clusters of rocks obscured his vision. He heard pings and crackles of debris cascading off the body of the plane and smaller bits being shattered by the props. The canopy cracked with rifle-shot sharpness, sending spider web fractures shooting to all corners of the glass. Then suddenly the sound was behind them, dopplering back into the distance. They had made it out of the gorge with less than a second to spare. Behind, a huge column of dust and lighter bits of rock cascaded into the sky, marking the graveyard of the creatures they had traveled so far to find.



Chapter Twenty-Eight
Williard looked out the window, back at the still rising pillar of dust and debris. From the distance it resembled an erupting volcano. “You timed that one kind of close, brother,” he said to Jason.
His brother picked up the remark over the intercom. “Nah. I could have taken another half-second and still got us out of there.”
Terry was still shaking. She had been watching from her window as the gorge collapsed in on itself. A half-second! Jason’s calm voice sounded as if he had thought he’d had an eternity of leeway. “I don’t know if I can take much more of this,” she said shakily.
Williard patted her thigh. “We’ve got it made now. All we have to do is stop back and pick up Trish then head for home. Goddamn, this has been fun!”
“Fun!” Tina exclaimed. She stared at him like a lion tamer who had lost her whip.
“Well, it beats the hell out of figuring budgets or fucking around with those crazy Joint Commission inspectors.”
Tina glanced helplessly at him and watched as Terry dropped her gaze from Williard’s happy expression.
He is irrepressible, Terry thought, but in a way, he’s right. She was suddenly realizing that she hadn’t missed washing dishes or making beds one little bit. She looked back up at him. “Just promise me one thing.”
“What’s that?” Williard asked.
“When you decide to go to the moon, take me along.”
Williard laughed. “You got it, babe.”
“Don’t call her babe,” Tina said.
“Why not? That’s what I’ll be calling all the girls out in Hollywood when they make a movie about this little escapade.”
Terry smiled. She was sure that he would, among other endearments, but she knew he would always come back to her. For all his posturing, he really did prefer brains over beauty—in the long run, at least.
“I didn’t know we were going to Hollywood,” Tina said.
“That’s where we’ll call the press conference when we show off the bones,” Williard told her. “After that, we can let the big boys bid for the movie rights. Goddamn, it’s going to be nice to be rich for a change.”
“We’ll have to let some scientists authenticate them first,” Tina said.
“That won’t be a problem,” Jason said. “We all know they’re real.”
“And it’s a good thing Jason put them back in the plane before those helicopters came down on us,” Tina said.
“Yeah,” Williard agreed. “There sure ain’t no way anyone else is going to find any; not where we were anyway.”
Tina suddenly realized that there would be no going back. Whatever creatures had lived in the depths of the wilderness gorge were buried now under enough rock to dam up the Mississippi River with plenty left over. She wondered what their ancestry was. The remains Jason had stowed in their plane didn’t resemble any hominid ancestors she had ever heard of. Well, time enough for that once they got back home. Right now she was just satisfied that the expedition had been a success. She turned her head and gazed fondly at Jerry. In more ways than one, she thought.
Puzzi remained silent during the conversation, sunk in his own thoughts. He was wondering how he was going to approach old Don Falino, Tina’s father, and tell him that he no longer wished to do him the favor of separating Tina from the cowboys. In fact, he no longer thought it was possible this side of the grave. They appeared to be invulnerable, either that or so lucky that the difference was indiscernible. He was more scared of them than anything the old godfather might dream up as punishment for failing his mission. However, there might be a way to settle the matter, if the godfather would listen.
Lemutik wasn’t saying anything either. The giant spirits of the Numamiut were all buried now, returned to the earth just as surely as the bones she had buried. What she was worried about now was any of the whites discovering that they were missing before she could disappear. She no longer longed for bright lights; all she wanted to do was go back home to Ikluituk and try to forget about Jason.
*****
Jason, Lemutik and Williard immediately headed for old Ikluituk’s home as soon as they landed at Anaktuvak Pass. Williard figured that by this time Trish would have had more than enough of the primitive accomodations and the company of the old Eskimo. He wasn’t very enthusiastic about having Trish back aboard their plane with Terry inside, but he couldn’t just leave her stranded up here in the wilderness.
Jason had noticed that Lemutik wasn’t saying much. He put an arm around her. “What’s wrong, Lemmie? Aren’t you glad to be coming back home?”
