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FROM CIA AGENT TO MURDER
SUSPECT!

Butler was a CIA man who criticized
the agency too much—at least that’s what they told him. The next
day he was the prime suspect in a sensational murder case. Did the
CIA frame him? Or did a foreign power want him to get rattled
enough to give away Agency secrets?

Butler wasn’t going to wait to find
out. Escaping to Mexico, where he kept a secret bank account, he
got ready for a very pleasant temporary retirement. Unfortunately
things weren’t going to be that easy.
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In the councils of government, we
must guard against the acquisition of unwarranted influence,
whether sought or unsought, by the military-industrial complex. The
potential for the disastrous rise of misplaced power exists and
will persist. We must never let the weight of the combination
endanger our liberties or democratic process.

Dwight D. Eisenhower January 17,
1961


Chapter One

Butler walked down the corridor of
the New York field office of the Central Intelligence Agency. His
face was puffy because he’d just been awakened. It was two o’clock
in the morning on a Tuesday in September.

At the end of the corridor was a
secretary sitting at a desk. She was an elderly woman named
Winifred Dooley and she’d been working the lobster shift at the
field office for as long as Butler had been assigned there—about
five years.

Butler grinned as he approached her
desk, carrying his Burberry raincoat over his arm. “I just got a
call from the old man,” he said.

Winifred looked up from her
typewriter. “He’s expecting you. Go right in.”

Butler opened the door and entered
the oak-paneled office of F. J. Shankham, director of the
counterintelligence operations for the New York regional area.
Shankham sat behind his desk, puffing a briar. He looked up from
the papers he was reading. “Hello, Butler. Have a seat.”

Butler draped his raincoat over one
chair and sat in another, crossing his legs. He wore a glen plaid
suit by Ralph Lauren and his red Countess Mara tie was a bit askew.
His black hair was tousled and he needed a shave. These
middle-of-the-night summonses to headquarters were always a pain in
the ass, but Shankham frequently sent them. Evidently he thought
they kept his agents on their toes.

“I know what you want to see me
about,” Butler said. “Heard it on the radio in the cab that brought
me down here. Cuban crackpots set off a bomb in front of the Cuban
Mission of the U.N. I’ll get right to work on it.”

Shankham shook his head slowly.
“No, that’s not why I’ve called you here,” he said in his slow
monotonous voice.

“Oh?”

“I’ve called you here about another
matter entirely.” He picked his pipe up and leaned forward. “I’m
afraid I have some rather unpleasant news for you.”

Butler smiled and shrugged. “What
is it?”

“I think you’d better prepare
yourself.”

“I stay prepared. What is
it?”

Shankham gazed with great sincerity
into Butler’s eyes, so Butler knew that some heavy horseshit was
about to come down.

“I’m very sorry to be the one who
has to tell you this,” Shankham said, “but your services are no
longer required by the Agency.”

Butler’s jaw sagged open. For once
he had been caught totally unprepared. “Huh?”

“I’m afraid I must ask for your
resignation,” Shankham added, puffing his pipe as calmly as if he
fired secret agents all the time.

Butler leaned back in his chair and
took a deep breath of the smoky air. “Oh.”

“I imagine you’re shocked,”
Shankham said in a fatherly way.

“As a matter of fact I
am.”

“But surely you must have had an
inkling.”

“Not at all.”

“You haven’t been aware that you’ve
been extremely critical of the Agency since you returned from
Chile?”

“Well yes, but I didn’t think
that’d get me fired.”

“You haven’t been fired, Butler.
You’re going to resign.”

“That’s right too.”

“No one in the Agency is ever
fired.”

“Of course not.”

“We’ll have a job waiting for you
on the outside, naturally. We don’t throw our people to the
wolves.”

“Naturally.”

“Hope you’re not too
upset.”

“How would you feel if it happened
to you?”

Shankham smiled,
showing horsey teeth. “But it didn’t happen to me. Should I gather from your tone that your answer
is in the affirmative?”

“I think you’d be justified in
gathering that.”

“I think you’re being ingenuous,
Butler. Surely you must have known that we couldn’t let you bitch
and moan all the time. We can’t have the younger agents hearing
that sort of thing day in and day out. If you disapproved of us so
much, I’m surprised you didn’t take it upon yourself to resign
earlier.”

“Resign and do what?”

“There are similar jobs in private
industry. In fact, we have one all lined up for you. You’ll like
it, and it’s totally nonpolitical. Pays more than you’re earning
now, too. And it’ll make good use of your knowledge of the Spanish
language.”

“I don’t know. I’ll have to think
about it.”

“You’ve never been able to
understand that we’re an arm of the government and we follow orders
like soldiers. Ours is not to reason why—ours is but to do or die.
I’m sure you’ve heard that expression.”

“It was the defense of the war
criminals at Nuremburg.”

“All a soldier can do is follow
orders,” Shankham said firmly.

“Maybe it’s time to examine who’s
giving orders, and why. When is my last day here, by the
way?”

“Thirty days from today, but you
don’t have to come in if you don’t want to.”

“Don’t I get some kind of pension
after ten years of service?”

“Yes indeed, Butler. I’m glad you
reminded me. Actually it’s fifteen years of government service when
we include your time in the army. It should come to several hundred
dollars a month.”

“When do I get it?”

“In thirty days, and on top of
that there’ll be your severance pay and vacation pay, which will
probably come to a few thousand dollars.”

“Good. Send the money and keep that
job you were planning to get me. I don’t think I’ll want to work
for awhile.”

Shankham looked nervous. “What are
you planning to do with your time?”

“Don’t know yet.”

“Surely you’re not planning to
write a book about the Agency, or anything like that? That wouldn’t
be nice.”

“I’m not going to write a book.
Don’t worry.”

“If you do, no pension.”

“I told you I’m not going to write
a book.”

“And we’ll prosecute.”

“I’m not going to write a book,
Shankham! Get it through your head that I’m not going to write a
book. Do we have anything else to discuss?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Then I’ll be on my merry way.”
Butler stood and draped his raincoat over his arm.

Shankham got up and held out his
bony hand. “It’s been nice working with you, Butler. Really it was.
I hope you understand that there’s nothing personal in this. I’ve
always rather liked you. Well, good luck.”

“Thanks.”

“Would it be all right if we wrote
your letter of resignation ourselves and mailed it to you for your
signature?”

“Sure,” said Butler. “You can sign
it for me too, if you want to.”

“Oh, we couldn’t do
that.”

Butler raised his eyebrows. “Why
not?”

“Well, that wouldn’t be
proper.”

Butler looked at Shankham for a few
moments, then burst into laughter. He laughed his way out of
Shankham’s office, out of the building, and into a cab on the
street below.

“What’s so funny?” asked the
cabbie.

“You’d never believe it,” Butler
said. “Take me to the Plaza Hotel, if you don’t mind.”

“I don’t mind,” said the cabbie,
pulling down his flag.


Chapter Two

Butler ambled into the Oak Room of
the Plaza Hotel, his hands in his pockets. There was an empty table
beside a window that overlooked Central Park and he sat down,
crossing his legs. He felt like he was on a submarine that had just
been torpedoed. A waiter came over and he ordered his customary
shot of Old Bushmill’s Irish Whisky with a soda back.

The waiter hurried toward the bar
and Butler looked out the window at a horse and carriage trotting
by. It was difficult for him to adjust to the fact that he was no
longer with the Agency. He felt as if he’d been with them all his
life and would remain with them until he died. But Shankham was
right, he should have known that he couldn’t go on badmouthing the
Agency forever. They demanded unconditional total loyalty. But how
could he remain loyal to them when it was becoming more and more
obvious that they were sleazy bastards, interfering in the internal
affairs of governments all over the world, helping assassinate
legally elected presidents like Allende, spying on American
citizens who expressed unusual views, breaking into people’s homes,
supporting dictatorships? Butler had thought there’d be some reform
after the scandals of the Nixon Administration, but the Agency only
got slicker and continued just as before, with the Angolan follies
and various other cruddy operations. Butler had been mixed up in
many of them, doing his duty and hoping something would change.
Well, something had changed, all right. They had thrown him out on
his ass.

The waiter
returned with the shot of Old Bushmill’s and Butler took a sip. The
essence of Irish peat bogs trickled down his throat smoothly; he
helped it along with a drink of soda. Then
he slugged down the rest of the shot and asked the waiter to bring
him a double next time.

The Oak Room was nearly empty at
this time of the morning. Three solitary drunks were at the bar
grumbling into their glasses, and a fiftyish man with a twentyish
woman were seated in a corner, whispering sweet nothings into each
other’s ears. The bartender smoked a cigarette and prayed that the
hands on the clock would move faster. A police car with siren
wailing sped past on Central Park South.

Butler wasn’t a spy anymore, but he
couldn’t help continuing to think like a spy. He reflected that the
people in the Agency knew he had a lot of top-secret information,
and it would be normal for them to be concerned that he might spill
some beans now that he’d been fired. If he were still in the Agency
he’d have a man like himself watched carefully for a few months, to
make certain that the disgruntled ex-spy wouldn’t run to the
Russian Embassy to get even with his former employers.

Butler sipped his Old Bushmill’s
and wondered if anybody in the Oak Room was there not to drink but
to keep tabs on him. He looked again at the old guy and his young
lady friend, the three drunks at the bar, even the bartender. Any
or all of them could be working for the Agency. They might’ve
planted that bartender there three months ago because they knew the
Oak Room was a place frequented by Butler. They probably had a few
of his other haunts staked out too.

But that wouldn’t be the most
economical way to go about it, he reasoned. The best way would be
to have him followed and then send in an agent to observe him
surreptitiously. However, you can’t observe someone surreptitiously
in a deserted bar at three-thirty in the morning, so Shankham
should have fired him earlier in the day. But Shankham was a
creature of habit and he loved the mystery of night. Therefore,
Butler got fired at night. A problem with the Agency was that the
old hands indulged themselves too much, at the expense of
operations.

A brunette of
about twenty-five entered the Oak Room, and Butler thought to
himself, “I wonder if this is the one.” She was just his type, and
he had no doubts that the folks at the
Agency knew what his type was. She was tall and slim, wore glasses
and a high-fashion frilly dress, looked at him, appeared flustered,
and sat at a table near the entrance to the bar in a seat that
faced him.

Of course her seat also faced the
window, so Butler had to figure whether she’d selected that seat to
observe him or to look out the window. A more important question
was, what was such a babe doing out alone this time of night if she
weren’t a spy? If Butler were running this operation he would’ve
sent in an ordinary male drunk who’d attract no attention at all.
But he wasn’t running this operation—if it was an operation. Well,
he’d soon find out.

The young woman had long elegant
fingers and she used them to light a long elegant cigarette. The
waiter came over and Butler heard her order a Tequila Sunrise, a
helluva drink for three-thirty in the morning, he thought. Butler
checked her out after the waiter left and wondered how far she’d go
with him. Their eyes met and she looked away quickly.

So she’s playing it cool, Butler
thought. Doesn’t want to appear overly available. But of course
she’s just dying to come over here and start a conversation. The
waiter came with her drink and she sipped it daintily, her ankles
crossed. Her mouth reminded him of a butterfly. She looked at him,
and he met her stare. She smiled awkwardly, stood up, and walked
toward him. Here it comes, he thought. I wonder what her opening
line will be.

“Excuse me,” she said, standing in
front of his table, “but did you ever attend the University of
Minnesota? The reason I ask is that you look like somebody I went
to school with.”

Butler wondered whether to answer
in the affirmative and break her chops a little, or play it
straight. He decided to play it straight.

“I’m afraid you’ve got me mixed up
with someone else,” he said.

She touched her finger to her jaw.
“The resemblance is truly amazing.”

“You don’t say.”

“His name was Turpevich. Freddy
Turpevich. Are you related to such a person by any
chance?”

“I’m afraid not.”

“My, my, my.”

“I have a common face, I
suppose.”

She fluttered her eyelashes. “Oh, I
don’t think it’s common at all. It’s a rather nice face, in
fact.”

“Thank you. Yours is rather nice
too.”

“You’re very kind.”

She stood looking at him, evidently
waiting for him to invite her to sit with him. She was gorgeous as
a movie star and had every right to expect such an invitation, but
Butler elected not to make the offer. He wanted to see how she’d
handle it.

“Are you a native New Yorker?” she
asked.

“No.”

“Here on business?”

“No.”

She looked puzzled. “Then what are
you doing here?”

“I happen to live here.”

She smiled. “Oh, isn’t that nice.
Well you’re just the kind of person I’m looking for. I just arrived
in town today for the National Computer Show at the Coliseum and I
don’t know my way around at all. Would you be kind enough to tell
me what’s doing, which shows to see, and so forth?”

“Sure,” Butler replied. “What would
you like to know specifically?”

She fluttered her eyelashes again,
and Butler wondered where she had learned that ridiculous
mannerism. “Would you mind if I sat with you?”

“Of course not. Why not have the
waiter bring your drink over?”

“I think I’ll do just that.” She
raised her hand and the waiter came running. She told him to bring
her drink over, then sat beside Butler. “Do you mind if I
smoke?”

“Not at all.”

She lit another of her long
cigarettes, inhaled, and looked at him. “You must think I’m awful
for forcing myself on you this way, but New York can be simply
overwhelming when you don’t know your way around. By the way,
what’s your name?”

“Butler.”

“I’m Wilma B.
Willoughby.”

“You don’t say.”

“I’m sort of an expert on names,
their derivations and such, and I can guess from your name that
somebody in your family tree was a butler at one time.”

“If so it was very far back,
because I know about my ancestry for as far back as the Civil War,
and there’ve been no butlers since then.”

“Must have been before
then.”

“Yes.”

“What were they doing at the time
of the Civil War?”

“I come from an old Southern
family, and my great-great-grandfather owned a plantation in
Georgia.”

“You don’t say.”

“And I understand he was a gun
runner through the Yankee blockade during the Civil
War.”

“Isn’t that
interesting!”

“What does your name
mean?”

“My name?” She flicked ashes into
the tray. “It has to do with willow trees. Evidently my ancestors
owned land that had a lot of willow trees on it.”

“Not weeping willow trees, I hope.
Because that would give you a tragic background, and that’s no
fun.”

“I don’t know what kind of trees
they were. At any rate, that’s all history now.” She smiled. “What
do you do for a living, Mr. Butler?”

“Nothing.”

“Nothing?”

“That’s right.”

“But how do you live?”

“I have a small inheritance that
produces sufficient income for me to live modestly.”

“What do you do with your
time?”

“I think about things.”

“You spend your time thinking about
things—that’s all?”

“Oh, I also observe people, and go
to various social functions. Sometimes I have love affairs with
beautiful young women like you.”

She looked very primly at him.
“What a strange life you lead.”

“I don’t find it strange at
all.”

“Are you happy?”

“I’m not deliriously happy, but I’m
happy.”

“You don’t look so
happy.”

“I don’t?”

“No. In fact, you were rather
grumpy when I came over to ask if you were my old classmate from
the University of Missouri.”

“University of
Minnesota,”

“Oh yes. The University of
Minnesota.”

“I apologize if I was grumpy to
you.”

“Are you sure nothing’s bothering
you?”

“Quite sure.”

“If you want to unburden yourself,
you may feel free to talk to me. They say I’m a good listener. And
I can keep a secret.”

“You look like you have shoulders
that a person could lean on.”

“Yes, I’m a very strong person,”
she said, holding her chin in the air.

“What if one wanted to rest his
weary head on your bosom?”

She blinked. “What was that
again?”

“I think you heard me.”

“Are you getting fresh with me,
Mr. Butler?”

“I’m afraid I am.”

“Well, I suppose a woman has to
expect this sort of thing at,” she looked at her watch, “three
o’clock in the morning.”

“Indeed she does, particularly when
she looks as luscious as you.”

“I suppose I should take that as a
compliment.”

“It certainly wasn’t an
insult.”

“No, I don’t suppose it was. Well,
where were we? Oh yes, you were going to tell me what’s doing in
New York, what shows to see, and so forth.”

“What sort of things do you
like?”

“I have wide-ranging tastes. I
prefer the unusual, the bizarre, the offbeat, as it
were.”

“May I recommend the Egyptian
exhibit at the Metropolitan Museum?”

“That sounds like a delightful
idea. I love Egypt. Visited there once. Rode a camel out to the
pyramids. Quite amazing edifices, really. Millions died to
construct them, they say.”

“So they say.”

“But it was worth it. I mean the
pyramids are just incredible.”

“I doubt if any of those dead
workers would agree with you. By the way, may I buy you another
drink?”

“Oh, you don’t have to.”

“I know I don’t have to. But may I
anyway?”

“That would be very kind of
you.”

Butler raised his hand and the
waiter came scurrying over. Another round of drinks was ordered and
the waiter launched himself toward the bar.

Butler scratched his stubbled chin
and considered Wilma B. Willoughby. He still didn’t know if she was
from the Agency or was just another crazy lady, but suspected she
was both. He decided to play the game a little longer and see what
score developed.

“I can also
recommend a revival of Beckett’s Waiting
for Godot in the Village,” he
said.

She smiled, lighting another
cigarette. “Oh, I love Beckett, particularly that play. In fact, I
played the part of Vladimir in a production of it at the University
of Massachusetts.”

“Minnesota.”

“That’s right,
Minnesota.”

“Yes, I love Beckett too. He’s so
convoluted and cynical, and yet he gets right to the essence of
life, doesn’t he?”

“Indeed he does,” she
said.

“I believe in getting to the
essence of things too, don’t you?”

“Oh, of course.”

“I mean, intelligent people
shouldn’t have to beat around the bush, should they?”

“Certainly not.”

“They why don’t you come home with
me, Ms. Willoughby, and perhaps we can show each other things that
are unusual, bizarre, and offbeat.”

Her ears turned pink, as she sucked
her cigarette. “I don’t think that’s such a good idea, Mr. Butler.
After all, we hardly know each other.”

“But there is no better way for a
man and a woman to become acquainted.”

“As I said earlier, I suppose a
woman has to expect this sort of thing at this time of
night.”

“Particularly when she’s alone in a
saloon, because a man would think, on seeing her, that perhaps
she’s looking for someone to bed down with. It’s not a completely
unwarranted assumption, you know.”

Wilma B. Willoughby shook her head
sadly. “It’s a shame that a woman who suffers from insomnia and
incurable friendliness has to be misunderstood so
often.”

“Oh, so that’s it.”

“Yes.”

“Insomnia and incurable
friendliness?”

“Uh huh.”

“You couldn’t sleep so you got all
dressed up and came down to the Oak Room.”

“Not exactly. I was dressed
already, wasn’t tired, and decided to have a night cap before
attempting to sleep.”

“You’re staying at the
Plaza?”

“No.”

“Where are you staying?”

“I don’t think that’s any of your
business.”

“What’s the big secret?”

“Why your great
curiosity?”

“I am by nature a curious
man.”

“Well I am by nature a secretive
woman.”

“Got something to hide?”

“My privacy and peace of
mind.”

“Perhaps I could help you with your
insomnia.”

“How?”

“By rocking you to sleep on my big
water bed.”

“Oh Mr. Butler, really. Must we go
on this way?”

“What way would you prefer to go
on?”

“I’d prefer to resume our
discussion of the theater.”

“That’s right
too. You studied drama at the University of Massachusetts, I mean the University of Missouri, I mean the
University of Minnesota.”

“Minnesota,” she said. “The
University of Minnesota.”

“Yes, the University of
Minnesota.”

She yawned. “You know, I believe
I’m getting drowsy.”

“This conversation must be boring
you. I apologize with all my heart.”

“Oh no, it’s not the conversation
but the hour.”

“Let me see you home.”

“I can get along quite well by
myself, thank you.”

“You can’t leave me like this,” he
said, with a sense of genuine deprivation.

“Where did
you study
drama?”

“In the school of hard
knocks.”

She finished her drink, eyeing him
over the rim of her glass. “I hope you didn’t get knocked too
hard,” she said, after setting the empty glass down.

“The harder the knock, the more
profound the lesson.”

“Tell me about it,” she
said.

“Perhaps some other time. I
wouldn’t want to keep you up past your bedtime.”

“Oh yes, my bedtime.” She stood and
smoothed the front of her dress. Her breasts were large as melons,
and there was a most delicious odor of flowers emanating from
her.

“Is there anything I can say or do
to seduce you?” he asked hopefully.

“I’m afraid not.”

“May I call you?”

“Give me your
number and I’ll call you”

“Promise?”

“I never make promises. What’s your
number?”

“I’m in the phone book under
Butler.”

“First name?”

“I never use my first
name.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t like it.”

“Is it Aloysius?”

“It’s even worse than
Aloysius.”

“Algenon?”

“Stop guessing, because I’m not
going to tell you anyway.”

“But Butler is a very common name.
How do I distinguish you from all the other Butlers in the phone
directory?”

“Butler is not a common name. It
refers to a fine old Southern family.”

“Of gunrunners and slave
owners.”

“Exactly. But you didn’t have to
bring that up.”

“It’s nice to keep things in their
proper perspective.”

“In the phone directory you shall
know me by my first initial and my East 79th Street
address.”

“Why don’t you just tell me your
phone number?”

“Why don’t you tell me
yours?”

“Because I don’t want
to.”

“Well I don’t want to either.” He
looked up at her and winked. “Do you think you’d like to see East
79th Street? It’s very nice this time of night. And my bedroom
window has a beautiful view of the East River.”

She smirked. “So does my bedroom
window. Good night, Mr. Butler.”

“And the best of nights to you, Ms.
Willoughby.”

“Thank you so much for the drink
and the scintillating conversation.”

“Oh, it wasn’t that
scintillating.”

“But it was, it really was.” She
adjusted her shoulder bag, winked and walked away.

Butler sipped his Irish whiskey and
watched her go, wondering who she really was. Ten years with the
Agency had made him paranoid and suspicious of everyone. There
definitely was something weird about that one. He should check on
her to make sure. He was out of work and didn’t have anything
better to do.