“No. I am sad because now all the Numamiut spirits sleep beneath the great mountain.”
“Not all of them. We have a few bits stored in the plane. Remember?” Williard said.
“They sleep too,” Lemutik said.
Williard shrugged off her remark. After all, dead bones could be considered asleep, after a fashion. Couldn’t they?
Jason knocked on the door. In the several moments before it opened they could hear laughter and shuffling sounds from inside.
Ikluituk came to the entrance with his usual scowl at being bothered. More outsiders, he thought, from the plane he had just heard land. His scowl disappeared as soon as he saw Jason, with Lemutik standing beside him. Then he frowned again. Not only did his native wife appear to be drawn and worried, but it suddenly occurred to him that Jason was going to want his woman back. He politely ignored Williard, thinking perhaps he was Jason’s spirit hanging around outside his body for some reason. He had never seen twins before.
Jason noticed Ikluituk’s ambivalent continence and figured it out immediately. He had come prepared. “Hello, Ikluituk, my friend,” he said, producing a full liter of whiskey from his pocket.
Ikluituk eyed the whiskey and felt his mouth begin salivating. “Jason, my friend. Come into my house.” He stepped aside.
“Ikky, who is it?”
Williard recognized Trish’s voice coming from the bedroom. Ikky? It sounded as if Trish hadn’t wasted her time while they were gone.
“Jason, your husband. He come back,” Ikluituk said.
“Tell him to go away.”
“Him bring whisky,” Ikluituk said.
The sound of vibrating bedsprings came from the room and a second later Trish appeared. She was wearing a colorful native dress, which looked as if it had just been plucked from the closet, or perhaps picked up from the floor. Her hair was caught in twin braids, secured by ivory clasps. She spied the full bottle of liquor Jason had handed over to Ikluituk and hurried over to him. Ikluituk drank first then handed her the bottle.
“Hi Trish,” Jason said. “Have you been enjoying yourself here?”
Trish took the bottle from her lips and smoothed the dress against her body. “Sure. Old Ikky here has been real nice to me.” She giggled like a prepubescent girl having her first look inside the pages of a Penthouse magazine.
“That’s good,” Williard said, “but it’s time to go home. Go get your things together.
Trish put an arm around Ikluituk. “Ikky, do I have to leave?”
Ikluituk shrugged. Lemutik stepped forward, eyeing the tall blond woman. Evidently the old man had been showing her some of his tricks, but he didn’t know everything. What if— “You stay,” the native girl said. “You be number two wife.”
Trish pouted. “No way.”
Lemutik leaned forward and whispered something in Trish’s ear. Her whole face brightened and a red blush crept down her neck. “Really? God, that might be worth it!”
“You stay,” Lemutik repeated, not mentioning that junior wives were responsible for dressing reindeer carcasses during hunting season but she figured by that time the outlander woman would know mammalian anatomy backwards and forwards. After all, there wasn’t that much difference in a reindeer and a human rump.
Ikluituk smiled, crinkling the creases on his weathered face like a shrink-wrapped mummy’s head.
Williard shrugged. If Trish wanted to stay, that was one less worry out of the way. He and Jason took their leave. Just before the door closed behind them, he turned for a last look. Lemutik had a friendly arm around Trish and was whispering in her ear again. Beside them, Ikluituk looked on benevolently and tilted the bottle of bourbon to his lips. Ah, life was good and now it promised to get even better.
 
“So much for that,” Williard said to his brother.
“Yup. Things are really working out right for a change. I can’t wait til we start bringing in some money from them bones. Just as soon as we get rich I’m going to buy me another Albatross and head for the South Seas. I hear the little honeys down there ain’t never heard of bathing suits. Goddamn, ain’t life wonderful?”
“You’re forgetting something,” Williard said.
“Oh yeah? What’s that?”
“What are we gong to do about Puzzi?”



Chapter Twenty-Nine
On the leisurely flight back to Dallas, split up over several days, the brothers conferred out of hearing of Puzzi, who remained in deep contemplation and probably wouldn’t have heard them if they had been shouting in his ear. The Williards and Don Falino had made an agreement after the failed dinosaur expedition not to cross each other again, but these were special circumstances. How could they have known that Jerry, out of all the women in the world, would have picked up the old Godfather’s daughter? And to make matters worse, Jerry and Tina had evidently fallen in love. During their discourses, Jerry adamantly refused to entertain the notion of breaking it off with Tina, and his brothers could tell just by the way Tina acted around him that she would be even less amenable to the suggestion. The problem occupied their attention so completely that they forgot all about the CIA. The CIA hadn’t forgot about them however.