He had two more leisurely drinks,
then called the waiter for his check, paid it, and stood, folding
his Burberry over his arm. He walked out of the Oak Room, through
the lobby of the Plaza Hotel, and out the front entrance, where a
cab was disgorging two male passengers. The doorman held the door
open and when the cab was empty Butler got into the back seat. He
told the driver his East 79th Street address, and the cab rumbled
off into the night.

When the Agency had transferred
Butler to New York from Washington, it’d taken him months to figure
out what part of town he wanted to live in. He quickly rejected the
upper West Side because it was crawling with mental patients that
the state had ejected from various institutions because of the
budget cutbacks. He didn’t like Greenwich Village because it was
filled with advertising and public relations executives pretending
to be bohemians. He wanted to live in Chinatown because he loved
the food, but couldn’t find an apartment down there. Soho was the
new “in” neighborhood, but Butler loathed things that were “in”
because he perceived that “in” things and places were designated
and promoted by people who had vested financial interest in them,
and he didn’t like to feel he was being conned.

That left the Upper East Side,
which he wasn’t too crazy about either. Of course, he liked the
blocks between Central Park and Lexington Avenue, but a man on a
spy’s modest salary couldn’t afford to live there, so he had to be
content going farther east to the blocks where the low-level
business executives, airline stewardesses and professional football
players lived. The supermarkets sold overpriced goods, the
restaurants were overrated and the saloons were like the monkey
house at the zoo. Butler thought it a very tacky neighborhood. He’d
been in apartments where three secretaries lived in two rooms, and
it was hell trying to get one of them alone. Life was filled with
problems.

The cab stopped
in front of his apartment building and he got out. Crossing the
lobby, he waved to George the doorman, who was dozing on the sofa,
a copy of the New York Daily News
open on his lap. He took the elevator up to the
fourteenth floor, which really was the thirteenth floor, but since
people tend to be superstitious it was called the fourteenth floor.
There was no thirteenth floor in the eighteen-story
building.

He walked down
the carpeted corridor to his apartment, inserted his two keys in
the two latches, and went inside. Turning on a light, he hung his
Burberry in the hall closet and entered the living room that was
decorated in contemporary semi affluent bachelor style, which is to
say that there was a big comfortable sofa
and an expensive stereo system. Butler turned the stereo to his
favorite FM classical station, and the Prokofiev violin concerto
number one in D major came on. He smiled, because it was one of his
favorite pieces. Loosening his necktie, he unfastened the top
button on his shirt and shuffled toward the bathroom to take a
leak. He felt sleepy and thought how nice it would be to go to
bed.

Approaching the bathroom, he saw
that the door was open and something had been spilled on the floor.
He must have dropped something by mistake when he was hurrying to
see Shankham. Turning on the bathroom light, he looked down and saw
that it was blood. There was a six-inch splash of it in the middle
of the floor, and drops of it leading to the bathtub and behind the
shower curtain. Hastily he pulled aside the shower
curtain.

Lying in the bathtub was Wilma B.
Willoughby, her arms crossed over her stomach and her throat
slashed from ear to ear. Blood also oozed from her mouth, nose and
ears. Her eyes were open and staring in horror at something. She
was absolutely still and absolutely dead.


Chapter Three

Butler looked at Wilma B.
Willoughby, aghast. He couldn’t believe his eyes. He had been
talking to her at the Plaza only an hour ago, and now she was dead
in his bathtub! Bending over, he touched her arm, and she was still
warm. He fingered her pulse; and she had none. In the bathtub with
her was one of the Sabatier chef knives he used on the rare
occasions when he cooked for himself. It was covered with
blood.

“Oh-oh,” Butler
said, trying to figure out what could possibly have happened. He’d seen many dead bodies during his
careers as Green Beret in Vietnam and secret agent in the various
hot spots of the world, but never in his own bathtub, with his own
knife, somebody he’d been trying to seduce that very night. “Maybe
this is all a bad dream,” he said. He often had bad
dreams.

There was a loud knock at the door.
“Oh-oh,” he said again. There was no fire escape for quick exit and
it was thirteen floors to the pavement below. It wasn’t the fall
that was so bad, but the sudden stop. He decided to pretend no one
was home.

The knocking
became louder. “Open up! It’s the
police!”

Butler stood quietly in the
bathroom beside the dead body of Wilma B. Willoughby and wondered
what to do. He realized quickly that he had no options whatsoever.
All he could do was see what happened. But who had killed Wilma B.
Willoughby? And why in his apartment, of all places?

He heard the unmistakable sound of
shoulders crashing against his door. He knew the sound well because
he’d broken down many a door in his day. Calmly he walked into his
living room just as the front door exploded open and three cops
came flying into his vestibule.

“Hello,” Butler said
cordially.

The cops untangled themselves and
looked at him. Two wore uniforms and the other was in plain
clothes. The one in plain clothes walked warily toward Butler and
took out his shield.

“Police,” he said.

“What can I do for you?”

“What’s your name?”

“Butler.
What’s your name?”

“Detective Shannon. Nineteenth
Precinct. We’re responding to a complaint that someone was
screaming in this apartment.”

“Who made the
complaint?”

“I’ll ask the questions,” said
Shannon crossly. He was a big guy with red hair and a red nose.
“This your apartment?”

“Yes it is.”

“What’s going on here?”

“Nothing at all. I just got home
from a bar.”

“Mind if we look
around?”

“I most certainly do, if you don’t
have a warrant.”

“I don’t need a fuckin’ warrant. I
got probable cause. Somebody might’ve been killed here for all I
know.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Butler
said.

One of the uniformed cops pointed
to the floor. “Hey Shannon, look!”

Everybody looked in the direction
of the cop’s finger, and Butler gulped when he saw the trail of
bloody footprints he had made while coming from the
bathroom.

Butler said, “I can explain
everything.”

Shannon yanked out his service
revolver and pointed it at Butler’s nose. “Put your hands
up!”

“Now really...”

“Put your hands up!”

“Yes, sir.” Butler raised his
hands.

Shannon spoke out of the corner of
his mouth to his companions. “Olson, put your gun on this alleged
perpetrator while Murphy and I search the apartment.”

“Right.”

Olson took out his service revolver
and pointed it at Butler’s furiously beating heart while Shannon
and Murphy followed the bloody footprints to the
bathtub.

“Holy shit!” exclaimed Murphy, in
the bathroom.

“I can explain everything,” Butler
said, with a cordial smile.

Shannon and Murphy came storming
out of the bathroom. “Call homicide,” Shannon told
Murphy.

“Right.”

Murphy picked up Butler’s green
push button telephone, and Shannon turned to Butler. “Why’d you
kill her?”

“I didn’t kill her.”

“What’s she doing here?”

“Damned if I know.”

“I suppose you’re going to tell me
that you just got home and happened to find her like that in your
bathtub.”

“As a matter of fact that’s exactly
what happened.”

“Sure it is.”

“It is.”

“Hold out your
hands, scumbag.” Shannon reached behind
his belt, took out his cuffs and slapped them on Butler’s extended
wrists. “You’re under arrest for the murder of that girl in there.
Hereafter anything you say can be used against you in a court of
law. You have the right to counsel by attorney.
Understand?”

“I’d like to call an attorney right
away, if you don’t mind.”

“All the attorneys in the world
couldn’t help you, scumbag. Let’s go downtown.”

“Why can’t I call my attorney
first?”

“Because I say you
can’t.”

“But you said before that I had a
right to counsel by attorney.”

“Did I say that?”

“Of course you did.”

Shannon squinched together his
eyebrows and thought for a few moments. “Oh yeah, I guess I did. I
do that spiel so many times a day I forget what’s in it. Well,
you’ll talk to your attorney when I get good and ready to let you,
get it?”

“Got it.”

“Good. Now let’s
go downtown, and if you try anything funny I’ll blow your fuckin’
head off, you scumbag killer. Move.”

“Could I possibly take my coat?
It’s a bit chilly out there and it might rain.”

“It ain’t ever
gonna rain where you’re going, fuckhead. Now I said
MOVE!”


Chapter Four

They shackled
Butler’s wrists and ankles to a bar on the floor in the back seat
area of a patrol car and drove him downtown. In his awkward
bent-over position, Butler pondered the
fate of Wilma B. Willoughby. She was such a beautiful young woman,
so bright, so charming. He’d felt a genuine liking for her in the
Oak Room of the Plaza, and now she’d been wiped off the face of the
earth. Had the poor girl unwittingly fallen into a disaster, or was
she an agent who’d made a fatal mistake?

Whatever had happened, why did the
locale have to be his apartment? The one thing perfectly clear was
that somebody was trying to do something horrible to an unemployed
secret agent named Butler. Whoever they were, they were serious
enough to spill blood, and clever enough to set him up in a very
professional manner. In fact, Butler could see no way to prevent
himself from going to jail for a very long time, because all the
evidence pointed to him as the brutal killer of Wilma B.
Willoughby.

I’ve got to
analyze this carefully, Butler told
himself as the city streaked past the windows of the patrol
car. It’s clear that somebody wants to do
something to me. They didn’t want to kill me, though. They just
want me to rot in jail for the rest of my life.

There was a very interesting
coincidence, he realized. He’d been set up on the same day that
he’d been fired from the Agency. Could it be that the Agency had
decided to put him away because he knew a lot of dirty secrets and
they were afraid he might talk? But in that case, wouldn’t it have
been easier to kill him? They never hesitated to commit murder when
it served their purposes. In his day he himself had knocked over a
few alleged enemies of the American people. He’d even been in the
Muneda Palace when Allende was gunned down, but he wasn’t the one
who pulled the trigger. A Chilean Army officer with close ties to
the Agency had done that. Well, if they’d kill the legally elected
president of a nation, why wouldn’t they kill an obscure spy like
Butler?

You could follow
a problem like this through ever-widening circles until you went
mad, but his life was on the line and he had to keep going. He knew
there were people in the Agency who hated him. They were the
right-wing fascist types who thought any despicable act was
justifiable in their unceasing war against godless communism, and
Butler had often disagreed with them.
Perhaps they hated him enough to want to see him rot in jail for
the rest of his life, instead of giving him a quick clean death.
They were perverse bastards; he wouldn’t put anything past
them.

On the other hand, perhaps he had
been set up by a foreign power hostile to the United States, in the
hope that he’d suspect the Agency and blab all his dirty little
secrets to the press before the Agency could bail him
out.

But maybe the Agency really was
behind it, assuming that he’d blame a foreign power, certain that
he was an Agency man to the marrow of his bones and therefore never
would talk.

If the Agency thought that, why had
they set him up in the first place?

And who was Wilma B.
Willoughby?

And what the fuck was going
on?

There was only one way to clear
this up. As soon as he could he’d have to call the Agency. If they
said they couldn’t help him, he’d have to accept that as the
tip-off that they’d set him up. If they said they could help him,
and in fact sprung him from jail, that wouldn’t exonerate them
completely. They might’ve set up the whole mess anyway just to bind
him closer to them, make him grateful for their help in his hour of
greatest need, and convince him to keep his mouth shut out of
gratitude.

But would they kill Wilma B.
Willoughby just for that? He nodded grimly and decided that they
would.


Chapter Five

Butler was taken to police
headquarters on Centre Street, photographed, fingerprinted, and
slapped around a little in a tiny room in the basement.

“Why’d you do it?” asked a big cop
with a scar on his cheek, glowering down at him.

“I didn’t do it.”

“You’re a fuckin’ liar.”

“I’m not a fuckin’
liar.”

“I said you are.”

Whack!

Butler’s head went tumbling across
outer space. He was handcuffed to the chair and there was nothing
he could do. But he was no stranger to pain. They could punch him
out all night and he’d still keep his mouth shut. He was a very
tough customer.

The cops realized that after about
ninety minutes of interrogation.

“This is a waste of fuckin’ time,”
said the cop who’d been hitting him with the rubber
hose.

“Yeah,” said somebody else standing
in the shadowy background.

“Might was well lock the fucker
up.”

“Might as well.”

The cop with the rubber hose bent
over and unlocked the cuffs that held Butler to the
chair.

“I want to make my phone call,”
mumbled Butler.

“What’d he say?”

“He says he wants to make his phone
call.”

“He hasn’t made his phone call
yet?”

“I guess not.”

“Well we gotta let him make his
phone call. It’s the law, and we don’t want to break the law,
right?”

“Right.”

They dragged Butler out of the
little room and down the corridor to a gloomy office area, where
they dropped him in a chair in front of a desk.

“There’s the phone, asshole. Make
your call.”

Butler wiped his bloody mouth with
the back of his hand and picked up the receiver. He dialed the
special secret number of F. J. Shankham at the New York field
office of the CIA.

Winifred Dooley, still on the
lobster shift, answered the phone. “Hello,” she said
gruffly.

“This is Butler. Lemme speak to the
boss.”

“He’s not in.”

“Where is he?”

“Search me.”

“When do you expect to hear from
him?”

“Damned if I know. Is there
anything I can help you with?”

“I happen to be in jail, and I need
to get sprung.”

“Why are you in jail?”

“The cops think I killed
somebody.”

“Did you?”

“Of course not!” Butler yelled. His
patience was wearing thin.

“Then why do they think you killed
somebody?”

“Because they found a dead body in
my bathtub.”

“In your bathtub, you
say?”

“That’s what I said.”

“Oh my goodness!”

“I want you to get in touch with
Shankham and tell him to get me the hell out of here.”

“You want Mr. Shankham to get you
out of jail?”

“That’s right.”

“But you don’t even work for us
anymore.”

“Yes I do—for thirty more days.
And you’d better tell Shankham that if he doesn’t get me out of
here within twenty-four hours, I’m going to start telling little
stories about such places as Chile, Angola, Namibia, Argentina,
Brazil and Nicaragua to anyone who’ll listen. Am I making myself
perfectly clear?”

“Perfectly clear.”

“Good evening to you, Ms.
Dooley.”

“The same to you, Mr.
Butler.”

Butler handed the phone to the cop.
“I’m finished with my call.”

The cop took the phone and hung it
up. Then he and his partner marched Butler down the hall to a dank
little cell and locked him in.

Butler sat on the
wooden slab that was supposed to be a bed, and looked around. There
was a commode in the corner that stunk to high heaven, and that was
it. From afar some poor bastard was
groaning. Butler looked at his watch; it was five o’clock in the
morning. He stretched out on the cot and closed his eyes. The
bloody image of Wilma B. Willoughby floated before
him.

“Somebody is going to pay for
this,” he muttered. “Anybody who messes with me is messing with the
wrong guy.”


Chapter Six

Butler was awakened by the sound of
keys clanking against the bars of his cell. He raised his head from
the wooden slab and saw a cop unlocking the door. Beside the cop
was the slender stooped figure of F. J. Shankham.

“Your lawyer’s here,” the cop
snarled, opening the cell door.

Shankham entered the cell, peering
at the body on the wooden slab as if he couldn’t believe his eyes.
The cop locked the cell door and Butler sat up, wiping the sleep
from his face.

“It’s about time you got here,” he
grumbled, looking at his watch. It was nine-thirty in the
morning.

Shankham sat next to Butler on the
bunk. “How’re you feeling?”

“Terrible. Do you know what’s going
on?”

“You’re charged with third-degree
murder, and your arraignment is this morning.”

“I know that part, but I don’t know
what’s going on.”

“To what are you referring?”
Shankham asked, adjusting his wire-rimmed glasses.

“I’m referring to the fact that
I’ve been framed and I can’t help wondering who did it.”

“Surely you don’t think that
we…”

“If not you, then who?”

Shankham shrugged. “I don’t know,
Butler. To tell you the truth, how do I know that you didn’t
actually kill that poor unfortunate young woman? You are rather
unstable, you know.”

“I am not unstable.”

“Of course you are. You wouldn’t
hold the ridiculous political beliefs that you do if you weren’t
unstable.”

“This is no time for a political
argument. I want to get out of jail.”

“I’m afraid your legal situation
isn’t very good. They’ve got the evidence against you and they’ve
got it cold.”

“What evidence?”

“First of all, the bartender at the
Oak Room has testified that he saw you in the company of the victim
in the early hours of this morning. Next, neighbors of yours called
the police to complain of terrible bloodcurdling screams coming
from your apartment. And finally, the police called on you and
found the victim in your bathtub, with her throat slashed with a
knife that matches the set of knives in your kitchen, and which,
moreover, has your fingerprints on it. That’s third-degree murder
at least, and who knows, in a few days the police might get it up
to first-degree murder.”

“Whoever set me up did a good job
of it.”

Shankham became nervous. “Well, a
man is presumed guilty—I mean innocent—until proven guilty, but
they’ve got an awful strong case against you. If I were sitting on
that jury I’d be strongly inclined to send you away for the rest of
your life.”

Butler stared at him. “You
would?”

“I told you that they’ve got the
evidence and they’ve got it cold.”

“But I told you that I’ve been set
up. Don’t you believe me?”

Shankham smiled. “Butler, you know
better than to ask me that. You’ve known me long enough to be aware
that I don’t trust anybody. I don’t even trust myself, so how can I
trust you?”

“I was set up, I tell
you.”

“I hear what you’re saying, but a
jury probably will vote to convict.”

“You’ve got to help me,
Shankham.”

“Of course we’ll help. We don’t
throw our people to the wolves. We’ll get you the finest lawyer
money can buy. He’ll do everything for you that he can. You’ll get
a fair trial before a jury of your peers. That’s all we can do,
Butler. We can’t produce a miracle for you. The age of miracles is
past.”

“Who do you think you’re talking
to—some dumb hick?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Hey Shankham, this is me, Butler.
I’ve been in the Agency for ten years and I know the Agency can do
anything it pleases, because I’ve seen it in action. I’ve been in
jail before and I’ve been sprung. Why not now?”

“Because before you were on
official Agency operations, but this time the evidence points to
the likelihood that you’ve taken it upon yourself to cut up some
poor young woman on your own.” Shankham shook his head. “That’s a
different matter entirely. Why, can you imagine the scandal if the
papers ever found out that a CIA agent killed his girlfriend and
the CIA used its influence to have him released?”-

“She wasn’t my girlfriend and I
didn’t kill her.”

“But you knew her.”

“I only talked with her for about a
half hour at the Plaza. I never saw her before in my life. In fact
I thought she was working for you.”

Shankham raised his eyebrows.
Me?”

“Yes, you.”

“That’s preposterous. Whatever made
you think that?”

“I thought perhaps you wanted to
check to see how I was dealing with the fact that I’d just been
fired.”

“Nobody in the Agency gets fired.
You were going to resign.”

“Don’t change the subject. I still
wouldn’t be surprised if that girl was working for you and you set
me up.”

Shankham looked at him in
irritation. “Don’t be absurd!”

“I wouldn’t put it past
you.”

“I think you’re hallucinating. Why
would we want to put you in jail?”

“To keep me quiet. Because I know
too much.”

“If that were so we merely would
have killed you.”

“Too messy, maybe?”

“There are clean ways, as I’m sure
you know. Besides, even if you did talk, who would believe you?
You’d be just another crackpot running around denouncing the CIA.
And the American people don’t care anyway. Just let them have
televisions sets in every room and a new car every three years, and
they don’t give a damn what happens. The average American is a
dope; you know that. I’m surprised you’d think they’d do something
if they knew the truth about world events. The only truths they’re
interested in is who won the ballgame today and what’s for supper
tonight.”

“That’s because they’re so
brainwashed by the media.”

Shankham shrugged. “Whatever.
Anyway, we didn’t set you up, Butler, and I’m astonished and hurt
that you think we did. We have no motive for setting you up.
There’s nothing in it for us. Actually I’m not so astonished, to
tell you the truth. Everybody blames everything on the CIA these
days. You kill your girlfriend and then blame it on us. How
tacky.”

“She wasn’t my girlfriend and I
didn’t kill her.”

“We’ve gone over this ground
before.” Shankham looked at his watch.

“You’ve got to help me.”

“I told you that we’ll get you a
very fine lawyer and we’ll post bail. More than that we cannot
do.”

“There’s a lot more you can do. If
the bartender at the Oak Room remembers what time I left, it can be
deduced that I couldn’t possibly have had time to kill Wilma B.
Willoughby.”

“Was
that her
name?”

“Yes.”

“What a strange name.”

“That wasn’t the
only strange thing about her. She had undercover agent written all
over her. She was a museum of the tricks
and ploys that we all use.”

“You don’t say?”

“Sound like anybody you
know?”

“I don’t think
so. And in reference to what you said about the bartender in the Oak Room, he already has given a
deposition in which he stated that he doesn’t know exactly what
time you left the bar.”

“The waiter?”

“The waiter has stated that he
thought you left with the victim, but he couldn’t be
sure.”

“That bastard!”

“He sees so many people coming and
going—you can’t blame him.”

“But I gave him a ten-dollar
tip!”

“Probably everyone else at the Oak
Room does too.”

Butler pinched his lips together
and thought for a few moments. “Perhaps we can locate the cabdriver
who took me home. Cabdrivers have to write down the hour and minute
they pick up and drop off their fares.”

“There are thirty thousand cabbies
in the naked city.”

“It shouldn’t be too hard to locate
him.”

“What are you
looking at me for?” Shankham asked, moving away from Butler on the
wooden cot. “You don’t expect the Agency to try and locate him, do
you?”

“I do.”

“Uh-uh, Butler. Forget about it. We
can’t take the chance on the bad publicity if we used our resources
and the taxpayers’ money to try and exonerate an agent accused of
killing his girlfriend.”

“I told you that she wasn’t my
girlfriend. I hardly knew her.”

“Then you tell me how she wound up
in your bathtub?”

“Somebody put her there to set me
up.”

“But how?”

“The important question is who.
Maybe it was the Russians, hoping I’d blow my top and blab
everything I know.”

“It’s possible.”

“Or the Chinese.”

“Maybe.”

“Or you.”

“Me?”

“You.”