The satellite observers and communication monitors had been working three shifts trying to keep up with the events in Alaska. After first losing contact then downloading pictures of what appeared at first to be a volcanic eruption, more technicians had been called in. Once it was ascertained that it had been a monstrous avalanche rather than a volcano, they had picked up Jason’s bush plane and followed its progress all the way back to Dallas. A well-armed squad of agents was waiting for them there.
 
“Uh oh,” Williard said as soon as they stepped inside the terminal. There was no mistaking the appearance of the squad of federal agents, though which bureau they belonged to wasn’t apparent, other than that it was one of the ones which authorized their agents to carry weapons; suit coats would hang like those only on a one-breasted man.
“Ah, fuck,” Jason said. “I don’t think we’re going to Hollywood any time soon.”
“What’s wrong?” Terry said, looking around in bewilderment.
“Oh, I know!” Tina said brightly. “We were so anxious to get out of those seats we forgot to bring the bones with us!”
“Don’t mention no bones,” Jason said.
“Why not? Hey! Let go of me!” Two husky, clean-cut young men had suddenly appeared on either side of Tina and grabbed her arms in an iron grip. More of them surrounded the Williard brothers, not giving them a chance to draw their weapons even had they intended to do so. Terry was also being restrained, causing Tiger to begin his act and the cat to spit and arch his back. Terry relaxed to the inevitable, serenely confident that one or all of the brothers would shortly turn the tables on their captors.
“Find some cages and contain those animals too,” one of the agents, apparently their superior officer, directed. “The rest of you—you’re all under arrest.”
“What for? You can’t do this!” Tina said belligerently. “We’ve got vital scientific information and specimens to attend to—whoops!” She realized too late that Jason had told her not to mention anything about the bones.
“Never mind,” Jason said. “They would have found them anyway.”
“Negative, boss,” three more agents just entering the passenger alcove said. “Nothing but a bunch of M-16’s and arctic gear in their plane.”
Williard realized that they must have begun searching their plane as soon as they were out of sight of it. But why hadn’t they found the bones? He didn’t think Jason had taken any particular pains in storing them.
Each of the brothers had immediately been relieved of their handguns. Puzzi had been patted down, but he had long since been disarmed. Now the agents began going through wallets and purses, handing over identifications to the chief agent.
Jason was getting a little irritated. “What’s your name, bud?” he said to the chief. If he ever got the chance, he wanted to know who to dismantle.
“Just call me Mr. Smith. Everyone else here is named Mr. Jones. Now, Mr. Williard, I just heard the lady there say that you were carrying valuable scientific specimens. Where are they?”
Jason was just as confused as Williard but he wasn’t about to let it show. “She must of been talking about my brother Jerry there,” he said, pointing to Williard. “He always has been a scientific cuss.”
“Only as a hobby,” Williard said. “I spend most of my time keeping Jim there, out of trouble.
“Don’t listen to him. Jerry there is the one always getting me arrested,” Jerry said, pointing to Jason.
Mr. Smith squinted his eyes. For the first time he noticed that the brothers could have passed for triplets. “Fuck. Now we’ll have to fingerprint them. Come on, let’s take them all out to the farm. We’ll get them sorted out there.”
“Hey, what about me?” Puzzi said. “I ain’t done nothing; I was just along for the ride with these guys.”
“Check him out,” Mr. Smith said. “As soon as we get a pilot to fly their plane, we’ll get out of here. Now everyone sit down.”
“Hey, boss!”
Smith turned to where one of his men had called about Puzzi. “What is it?”
“This guy has connections. He can make all kinds of trouble if we hold him.”
Smith considered while he talked with the agent. Puzzi was apparently who his identification said he was. And he had been clean, unarmed. Still….
“I want to make a call,” Puzzi said.
“No calls,” Smith said. His orders were explicit: Arrest them all and hold them incommunicado. He doubted that the man named Puzzi could manage to get himself or anyone else loose once they got them to the farm, regardless of his connections.
An agent came back into the alcove, carrying two animal cages sequestered from the airline baggage section. He handed one of them to another of the ubiquitous Jones and kept the other himself, intending to put Stowaway into it while the other Jones took care of Tiger.