“It wasn’t me,
Butler. I know you don’t believe me, but it wasn’t. And if you decide to blab everything you know, as you
so crudely put it, and if the American people awake from their deep
sleep and start to pay attention, you shall disappear off the face
of the earth and never be seen again. Because you see, when I take
care of somebody, there are never any loose ends. Do I make myself
clear?”

“Yes.”

“Good.” Shankham stood up and
slapped his palms against his stomach. “Your lawyer should be in to
see you before your arraignment. We will post bail, of course, and
pay your legal fees. But that will be the extent of our involvement
with you. Sorry. Good luck to you, and if you’re ever in the
neighborhood, give me a call and we’ll have lunch
together.”

“You bastard.”

“Butler, I knew a woman would be
your downfall. I just knew it. You play around too much. You should
have gotten married; then this wouldn’t have happened.”

“It’s been a pleasure talking to
you, Shankham,” Butler said, not bothering to get up.

“Same here.” Shankham rattled the
cell door and the jailer came running with his ring of keys. The
jailer unlocked the cell and Shankham stepped out into the hall.
Turning to Butler, he said, “Good luck again, old man.”

“Thanks for everything,
chief.”

“Don’t mention it.”

Shankham turned and walked down the
corridor. The jailer slammed the door shut and locked it. Butler
was alone again.


Chapter Seven

His lawyer turned out to be a
portly gentleman named Sidney Gersch, and he arrived at Butler’s
cell at ten-thirty in the morning. Carrying a briefcase, politely
refusing to sit on the wooden cot beside Butler, Gersch stood close
to the bars and began by saying that he was a former judge. Then he
inquired about the facts of the case, shaking his head and frowning
as Butler described the series of unfortunate events that had taken
place the night before.

“I must tell you in all sincerity
that the situation doesn’t look good,” Gersch said.

“But I’m innocent.”

“Of course you are,” Gersch cooed,
“but on the basis of the facts, nobody will believe
you.”

“I want to plead
innocent.”

“By all means do.”

“We must find that
cabdriver.”

“We’ll leave no stone
unturned.”

“What do you think my chances are
of getting off?”

“One in a thousand.”

“That bad, huh?”

“Afraid so.”

“Can we bribe the
judge?”

“Perhaps we can influence him into
giving you a lighter sentence, but he can’t let you go scot
free.”

“Perhaps we can tamper with the
jury.”

“Anything’s possible. However,
we’ll have plenty of time for that. The immediate problem is the
arraignment. Let me go to a quiet place and assemble my case; then
I’ll see you in the courtroom. All right?”

“Yes.”

Gersch called the guard and left
the cell. Butler was alone again. The guard brought breakfast: a
cup of tepid coffee and two slices of toast. Normally Butler ate a
huge breakfast, and now he was very hungry, but he had to be
satisfied with the skimpy fare provided by the state of New York.
He was getting angrier and angrier. Somebody was going to pay for
all this.

At two in the afternoon he was
arraigned before Judge Cavalieri of the Third District Court of New
York. Butler pleaded not guilty. A trial date three months hence
was set, and bail for fifty thousand dollars was laid down in view
of the seriousness of the offense and the preponderance of evidence
against the defendant. Gersch disputed the amount vociferously and
succeeded in getting the bail reduced to thirty-five thousand
dollars. The bail was posted and soon Butler was walking down the
front steps of the courthouse in the company of his
lawyer.

“You realize of course that you’re
not supposed to leave the city,” Gersch said.

“Of course,” Butler replied,
sniffing the polluted air and looking at the sky. It was wonderful
to be free again.

“Whatever you do, don’t get in any
more trouble.”

“Don’t worry.”

Gersch held out his hand. “It’s
been a pleasure defending you, and why don’t you call me in a few
weeks so we can discuss various strategies and so
forth?”

“Right.”

“Bye-bye.”

“So long.”

Butler got into a cab waiting at
the foot of the courthouse steps and told the driver to take him
home. The driver went straight up Third Avenue, with Butler looking
morosely out the rear window, reflecting on what a difference a day
could make. Yesterday he was a top spy for the Agency. Today he was
unemployed and the chief suspect in a gruesome murder. Somehow it
all seemed unreal. But one thing was for sure: somebody was messing
with him, and he had to do something about it.

“Stop at the newsstand over there
for a paper, will you, driver?”

“Sure thing.”

The cab stopped next to the
newsstand and Butler got out, bought a paper, and returned to the
cab, which continued up Third Avenue. He unfolded the paper and
gazed solemnly at the headline.

GAL EXEC FOUND MURDERED IN EAST
SIDE LOVE NEST

Butler read the accompanying story
and found that the gal was Wilma B. Willoughby and the East Side
love nest was his apartment. His occupation was listed as real
estate agent, which was one of his covers. A police official said
that the murder was one of the most gory he’d ever seen.

Something very weird is going on
here, Butler thought, and I’m going to get to the bottom of it. The
cab stopped in front of his apartment building. He paid the driver
and walked into the lobby. The doorman looked at him and didn’t
know whether to shit or go blind, because he’d read the papers too
and had gotten the inside story first hand from the doorman on duty
the night before.

“Hiya, Jackson,” Butler said
cheerily, heading toward his mailbox.

“Hello,” Jackson replied
cautiously.

Butler opened his mailbox and found
bills from the phone company, Con Edison and American Express.
There were no love letters, no invitations to parties, and no
strange messages that might shed light on the events of last
night.

He took the elevator upstairs and
entered this apartment. The first thing he did was check the
bathtub to see if he had any more visitors, but it was empty and
scrubbed clean. He wondered who’d scrubbed it clean. He’d wanted to
have the blood analyzed to see if there was anything abnormal about
it. The blood was scrubbed out of his rug too. He wondered if the
blood was gone because somebody didn’t want him to analyze
it.

Things were
getting weirder and weirder. He took a steak out of the freezer,
put it in the broiler, and took a long hot shower in the very tub
where Wilma B. Willoughby had lain the previous night. Then he
shaved and returned to the kitchen, where he took the steak out of
the oven and devoured it. He figured he
would need a lot of protein for what he was going to
do.

He was going to fly the coop
because he realized that whoever had set him up had done it in a
manner so thorough that he wouldn’t stand a chance in court. His
adversaries were very capable people, but he was very capable
himself. Several years ago, during a period of acute paranoia, he’d
decided to sock away some cash in a sleepy little city someplace
where he could hide in case that should ever become necessary.
Subsequently he thought about withdrawing the cash, but never got
around to it. Now he was grateful for that period of acute
paranoia; because of it, he had fifteen thousand dollars in a bank
in Guadalajara, Mexico. So that was his next stop—if he could pull
it off.

He went to his bedroom closet and
retrieved the two thousand dollars he’d hidden in the clothes rack
in case of emergency. That would be his getaway money. He’d have to
travel light, because he knew he was being watched. If he were seen
leaving his apartment building with a suitcase they’d know he was
attempting to jump bail. So he got out his favorite lightweight
blue suit, designed by Calvin Klein, and put it on. Into his
pockets he put his passport, his set of special CIA picks that
could open any lock in the world, his special CIA miniature laser
gun disguised as a fountain pen, and a few other implements of his
trade. He put the two thousand dollars in his pants pocket,
adjusted his maroon Countess Mara tie, checked his appearance in
the mirror, and left his apartment.

Outside, he noticed two men sitting
in a Chevrolet across the street. Were they waiting for a friend or
for him? He walked toward the subway stop on Lexington Avenue and
86th Street, and there were various people on the sidewalk behind
him who could be working for the various agencies of the world.
Butler glanced back at them in the little mirror concealed on the
face of his wristwatch. They could be ordinary citizens or they
could be members of the crew that wanted him in jail.

He descended the steps into the
subway station and took the Lexington Avenue Express to Grand
Central Station.

Then he took the shuttle to Times
Square. He climbed the stairs to the sidewalk and got in the first
cab he saw, telling the driver to take him to Columbus Circle.
During the ride he kept glancing out the rear window to see if he
were being followed. It was hard to tell.

“Take the next left,” Butler told
the cabbie.

“I thought you wanted to go to
Columbus Circle,” the cabbie protested.

“Do as I say.” Butler looked out
the rear window of the cab.

“Are you in trouble? Are you
runnin’ away from the cops or sumpin’? Am I gonna get in trouble?
Hey, I don’t wanna get in trouble.”

Butler took out
the FBI badge he and other CIA agents used in tight situations like
this. “Police,” he said. “You’ll get in trouble if you
don’t do as I
say.”

“Next left?”

“That’s right.”

“Hey, wait a minute. Do you want to
go left or right?”

“Left.”

The cabbie steered left on 49th
Street, and Butler looked out the rear mirror to see if any other
cars made the same turn. Three of them did: a Plymouth, a Chevy and
a Buick.

“Make another left on Eighth
Avenue.”

The cab turned left into the
porno-movie-and-massage-parlor district of Eighth Avenue, and
Butler saw that the Plymouth and the Buick made the turn
also.

“Another left,” he told the
cabbie.

“Okay.”

The cabbie made the turn and so did
the Buick. In the front seat were two men in fedoras.

“Left on Broadway,” Butler
said.

The cab turned left on Broadway,
and so did the Buick.

“Make the first right.”

The cabbie
steered right and Butler looked through the rear window at the
intersection; sure enough, the Buick also made the turn. It was
clear now that the Buick was following him; there could be no doubt
about that. But Butler knew how to shake tails. He’d been doing it
for years. He stayed prepared for this sort of thing. He took out
his wallet; in a special compartment were
a number of theater tickets. Taking one out, he said to the cabbie,
“Go around the block.”

“Yes, sir.”

The cabbie turned
left on Sixth Avenue and left on 53rd Street. The Buick made the
same turns, and Butler’s fingers tingled with excitement. He loved
the thrill of the chase, the exquisite suspense of a hairy
situation. Ahead on the block was a porno movie theater that was
showing something called
Suburban Sex Kittens.

“I’m going to jump out of the cab
in front of that theater,” Butler said, putting a ten-dollar bill
in the slot. “Don’t slow up—just keep on going like nothing
happened. Don’t worry about me, got it?”

The cabbie clawed the ten-dollar
bill out of the slot. “I’m your man,” he said.

Butler looked out the rear window.
The Buick was five cars back on the crowded cross-town street. The
cab was approaching the porno theater. Butler got his ticket ready.
When the cab was beside the theater, Butler jumped out and ran
through doors plastered with photographs of naked girls.

“Ticket, please,” said the usher,
dourly tending his post.

Butler held it out. The usher took
it, tore it in half, and held out a portion to Butler, but he was
already inside the theater. On the screen a blonde was on her hands
and knees on a bed, while three men were trying to stuff their
penises into her big mouth. Butler ran down the aisle and through a
door marked EXIT in red. Now in the dark passageway backstage, he
headed toward another door, unlatched it and stepped into the alley
behind the theater.

Beside the door
was a fire escape. He climbed it rapidly, the soles of his shoes
clunking against the metal stairs. Pulling himself onto the roof,
he stood and looked around at the Manhattan skyline. Then he ran
across the roof and jumped across the alley to the roof of the next
building. Crossing that one also, he jumped to the roof of the
building behind that one, and then looked behind him. There was no
one there. The poor bastards were probably still snooping around in
the porno theater. He opened the door on the roof
and walked down to a corridor lined with closed
office doors. Proceeding to the elevator, he pressed the button.
When the elevator came he rode it down to the first
floor.

The lobby of the building ran from
51st Street to 50th Street. Butler walked to 50th Street, crossed
the street, and entered another building’s lobby that went to 49th
Street. Emerging from that building, he hailed a cab and told the
driver to take him to 125th Street and Lenox Avenue in Harlem. Upon
arriving at that destination, he climbed the stairs to the train
station on a trestle above the intersection, and waited for the New
York Central train that took commuters to their homes in
Westchester and beyond. When the train came he got on board and
rode it to Poughkeepsie, where he got off, bought a piece of
luggage near the train station, and took a cab to the local
airport.

At ten in the evening a plane
departed Poughkeepsie for Albany and he was on it. He passed that
night in a motel near the Albany Airport; first thing in the
morning he caught a plane to Philadelphia. At that big
international airport he booked passage on a flight to Houston,
Texas, arriving late in the afternoon. In the early evening he
boarded a flight to Mexico City, arriving shortly before
midnight.

He tensed as he approached the
Customs counter in the Mexico City Airport and opened his suitcase.
Inside were a few articles of clothing he’d purchased along the way
so that he’d look like a legitimate traveler.

“What’s the purpose of your trip to
Mexico?” the customs official asked, looking at his
passport.

“I’m a tourist.”

The customs official handed back
his passport. “Have a nice time.”

“Thanks.”

Butler walked to the booth of
Mexicana Airlines and learned that the next flight to Guadalajara
was at six o’clock in the morning. He decided to get some sleep at
a hotel and leave on the flight at ten in the morning. He bought a
ticket and then took a cab to the nearest four-star hotel near the
airport, checked in, had a huge dinner, and went to bed.


Chapter Eight

Butler arrived in Guadalajara at
one o’clock in the afternoon of the next day. He took a cab from
the airport and checked into a hotel not far from the Dellogado
Theater, the classiest theater in town, where performances of opera
and ballet were presented to that rarified strata of Mexicans who
could afford to see them.

Butler had visited Guadalajara many
times in his life and liked it because it was the most Mexican of
all Mexican cities. It was the home of mariachi music and the
charro horsemen renowned for their flashy costumes and daring
feats. It also was the place where tequila was first brewed, and it
was the second largest city in all of Mexico. Its women were said
to be the most beautiful in the world, but then every city says
that about its women.

Butler took a cab to the Banco
Jalisco of the Avenue Juarez not far from Libertad Market Square.
He went inside and asked in his flawless Spanish to see the bank
manager. After a brief wait he was ushered into the office of that
gentleman, a husky old man with white mustaches wearing a tan suit.
Butler shook hands with him, then sat down.

“Several years ago,” Butler said,
“I rented a safe-deposit box in this bank. I haven’t been back
since then but I would like to obtain the contents of the box at
this time.”

“Why of course, sir,” said the bank
manager with great dignity. “It’ll take just a moment.”

The bank manager
pressed a button on his desk and Butler wondered if he was calling
his secretary or the local representative of the Mexican Secret
Service, which had close ties with the CIA. The bank manager
muttered into his telephone and soon a
middle-aged secretary entered the office with some forms. These
Butler signed “Michael Wilkerson” which was the name he had used
when he rented the safe-deposit box. The secretary left with the
forms and Butler chatted with the bank manager about the weather,
local market conditions, and the deteriorating relations between
Mexico and the United States because of the marijuana problem.
Finally the secretary came back with more forms and asked Butler to
follow her to the vault.

Butler was admitted to the vault
and given his safe-deposit box. Opening it, he took out a large
manila envelope, the only thing it contained. Thanking everyone, he
left the Banco Jalisco and took a cab to the Banco Alvarro on the
Avenida Alcade. During the trip he opened the manila envelope and
took out a pale green bankbook and some identification papers which
belonged to Ralph Varick, another of his phony names.

Getting out of the cab at the Banco
Alvarro, he went inside and filled out slips to withdraw all the
money he had in the account, accepting it in cash and travelers’
checks. Returning to his hotel, he looked out the rear window of
his cab to see if he were being followed, but there was no one. He
realized that his getaway from New York had been a success. He’d
lay low in Mexico for awhile, maybe as long as a year, and then
return to the states and try to figure out what had happened to
him.

In his hotel room he sat by the
window and tried to figure where to go next, because a man like he
was always had to stay on the move. He decided it might be nice to
spend the winter in Merida, a quiet little city on the Gulf of
Mexico. There were old Aztec ruins in the vicinity and he thought
he might want to study them, since archeology had been one of his
favorite subjects at the University of Georgia during the happy
days of his youth.

He picked up the telephone and
called Mexicana Airlines to make his reservation for the morning
flight to Merida.


Chapter Nine

Butler arrived in Merida at
one-thirty in the afternoon and checked into an old wooden hotel in
a quiet section of town. Old men in white shirts and pants played
dominoes on the front porch, and above the check-in desk was an old
fan lazily turning around, producing no effect whatsoever on the
environment. The hotel was only three storeys high; Butler’s room
was on the top floor, with a balcony overlooking the Gulf of
Mexico.

He stood on the balcony sipping
tequila and pineapple juice, feeling proud of himself. No one could
possibly have followed him on his circuitous route from New York to
here. It was a perfect example of how to elude pursuers. He might
have been fired from the Agency, but he was still a master spy who
could match wits with the best of them.

He dined alone that night in the
hotel’s small dining room. No one paid any special attention to him
because his Spanish was perfect and he could pass for a Mexican,
his complexion being on the dark side. A girlfriend once told him
he looked somewhat like the young Clark Gable without a mustache,
and later when Butler studied himself in a mirror he realized that
there was a slight resemblance between him and the departed film
star. He’d even thought about growing a mustache, but decided he
shouldn’t try to capitalize on another man’s success.

He went to bed early that night,
for he was exhausted by his peregrinations. He awoke bright and
early the next morning, had a huge breakfast in the hotel, and put
on a pair of jeans and a pale blue shirt. A bus took him to
downtown Merida, where he boarded another bus that took sightseers
to the Aztec ruins at Chichen-Itza.

The ride took an hour and a half
through the jungles of the Yucatan, and then came to the vast plain
on which Chichen-Itza had been constructed in 850 A.D, by “men who
linked their lives to the stars.” The bus was half filled with
tourists; across the aisle from Butler was an elderly gentleman in
a white suit and a straw hat who looked as if he was from North
America, although he had a deep tan. He was avidly reading a thick
book and Butler guessed he was a scholar of some kind.

The bus stopped on the perimeter of
the ancient city, and the passengers got out. Some went with a
guide for a tour of the ruins, but Butler and several others cut
out on their own. Butler walked amid the crumbling temples and
pyramids trying to imagine the culture of warriors and priests who
had lived here a thousand years ago. They had devised an accurate
calendar, had mined gold, made human sacrifices to their gods and
lost a bloody war to the Spanish Conquistadores. He wondered what
life was like in those days, and speculated on how a spy might have
operated without the complicated electronic gadgetry of
today.

The sun blazed down from the sky as
Butler climbed the steps of a pyramid. He wondered why he hadn’t
pursued his studies in archaeology in college; if he had, he’d be
better off today. He would have become a dedicated scholar like the
old man in the white suit, instead of a spy on the run.

At the top of the pyramid there was
a configuration of stone blocks. Butler speculated that this was
probably the spot where the human sacrifices were made. It was the
highest place in Chichen-Itza. Victims were probably laid down on
the blocks before their heads were lopped off. If Butler had lived
in those days he had no doubt that he would wind up on one of those
blocks, because they didn’t have jet planes and phony bank accounts
in those days.

He descended the
steps of the pyramid, crossed the courtyard of hard-packed yellow
earth, and entered the famous Jaguar’s Temple. It consisted of
narrow passageways decorated with weird paintings of priests,
warriors and wild animals. The colors were red, orange and yellow,
and Butler wondered what forgotten artist
had labored in these halls.

“Interesting, aren’t
they?”

He turned around and saw the old
scholar in the white suit.

“Very interesting,” Butler replied.
“Are you an archaeologist, by any chance?”

The man adjusted his wire-rimmed
glasses. “How did you know?”

“Just a hunch.”

“I suppose I look like an old ruin
myself.”

“No, you just look very
scholarly.”

The man smiled. “It’s the same
thing.”

“It’s hard to believe that a
civilization was here a thousand years ago on this strange
plain.”

“Civilizations come and
civilizations go,” the old scholar said. “Perhaps a thousand years
from now people will walk amid the ruins of Boston and speculate on
what kind of people lived there.” He pointed behind Butler and
said, “Look at those drawings over there. They’re very
odd.”

Butler turned around and saw the
figure of a man fighting with a jaguar. The man wore a crown and
had a tail, and the jaguar had the wings of an eagle.

“Who knows?” the scholar said.
“Perhaps in those days, at this isolated spot, men did have tails
and wild beasts did have wings.”

Butler smiled. “Oh, I doubt
that.”

“The world is full of strange,
mysterious things,” the old man replied, touching him on the
shoulder.

Butler felt a little prick of pain.
The old man was smiling at him. Butler felt disoriented, as though
the whole world were caving in on his head. He dropped to his
knees, realizing that the old man had scratched him with a powerful
drug. Warriors and jaguars flew around him just before everything
went black and he pitched forward onto his face.


Chapter Ten

Through swirling mists and tumbling
temples Butler opened his eyes and blinked. He was under the covers
in a large comfortable bed in a darkened room, and he had no
clothes on. At first he felt confused, because he had no idea of
where he was or how he got there, but then he remembered
Chichen-Itza and the Jaguar’s Temple. He’d walked into a trap
there, and now he was here.

But where was here? Stealthily he
got out of bed and peered around the room. There was a lamp next to
a chair; he clicked it on. He was in a spacious bedroom furnished
in baronial style. There was a desk and chair, a television set, a
window covered with thick drapes. Walking to the window, he pulled
the drapes aside and stared down a rocky craggy hill to an ocean.
The sun was shining and waves crashed toward shore.

Something very weird is going on
here, he said to himself, looking around the room. Hanging from a
hook on the wall was a gray pinstripe suit that looked as though it
would fit him. On the floor beneath it was a pair of sturdy black
broughams of the type he usually wore, and on the dresser nearby
was a white shirt and blue tie, plus underwear and
socks.

There was a knock on the door. “May
I come in?” asked a man’s voice.

“Sure,” said Butler.

The door opened and a man in slacks
and a shirt open at the collar walked in. He had blonde hair and
Nordic features. “How are you this morning?” he asked
cheerily.

“What the hell is going on here?”
Butler demanded.

“All your questions will be
answered in due time. Are you hungry?”

“As a matter of fact I
am.”

“What would you like?”

“A half-pound of tenderloin cooked
medium rare, three eggs over well, two slices of whole wheat toast
and a large glass of orange juice. By the way, where the hell am
I?”