Stowaway was having none of it; the only person he allowed to put him in a cage was Terry or Williard. The unsuspecting agent reached down, intending to grab him by the nape of the neck and deposit him in the cage. Stowaway got him with both claws and teeth. The agent screamed with pain and Stowaway streaked away and began running in circles, looking for an exit. Several more Joneses tried to grab him as he passed them, getting nothing more than bloody fingers for their trouble.
“Don’t hurt my puppy!” Tina cried, giving Tiger his signal.
Tiger jumped up onto a vacant seat and began barking at Smith, the only agent now not preoccupied with chasing Stowaway.
“Come here, mutt,” Smith said, bending down to pick him up. Tiger allowed it, but as soon as Smith lifted him off the chair, he braced his hind legs on Smith’s arms and began slathering his face with all the enthusiasm his little tongue could muster.
Smith jerked his head back and reached up to wipe the slobber from his face with the back of his hand, the one holding his pistol.
Williard reached up and plucked it from his hand and jammed the barrel into his belly. “Surprise,” he said. Williard stood up and forced Smith backwards, using his body to shield the weapon from the other agents, who were paying more attention to the wailing cat than him anyway. He pushed Smith into one of the Jones’ near Jerry. The agent was half-bent over, ready to make a grab for Stowaway on his next circuit. He staggered and Jerry stuck out a foot, tripping him to the ground. His pistol skittered across the floor, directly into Jason’s hand. Jason picked it up and grabbed the next nearest agent and put the barrel of the pistol to his temple.
Across the room, the rest of the ersatz Joneses had made a circle around Stowaway and were cautiously closing in.
Williard manhandled Smith around so that he was facing away from him then jammed his gun barrel against the side of his head, leaving it in plain sight. “Hey fellows,” he called. “Leave my cat alone and look this way.”
A deadly silence descended over the room.
“You can’t get away with this,” Smith blustered. “My orders are to bring you in at all costs.”
“Your costs won’t be worth a fucking peso if all of us are dead,” Williard said. He was bluffing, not about to get into a gun battle when they were so outnumbered and especially with Terry and Tina in the room. There must be something they could do though.
“I can take care of this,” Puzzi said confidently.
Williard had an idea of how far the old Godfather’s reach extended and Puzzi evidently had considerable influence as well. He glanced over at his brothers. “Jason? Jerry?”
“Let him try it,” Jerry said after a moment’s consideration. Hell, even if he spilled the beans to the Godfather that was better than being locked up and questioned by federal agents.
“Why not?” Jason agreed. ” Go ahead, Puzzi.”
Puzzi ran to the wall phone and dialed a number. He spoke in tones low enough to be unintelligible to the others for several moments, then hung up.
“Well?” Williard said.
Puzzi glanced at his watch. “Mr. Smith will be receiving a call within ten or fifteen minutes. Let’s all be nice til then, huh?”



Chapter Thirty
Time slowed to a crawl as a dozen pairs of eyes stared at the phone. Williard was certain an eternity must have passed as they waited. His arm grew tired and began to tremble from the strain of holding his gun against Smith’s kidneys. The only movement was Stowaway, circling close to the walls until he finally relaxed and jumped up into Terry’s lap. Tiger, in Tina’s lap now was happily wagging his tail, pleased with his performance. Everyone jumped as if an electric current had shocked them when the phone finally rang. Williard kept his weapon pressed to Smith’s back as he urged him forward.
Smith picked up the receiver and began talking. The look on his face would have done justice to Wylie Coyote just kicked off a cliff by the roadrunner. He talked a long time, stopping every so often to listen to the person on the other end of the connection. Finally he hung up, a disgusted look on his face. “You can remove your weapon from my kidneys, Mr. Williard. You are free to go.”
“That’s nice,” Williard said. “We were going to go anyway.”
Smith’s face turned as red as a desert sunset. “There is a condition.”
“Well, tell us about it. If it sounds reasonable, why we might even go along with it.” He winked at Terry, hugely relieved.
“You will have a week to relax and rest from your recent, uh, excursion. After that, you must make yourself available for questioning at a place of your own choosing. You will be allowed to have an attorney present.”
“We don’t need no fucking lawyer,” Jason said. “Anybody that fucks with us we just kick their ass.”
Smith grudged a tiny smile. “Somehow, I believe you, Mr. Williard. One other thing: we must secure your aircraft.”
Williard caught Tina’s expression. “Fine, but one of us has to stay aboard to make sure nothing disappears.”