“In California.”

“California?” Butler wrinkled his
brow. “How did I get here, and who the fuck are you?”

“I told you that we’ll answer all
your questions later. And please don’t try to escape or do anything
tiresome like that, because we’d find you again and it would be a
waste of time. You might as well shower and shave while we’re
preparing your breakfast. The bathroom’s right through there.” The
blond man pointed to a door.

“Make that an extra-large glass of
orange juice,” Butler said.

“How about
two extra-large glasses
of orange juice, just to be on the safe side?”

“Okay,” Butler replied. “It’s
always best to be on the safe side. By the way, whose side are you
on?”

“Once again, Mr. Butler, all your
questions will be answered after breakfast,” the blond man said
wearily. “See you then. Have a nice shower.”

“Same to you.”

The blond man left the room and
Butler went to the toilet. He took a quick shower; then he shaved
with the razor and shave cream that happened to be the brands he
ordinarily used. A selection of shaving lotions was in the cabinet
behind the mirror; he had no difficulty finding his favorite,
slapping on a generous amount and letting it zing his skin.
Returning to the bedroom, he dressed in the gray pinstripe suit. As
he was knotting the tie, the door opened and the blond man wheeled
in a table covered with the food Butler had ordered.

“Bon appétit,” the blond man said.
“I’ll be back for you in a half hour, and then I’ll bring you to
Mr. Sheffield’s office.”

“Who’s he?”

“You’ll find out
soon enough. Try to be patient, Mr. Butler. Soon all your questions will be
answered.”

The blond man turned and left the
room, and Butler sat at the table. Removing the aluminum covers
from the plates, he proceeded to dine. The meal was not as
enjoyable as it could have been because of his worries about his
future. He’d been well treated so far by his captors, but they just
might be setting him up for something horrible. He wondered what
they wanted from him, and who they were.

The blond man returned in a half
hour. Butler was standing in front of the large window, looking at
the waves crashing against the craggy cliffs below. He had deduced
that if he were in California, this particular area must be Big
Sur. He recalled having driven from Los Angeles to San Francisco
once and passing through Big Sur. He’d thought that the combination
of mountains and Pacific Ocean comprised one of the most beautiful,
dramatic landscapes he’d ever seen.

“Nice view, eh?” the blond man
asked with a smile.

“Spectacular. Say, you people
aren’t going to kill me, are you?”

“I seriously doubt if that will be
necessary, but come along now. It’s time for your meeting with Mr.
Sheffield.”

The blond man led Butler out of the
room and down a carpeted corridor. Oil paintings hung on the walls;
here and there were pieces of furniture in traditional styles. The
corridor was quite long and there was numerous turns. Butler had
the impression that he was in a large mansion and his curiosity
became almost unbearable. They passed various men in business
suits, who nodded in a friendly manner at the blond man and at him.
These men gave the impression of being dignified and intelligent,
like certain scientists Butler had met in his career. They didn’t
seem to have either the characteristics Butler associated with the
KGB—brutality mixed with low animal cunning—or the high powered
phony brilliance that was the hallmark of the Agency. Butler
realized this was the weirdest situation he’d ever been in. Who
were these people and what did they want with a washed-out CIA
operative and fugitive from justice like him?

They came to a
door. The blond man opened it, beckoned for Butler to enter. Butler found himself in an office where
two secretaries were working. One was quite young, the other a
little older, perhaps in her thirties. They were both dressed and
groomed with a degree of tasteful care that Butler had seldom
encountered in secretaries. In fact, they seemed more like
debutantes than ordinary office workers.

One of the secretaries looked over
from her desk and smiled. “This must be Mr. Butler,” she
said.

“It is he indeed,” the blond man
replied.

The secretary stood up and held out
her hand. “How do you do, Mr. Butler.”

Butler shook her hand.
“Hi.”

“Mr. Sheffield is waiting to speak
with you. Please go right into his office.” She pointed toward a
thick wooden door.

Butler moved toward the door, then
looked back at the blond man. “Aren’t you coming?”

The blonde man shook his head
amiably. “I’m afraid not, Mr. Butler. You’re on your own
now.”

Butler reached down and turned the
doorknob, wondering what fate had in store for him on the other
side of the door.


Chapter Eleven

He found himself in a large dark
room. Most of the light came from the secretaries’ office by the
way of the door he still held partially open.

“Please close the door, Mr.
Butler,” said a man’s voice.

Butler closed the
door and small spotlights in the ceiling came on, illuminating four
leather-covered chairs in front of a desk. In the spill of the
light he could make out the figure of a
man behind the desk. Glancing around, he saw that the office was
quite large.

“Have a seat, Mr. Butler,” the
voice said.

Butler approached the desk and sat
in one of the chairs. A man in a business suit sat behind the desk
and Butler could see the man was bald, but that was about all he
could tell in the darkness.

“I am Mr. Sheffield,” said the
shadowy figure behind the desk. “How are you this morning, Mr.
Butler?”

“Rather confused.”

Sheffield chuckled. “I certainly
can understand that. The past several days have been difficult ones
for you. I’m aware of all the questions you’d like to have
answered, so let me proceed without further ado to give you a
complete explanation. Let me begin by saying that you’ve passed a
very rigorous employment examination with flying
colors.”

Butler shifted position in his
chair. “I wasn’t aware that I was seeking employment.”

“You weren’t, but employment was
seeking you. Have you ever heard of the Bancroft Research
Institute?”

“Of course. Is that who you
represent?”

“Yes. What do you know of
us?”

“You’re a worldwide scientific
organization,” Butler replied. “You have offices throughout the
world, and you do research for governments, businesses, and
universities. I’ve read that you employ the finest minds in the
world.”

“We do,” Mr. Sheffield said
modestly.

“Then what do you want with me?”
Butler asked.

“First let me tell you a little
more about ourselves,” Mr. Sheffield said. “It is true that we are
a scientific organization with offices located throughout the
world. It’s also true that we’re extremely successful, and that
we’ve done everything from designing quieter jet engines to
building an entire steel industry for a developing nation. We are
the foremost independent scientific organization in the world. But
that is only the cover for our real activity, and to tell you what
our real activity is, I must go back about fifteen years to the
time the Institute first was formed.

“The Institute
was organized by seven men, one of whom was me. We all had
distinguished ourselves in some way in our
respective fields; therefore we had met and come to know each other
in the course of our careers. We soon formed a little social club
and at first we gathered for good times and congenial conversation.
But increasingly the conversation turned to the great problems
facing our nation and civilization in general.

“We all agreed that something
peculiar and sinister had happened to the political system of
America. According to our Constitution, the political system is
supposed to consist of a government managed by elected public
officials, but in fact, as we examined our nation, we saw that it
really was controlled by an elite group of big businessmen working
in close association with military leaders, professors, and members
of the CIA and FBI.

“How did we come
to this disturbing conclusion? Because we saw that the
economy of our nation,
its very lifeblood, is controlled by big businessmen for their own
benefit, instead of for the benefit of all. This has happened
because our founding fathers who wrote our Constitution couldn’t
foresee the magnitude of the coming industrial-technological age
and the power it would give to businessmen, and therefore they
didn’t include the economy in their system of checks and balances.
As a result we now have a so-called free enterprise economy based
on human greed instead of human need, an economy that has permitted
an enormous concentration of wealth and power to occur among a
relatively small number of people who are answerable to nobody
except themselves. These people have used their wealth to buy or
otherwise control most of the mass media, to finance the campaigns
of their favorite politicians, and manipulate life in America and
throughout the rest of the world for their own profit. Moreover,
they have given high status and highly-paid jobs to the
intellectuals who might have opposed them, and established an
unholy alliance with the military, the intelligence community, and
organized crime. The result has been that the rich have been
getting richer, the poor have been getting poorer, and our great
nation has fallen into a decline that may well become catastrophic
in the years to come.

“At first we
thought this ruling elite wasn’t organized in any way, but then, as we investigated further, we found an
insidious pattern of connections among various members of the
business community, the military, the intelligence services, and
organized crime. We have given them the code name of
Hydra, after the
nine-headed dragon of Greek mythology.

“We concluded that Hydra has
undermined this country in a very serious way, and has caused
untold suffering. So we asked ourselves: how can we stop Hydra? We
realized if we organized openly, the full power of the CIA, FBI,
and the media would be brought to bear against us, and we’d be
hounded out of existence. So we had to organize clandestinely. The
result is the Bancroft Research Institute, which now has offices
throughout the world. We’ve been able to draw into our organization
people of talent, wealth and position who see the world just as we
do. Many decent idealistic businessmen have helped us with funding,
and our scientific activities also have generated considerable
monies for our clandestine operations. We now are able to monitor
the activities of our huge and powerful Hydra enemy, and we try to
countervail against them wherever we can, but we are not yet able
to confront them openly. We further realize that our enemy is not
just domestic but international in scope, for practically every
country has its own fascist Hydra conspiracy. In Communist
countries the big business leadership is replaced by a political
commissar class, but it’s all basically the same thing: one group
is oppressing another. It’s interesting to note that Hydra mind
manipulators need scapegoats upon which to focus the frustrations
of their masses, so in Capitalist countries the enemy is Communism,
while in Communist countries, the enemy is Capitalism. This
confuses the average person, which is what Hydra wants. As long as
people remain confused, they’ll never realize who their real
enemies are.

“We at Bancroft
fight Hydra wherever he rears his ugly head, and although we are
not nearly as strong as he, we do have considerable resources at
our command. We also have many of our people in strategic
positions, so we know what Hydra is doing at all times. Plus we
have access to information about people like you who feel basically
the way we do and would be potential
recruits for our organization. But before we accept any of them, we
have to put them through a rigorous evaluation process. Very few
pass the selection, but those who do are extraordinary human
beings—as you are, Mr. Butler. I offer you herewith the opportunity
of becoming a member of the Bancroft Research Institute. What do
you say?”

“I don’t know,” Butler replied,
looking perplexed. “I always knew there was something rotten in
this country, but I didn’t realize it was as organized as you say
Hydra is. It’s hard to believe than an organization like Hydra
could exist.”

“It’s even harder to believe that a
country as great as ours would go downhill as it has unless there
was an organization like Hydra undermining it. Don’t you realize
that certain people profit from inflationary prices, that certain
other people get rich from slums, and that somebody is profiting
from the plight of the independent farmer? You were in Chile—you
saw what happened there. The people elected a man who promised to
revamp the economy, so our CIA, in concert with the local
military-industrial elite, killed him. The goal of our organization
is to destroy Hydra so that people can control their countries and
their economies themselves.”

“I don’t know,” Butler said, “but I
think that when people find out about Bancroft, they’re going to
accuse you of being a bunch of Communists.”

“That’s true,” Mr. Sheffield
replied. “Anyone who tries to fight Hydra in America will be
labeled a Communist, although we hate Communism as much as we hate
Hydra. Communism has massacred too many people and put too many
others in labor camps. Communist Hydra dictators have enslaved
entire populations. No, Communism has shown itself to be nearly as
terrible as the systems it has replaced. We at Bancroft are
fighting for a world that is truly democratic and that will belong
to the people themselves— not to big business regimes or Communist
regimes. We think you would like to join us in this fight, and
that’s why we’re offering you the opportunity to do so.”