“That’s acceptable,” Smith said. “Well, that seems to wrap it up.” He pulled out a business card. “Here’s my contact number. Remember, no later than a week from today.”
“You got it,” Williard said. He pocketed Smith’s pistol.
“That’s my weapon,” Smith said mildly.
“Oh. So it is. I’ll trade you.” He handed it over and received his own back in exchange.
“I hate to interrupt this lovefest, but there’s one more condition,” Puzzi said.
“Uh oh,” Jerry said. “I think I know what it is.”
“I imagine you do. My client has requested that Tina and you three cowb—uh, gentlemen accompany me to New York for a little conference.”
“I always did say I was going to die young,” Jerry said.
*****
Don Falino, the old retired godfather of the New York and New Jersey families waited impatiently at his home for his daughter and the three cowboys he knew of old to arrive. He had spent the previous 24 hours pacing around his den while trying to decide what action to take.
He had considered having them eliminated, but that was a hard decision to make. The last time he had tried that, not only had they survived but he had also wound up having to replace two underbosses, several button men and a goodly number of soldiers, including his best hit man. Remembering, he had called in a virtual army and had them ensconced in every room of his expansive mansion and posted so closely together outside that they were practically stumbling over each other. And even with all that muscle, he still wasn’t all that certain of success if that were the route he chose to take. After listening to Puzzi, and remembering his previous encounter with them, he thought that he might be able to kill them by having them trampled by a herd of elephants or exploding a ton of dynamite on top of their heads but even that might not be sufficient. He finally decided to wait and see and maybe just pay them to assassinate Kadafi or Arafat or take over South Africa rather than tangle with them again. On the other hand, Puzzi had been very complimentary of the cowboys, declining to bother them further and suggesting that he, himself, grant them leniency.
What really had sparked his ire was Puzzi’s report that Tina, his beautiful gentle daughter, had somehow gotten mixed up with one of them. What could she have been thinking of? He had been meticulously careful to isolate her from any aspect of the family business, had seen to it that she attended the best schools and college and surreptitiously protected her from the greasy gigolos who tried to influence or seduce her. Several of them were now sleeping with the fishes for their pains. Should he send the cowboys to the same graveyard, most especially the one she was interested in, or simply see that they left the country and never returned? Or he could call his Washington contacts again and see to it that they were locked away for the rest of their natural lives, in padded, well-guarded cells at Langley. That would be simple enough; it had taken all the pressure he could bring to bear to break them loose from the agency’s clutches. A simple phone call would be enough to have them apprehended again and held indefinitely for questioning for whatever reason the agency thought was so important. That was one item of information he hadn’t been able to obtain. No telling what they had been up to! The real reason for his indecision though, was Puzzi’s recommendation that Tina be allowed to continue her association with the Texans. Their heroics had apparently swayed him in much the way he had been influenced years ago when he had offered them jobs. Still… the cowboy Tina was involved with wasn’t a Sicilian, not even Italian for that matter. He grimaced at the sudden thought that Sicilians could take lessons from these Texans and come out better for the association.
The Don was still undecided when the doorbell finally rang. He picked up a phone and gave his button men instructions to escort the cowboys to his office, being extremely careful to keep them under tight rein the whole time.
The door to his den opened and the three cowboys were walked inside, three button men staying so close to each of them that they were practically stepping on their feet. Behind them came Tina, dressed in a snow white blouse and skirt which he thought revealed far too much of her thighs. No matter, though. She was his daughter, his favorite, and after all, a grown woman now.
“So,” Don Falino said, “we meet again.”
“Nice to see you,” Jason said casually, as if he weren’t surrounded by three armed men with twitchy trigger fingers.
“You’re looking good, Don Falino,” Williard said. “Any new additions to your aquarium?” The last time they had been in the godfather’s presence, he was keeping a great white shark and using it to dispose of his enemies.
“Good to meet you,” Jerry said. “Your daughter is the finest woman I’ve ever laid eyes on.” He thought a little flattery certainly couldn’t hurt.
Falino stared at him balefully, taking the remark in the wrong context, then had to make his glare disappear and ignore all the salutations while he greeted his daughter.
“Daddy!” Tina bubbled, embracing her father. “I’m so glad to see you! Just wait til I tell you where I’ve been!” She was so excited that she forgot to wonder why so many of her father’s business associates were present, then when she did notice them, she thought they must be interrupting a meeting of some kind.
Falino gently extricated himself from Tina’s embrace. “Sit sown, daughter. I know where you’ve been.”
“Yes, but wait til I tell you what we found! It’s so exciting!”
“I’m sure,” Falino said.
“And that’s not all! Just look at the fabulous man I’ve met. He’s so sweet!” She went over to Jerry and leaned against his shoulder. Tina was doing her best to get her father thinking in several directions at once. She suspected that he was not going to approve of Jerry no matter what she said, just like he had somehow broken up all her past romances.
Falino blanched at hearing his daughter call the cowboy ‘sweet.’” The man was an adventurer, a conniver, for all that his balls were probably bigger by half than any man in the room, not excluding himself.
Tina caught his expression and realized that the homecoming wasn’t going as well as she had hoped. Now that she thought about it, she suddenly realized that Puzzi must have been one of her father’s assigned guardians. Remembering that Puzzi had been present ever since they left Alaska and had seen her and Jerry almost constantly since, she realized that he had almost certainly reported everything they had said and done to him. She felt a faint blush creeping over her cheeks.
“These men are all wanted by the CIA, daughter. Do you realize that?”
“Oh, bother. I’m tired of hearing about the CIA. Besides, Jerry and his brothers can handle them any time they want to—and the KGB too,” she added.
It was too much. Tina obviously thought her boyfriend was invulnerable. Yet obviously she loved him. What to do? He wasn’t even Italian. Falino sighed. He would never fit into the family. Best to just dispose of him and his brothers. Tina would be hurt, but she would get over it. He motioned to his underboss. “Take them away. I don’t want to see them again.”
The Williards all tensed, knowing what Falino meant. Tina saw the expressions on their faces. Without understanding the details, she sensed that something was dreadfully wrong though she had no earthly conception that her father had just ordered the Williard brothers execution.
Tina knew that her father wielded enormous power and influence and thought that he was again using it to send a man she cared for away. Well, he wasn’t going to get away with it this time, especially now that her period was two days late. She was still standing close to him. She leaned down and whispered something in his ear.
Falino gasped. “Can this really be true?”
“Yes, daddy, it most certainly is and I’m glad!” Tina exclaimed, hoping that it was indeed true.
Falino stared at Jerry then back at his daughter. “Does he know?”
“Not yet. I wanted you to meet him first.”
“Well, you’ve certainly accomplished that,” Falino managed. This put a different perspective on things. He was old and neither daughter had yet produced a grandchild. And he was catholic, though some might have thought it strange that he was faithful to his religion despite his occupation. An abortion was out of the question, of course, and he could not possibly hold himself responsible for the death of his grandchild’s father. And that left no choice at all.
“Will he convert?”
Tina did not dare tell her father that Jerry had no interest at all in Catholicism or any other religion, nor did she, for that matter. However, Jerry probably wouldn’t mind going through the motions, just as she wouldn’t if she had to. If he did mind, she would beat him over his head until he saw reason! “Of course he will,” she said confidently.
Falino heaved a sigh. “So be it then. Bring him back with you when the CIA is finished with their inquiry.”
“That might take a while,” Tina said.
Falino gave her a thin smile. “Let me make a few phone calls. They won’t take long. I’ll make them an offer they can’t refuse.”



Chapter Thirty-One
“Gawd!” Jerry said as they were on the way back to the airport in one of Falino’s limousines. “I never thought we’d get out of there alive.”
Tina leaned over and kissed him. “Don’t be silly, Jerry. Sometimes daddy acts like an old bear but he’s really an old softy inside.”
“What was all that last bit of conversation about. It went completely past me.”
“I’ll tell you later. Right now, I just want to get finished with the CIA and start studying those bones to see what they are.”
“Smith said they couldn’t find them.”
“Well, they probably didn’t look very hard. Just think; here in a week or two we’ll be famous!”
“Let’s hope,” Jerry said. He knew how thorough the CIA was with a search. What had happened to the bones?
*****
There was no chance to relax back in Dallas. Smith, the chief agent, met them the minute they walked into the terminal.
“Hey, what are you doing here?” Williard asked him immediately. “It hasn’t been a week yet and we haven’t called you either!”
“This isn’t my doing,” Smith said. “Miss Very is waiting for you in the VIP lounge.”
“What’s the matter?”
Smith kicked at the carpet. “I think I’ll let her tell you. Maybe you’ll have some sort of explanation.” He led the way up an escalator and down a hallway to the lounge.
Terry fell into Williard’s arms immediately after he stepped inside. She was trembling.
“What’s wrong, babe? Has this character been giving you a hard time? Give me the word and I’ll rearrange his anatomy.”
Terry continued leaning on his breast. Williard felt tears soaking into his shirt. He patted her on the back. “Come on now, babe. Tell me what’s wrong. It can’t be all that bad.”
“Oh yes, it is,” Terry sobbed. “The bones are missing, after all you went through. I can’t find them anywhere.”
Williard looked away from Terry and pierced Smith with a wrathful glance.
Smith spread his hands. “Williard, I swear we had nothing to do with it. From what Miss Very has told us, we want to examine them as bad as you do. Please tell me you have some idea where they are.”
Williard looked past Terry’s shoulder at his brothers and Tina. Tina looked as if she were about to faint. Jason shrugged painfully. He said, “The last I saw of them was when we stowed them away right before we took off. There hasn’t been anyone else in the plane alone since then.”
Jason looked almost as bad as Tina did. The expedition had been his idea in the first place and against all odds, they had returned with a genuine discovery, one that would have shook the scientific world to its foundations.
Williard went back over the trip home in his mind, from start to finish. He visualized their takeoff, the narrow escape from being buried under megatons of rock, the stop at Anaktuvak where Lemutik and Trish—
“Lemutik!” Williard said. “I remember now. We were talking. She said that the Numamiut spirits were sleeping in the earth. I told her that the remains we had weren’t. She said they were sleeping too. Oh, shit. Did she mean that—”
“She took them out and buried them,” Jason said. There was not a quiver of doubt in his voice. “That last night before we left, while we were all so tired and sleeping like a hibernating bear. In fact, now that I remember, she made a special, uh, effort to make certain that I slept soundly.”
Smith collapsed into the nearest chair. “Now we’ll never know,” he said plaintively.
Williard looked at him curiously. “Know what?”
Smith looked as if he were shrinking into the chair, growing smaller by the moment. “Didn’t you ever wonder why the CIA and KGB both were following you?”
“We were too busy kicking your ass to worry about it,” Jason said, “but go ahead, tell us.”
Smith considered for a moment then shrugged. “I guess it can’t matter now, not with whatever was there buried under enough rock that it would take a thousand years to uncover. Back a few years ago, our satellites began to detect some electronic anomalies in that general area. We couldn’t pinpoint them close enough to make it worthwhile searching, and besides, it didn’t seem all that important at the time, just some weird, unexplained noise we picked up every now and then. But then we began hearing rumors that your friend Herman had made an astonishing find in the same general area. We put a tail on him and even tossed his house while he was gone, but all we turned up was just enough cryptic notes to tell us that he really had made a terrific discovery. Then he disappeared for a while. The next time we located him, he died from a heart attack while some agents were questioning him. That’s when we got onto your name. I guess you know the rest. Oh—the Russians must have spotted the same anomaly and they were on Herman’s tail too. That’s why they were there.”
Jason reached out and grabbed Smith by his shirt and yanked him close to his face. “A heart attack you said. You sonofabitch, I know about what kind of attack it was. Herman was my best friend.”
Smith didn’t resist nor wipe the spittle from his face. “It wasn’t me nor any of my men. The KGB got to him before we did. And look at it this way: they got what they deserved.”
Jason released his hold on Smith, realizing that he was right. Williard wasn’t quite satisfied though. “I still don’t see why you guys were so interested. Suppose we did have the bones? Hell, suppose we had brought back a live specimen? What was the big deal with you? It wouldn’t have changed anything between us and the Russians.”
“I think I can answer that,” Tina said.
“I hope someone can,” Williard said.
Tina gathered her thoughts then began. “You know that when we found those fresh bones that I examined them for a couple of hours before we stored them in the plane?”
“Sure. I had to practically pry you away from them.”
“That’s why. Those specimens were weird. I couldn’t decide whether they were related to us hominids or were something completely different, way out in left field. In fact, so far out, I was wondering whether they even originated on earth or not.”
“Aw, crap,” Jason said. He slumped down into the nearest chair and beat his fists against his knees. “Here we had what might have been the discovery of the ages and let it fucking get away from us.”
“You can’t possibly feel any worse than we do, Mr. Williard,” Smith said. “Suppose the creatures really were from off earth. Think of the knowledge we might have gained.”
“Think of the money we might have made,” Williard lamented, remembering the bare bones of his financial situation.
“Hell, think of the good side,” Jerry said. He took Tina into his arms and kissed her.
*****
The next morning, after a good night’s sleep back in his own apartment, Williard heard the phone ring. He ignored it. There was no one he wanted to talk to at the moment.
Tina picked up the receiver. “Hello?”
“Tina?” She heard her father’s voice come over the phone.
“Oh, hi daddy. What’s the occasion?”
There was a moment of silence then Don Falino began speaking. Overnight, he had gone over everything Tina had told him and everything he knew or had heard about the cowboys. After some contemplation, he had come to the realization that he had been wrong for even thinking of eliminating them. They were real men, such as he had not seen since leaving the old country in his childhood. Had they not twice bested him? Had they not protected his daughter from all sorts of danger? Were they not honorable, if somewhat rough around the edges? And was not one of them to become his son-in-law, even though he didn’t yet realize it? All in all, they deserved not only his leniency but also his admiration—and rewards, such as he was capable of giving, which was why he had called his daughter.
He said, “Little one, I have been thinking. The brothers, one of which will soon be part of our family, should be rewarded for their efforts. Can you tell me what they would like?”
Tina was ecstatic. He was an old softy! “I know what Jason would like: a new Albatross seaplane.”
“He shall have it. What of the other one?”
“Jim?” She thought for a moment, remembering some conversations she’d had with Terry on the way home, then told her father.
“That, too, shall be done. And Jerry?”
“You leave Jerry to me,” Tina said. “I’ll give him all the rewards he can stand!”
The old godfather hung up without asking about that. For all his power and influence, he was very reticent in matters of sex and would just as soon not think about what his daughter and prospective son-in-law might be doing before the wedding.
*****
Williard woke up and eased quietly out of the bed, not wanting to disturb Terry, who was still asleep, a tiny smile caressing her face. He looked down at her fondly. It was so nice to have her back in his bed. He just hoped they could work their problems out this time. He knew in his heart that he would never be completely satisfied working a regular job, but now he thought that perhaps she would be willing to give him a little more space—especially if his brothers called again. He decided to get dressed and drop by the hospital and see what was going on. Maybe by this time Meekins had fouled up the lab so badly that he would be offered his job back—for lack of money he was going to have to find something to do. As soon as he stepped into the lobby, he noticed that every employee in sight was clustered in little buzz groups, talking excitedly. He wondered what the occasion was that had them so agitated but passed by without asking. He strode idly down the main corridor and then noticed that the people he passed were giving him rather strange looks. He glanced down at his fly to see if it were open and continued on his way. He turned off the main corridor and walked down to the lab, thinking to say hello to some of his old employees. Jeannie, his secretary, jumped to her feet as soon as she spotted him.
“Mr. Williard! We’ve just been calling your house. The administrator wants to see you immediately! Come on!”
Williard didn’t particularly want to see Elkins, but curiosity impelled him to go anyway. Jeannie walked along beside him, a curious, anticipatory expression on her pretty face. He knocked on the door then entered the administrator’s office.
Leroy Jenkins, the chairman of the governing board of the hospital, was sitting in Elkin’s chair. “Mr. Williard! I’ve been waiting for you!”
Williard got a puzzled look on his face. “You have? What on earth for?”
“You haven’t heard?”
“Heard what?”
“The board called an emergency meeting not an hour ago. We voted unanimously to fire Mr. Elkins and Dr. Meekins, the pathologist. We also voted to offer you the position of hospital administrator, effective immediately.”
Williard slowly collapsed into the chair opposite Jenkins. He didn’t have to be a rocket scientist to recognize the fine hand of the godfather’s manipulations here.
“Well, will you accept?” Jenkins asked eagerly, but with a tinge of apprehension in his voice. Williard figured that word had come down that there might soon be a new board if he declined the offer.
Williard smiled. A free hand, to run the hospital just as he wished, and if the Joint Commission gave him any problems, he knew just the person to call!
“I’ll take it,” he said, “at least until my brother gets his Albatross ready to fly.”
“Albatross? Is your brother an ornithologist?”
“He’s a man of many talents,” Williard said. “And so is my other brother. You never know what they’ll be up to next.” He glanced over at Jeannie, who was sitting primly beside him. Over her shoulder, he could see the door to the administrator’s private office, which he knew contained a large soft couch, a liquor cabinet and a bathroom. He smiled. “As far as that goes, you never know what I’ll be up to next either.”
The End
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