“What if I turn you down?” Butler
asked.

“You won’t,” Mr.
Sheffield said with a smile, “because you
feel exactly the same way we do about the world, and we offer you
your only opportunity to do something worthwhile. What are your
options: to retreat like so many other Americans into selfishness,
paranoia, pettiness, narcissism, and superstition? Perhaps take a
course in astrology? Come now, that’s not your nature, Mr. Butler.
We know that and you do too. You really don’t have a choice. You
are unemployed, you know. You have to do something. And I don’t
think you’d want your old job back even if they offered it to you,
which they won’t.”

“No, I wouldn’t want it back,”
Butler agreed. “I can’t stand those people any more. But there’s a
small obstacle to my accepting your kind offer of employment, Mr.
Sheffield. You see, there’s the matter of a murder charge in New
York. Somebody has framed me. That wouldn’t have been you, by any
chance, would it?”

Mr. Sheffield laughed softly. “As a
matter of fact it was. Let me tell you the full story of what we’ve
been doing with you, Mr. Butler. To begin with, we’ve known about
you for a long time. You see, we have many of our own people in the
CIA. In fact we were planning to make contact with you when we
received word that the CIA was going to fire you. So we merely set
up a series of difficult situations for you and observed how you
handled yourself. As I indicated earlier, you performed remarkably
well.

“Your first test occurred
immediately after you left the office of Mr. Shankham. You
proceeded to a cocktail lounge, and there you met one of our
agents, who identified herself to you as Wilma B. Willoughby. It
was observed that you didn’t become drunk, you didn’t blurt out
your bitterness about the Agency that had treated you so shabbily,
in fact you were extremely circumspect. Those were pluses in your
favor. Then you made your offer of sexual relations to Ms.
Willoughby, she respectfully declined, and you were left alone for
awhile. Once again, you behaved with dignity and circumspection. Oh
yes, I forgot to mention something important. Ms. Willoughby, who
is a very skilled operative by the way, dropped into your fine
Irish whiskey a chemical with harmless radioactive properties. This
chemical will remain in your body for approximately thirty days and
permits us to monitor your whereabouts through various electronic
gadgets that we’ve developed here at the Institute.

“All right, next you went home and
found the body of Ms. Willoughby in your bathtub. We of course had
already tipped off the police. Ms. Willoughby was not dead, by the
way. She was merely in a deep yogic state that resembles death, for
she is adept at yoga. She appeared dead but her mind was alert and
she was aware of all your reactions. The cosmetic job was quite
good, don’t you agree?”

“Certainly fooled me.”

“You handled yourself impeccably
once more in a difficult and trying situation. You didn’t blow your
cover. You kept your consternation under control and went
peacefully to jail. And upon being released the next day, you
disappeared in a most professional manner. Some Agency people
attempted to follow you but you eluded them beautifully. We kept
track of your movements through our electronic devices and followed
you around Mexico, catching you in our little net when the
circumstances were right. And so here you are. Any
questions?”

“How do I know you’re not
lying?”

“About what?”

“About everything. How do I know
you’re not enemy agents?”

“I can’t prove that to you. You’ll
just have to find out as we go along what we stand for.”

“How do I know that you really
didn’t kill Wilma B. Willoughby?”

Sheffield chuckled. “Because she’s
still alive.”

“How do I know that?”

“If I were to show her to you,
would that help establish our credibility with you?”

“It certainly would.”

“I know it would, and that’s why we
have her here. You see, we try to anticipate all contingencies and
be prepared for them.”

Another spotlight
on the ceiling came on, illuminating Wilma B. Willoughby herself,
sitting on a chair to the right rear of Mr. Sheffield. She wore
gray slacks and a yellow blouse, and her
spectacles were perched pertly on her gently curving
nose.

“Nice to see you again, Mr.
Butler,” she said.

“Nice to see you, Ms. Willoughby.
I’m happy to learn that my concern over your demise was
premature.”

“Thank you for your concern, Mr.
Butler,” she said sweetly.

Butler turned to Sheffield. “Is she
going to testify in court that she isn’t dead or am I going to
remain a fugitive forever?”

“Well,” said Sheffield, “obviously
she can’t testify in court for you, and obviously your use to us
will be greatly diminished if you’re a fugitive from justice.
Knowing that, what do you think the solution is?”

Butler shifted position in the
chair and placed his finger on his mouth as he thought for a few
moments. “The only person who can give me an alibi is the cabdriver
who brought me home from the Plaza Hotel. You don’t know who he is,
do you, by any chance?”

“Don’t we?” asked Sheffield, and
behind him Ms. Willoughby smirked.

“You rascals,” Butler
said.

“It
was rather insidious,”
Sheffield agreed.

“But tell me something,” Butler
said. “What if I’d failed your test? Would you have let me go to
jail for the murder of somebody who wasn’t dead?”

“Of course not,
Mr. Butler. We would have produced the cabbie sooner or later. But
you see, our selection process must be flawless because Hydra is
strong and totally unscrupulous. It is everywhere throughout the
world, plundering, bribing, demoralizing, corrupting, subverting,
spying and stealing. It will do anything for financial gain. And
yet Hydra members are very disarming, for they dress well, are
educated so well and have such good manners. But wherever you go in
the world, if you ever find someone suffering, you will find close
by a member of the Hydra Complex living in opulence, and talking
sanctimoniously about how he deserves what he has because he has so
much talent and business ability. But in fact all he has is a
rapacious greed that knows no bounds, and enough sense to
hire stooges to do his bidding. So be alert at
all times, Mr. Butler. Hydra is a most formidable opponent, as I’m
sure you know. You will have to use all the skills at your command,
and refine them to their utmost degree, now that you’re working for
us.”

“Who said I’m working for you? I
haven’t made up my mind yet.”

“As I said, Mr. Butler, you don’t
have many choices left. People who think like you have to join us.
People who think like Hydra join them. And people who don’t think
just drift with the tides and become the unwitting dupes of
Hydra.”

“I want a few days to think it
over.”

“All right. It’ll take that long
for us to designate an appropriate assignment anyway.”

“Can I leave this
place?”

“Of course. You may take one of our
cars and drive to San Francisco if you like. You’re not a prisoner
here. We’re not worrying about your giving us away to your former
employers. You could no more betray us than you could betray your
own soul, my boy. Well, if you have no more questions you may go
now. Dinner is served from six to nine in the main dining room. Ms.
Willoughby will be happy to show you around, won’t you, Ms.
Willoughby?”

She smiled. “I’d be happy to do
anything I could for one who expressed such deep concern at my
death.”

“Good,” said Sheffield. “Well, have
a nice day you two.”


Chapter Twelve

Wilma B. Willoughby led Butler to
the corridor. “Is there anything in particular that you’d like to
see?”

“I think I’d like to get some fresh
air. Would you care to go out?”

“Sure.”

They walked through the corridors
of the building, passing offices and laboratories. Wilma opened a
rear door and they stepped into the bright sunshine of an autumn
day. They crossed a graveled parking area and came to a grassy
hill, which they descended via a narrow path that led to a rocky
crag overlooking the Pacific Ocean. They sat on the grass and
watched the huge waves crashing onto the rocks and sand below. Sea
birds shrieked overhead; the air was fragrant with the smell of
flowers and the salt of the sea.

“You know,” she said, “if I hadn’t
been in a deep yogic state of suspended animation, I would have
burst out laughing while I was lying in your bathtub. You were so
funny. You should have seen the look on your face.”

“Yes, but you couldn’t see
yourself. You looked as though Jack the Ripper had got to
you.”

“Our cosmetics people are first
rate. They can do almost anything, and they work with chemists who
can make just about any substance you can imagine.”

“What happened to your body after
I was taken away?”

“I was taken to the morgue, and of
course we have some of our people working there, so now all that’s
left of me is a folder in a file cabinet.”

“I take it that Wilma B. Willoughby
isn’t your real name.”

“No, only the Wilma part is
real.”

Butler looked at her cleanly etched
features. “How did you wind up in the Bancroft Institute,
Wilma?”

“It’s a long
story. I was a psychologist working for a clinic in Boston, and I
began to realize that most of my patients were suffering from
emotional problems that were caused by economic difficulties. They
had stupid meaningless jobs that bored them to death, and usually
they were struggling to make financial ends meet. The ones who had
enough money to live on were in even worse shape, because they
couldn’t hang on to the illusion that everything would be all right
once they had more money. I saw how empty and meaningless life is
for most people because of the way Hydra has organized the system,
and in fact ray life was starting to become meaningless when I realized that I couldn’t help them
very much. The only thing that could help them would be a more
sensible, humane society. Well, I was talking about these things to
a doctor friend of mine one night, and he happened to be a member
of the Bancroft Institute. He recruited me.”

“Did you find him in your bathtub
one morning?”

“Oh no, they worked out something
else for me. I had to release some people from a mental hospital,
and I managed to do it. It was a very tricky operation and if I
were caught it’d be the end of my career, but I did it somehow. And
now here I am. Of course, the work I do isn’t as dangerous as what
you’ll be doing. I’m with the personnel department and I help with
recruitment. You’ll be out there on the front lines doing the heavy
stuff.”

Butler scratched his cheek. “Why
does everybody take it for granted that I’m going to join the
Institute? I very well might not. I mean, who needs the
aggravation?”

“Oh, stop playing hard to get. You
know you’re going to join. What else can you do?”

“I have a small income. I might
just take things easy.”

“Doing what?”

“Oh, a little tennis, some theater,
maybe a trip to a faraway land.”

“Is that how you’re going to spend
the rest of your life—playing tennis, going to the theater and
traveling?”

“Why not?”

“You’ll get bored. And besides, you
have very strong feelings about certain things. They’re so strong
that you couldn’t cover them up when you were in the Agency, and
they got you fired. Do you think those feelings will ever give you
any rest?”

Butler thought for a few moments.
“I don’t suppose so,” he admitted.

“Accept your fate with grace,
Butler. You’re going to be working for the Institute from now
on.”

“Are employees of the Institute
permitted to socialize with each other?”

“Are you referring in an oblique
manner to sexual intercourse?”

“As a matter of fact I
am.”

“I thought so. First of all, we
are not employees of the Institute, but members. We hold regular
elections and so forth. You conceivably could be chairman of the
organization someday, and so could I. In reference to the sexual
intercourse, members of the Institute can do whatever they like in
their personal lives, providing it doesn’t interfere with their
operational effectiveness.”

“In that case, would you care to
proceed with me to my room?”

“No I wouldn’t, because I feel it
would undermine my operational effectiveness. And besides, that’s
one of the crudest advances ever made to me in my entire life.
However, I can understand your position. Men in your line of work
don’t have time for long courtships, because you might be dead
tomorrow. So you take your pleasure wherever you find it and try
not to waste time.” She shrugged. “Sorry I can’t help you
out.”

“It’s all right.”

“And it’s not because you’re not a
charming man.”

“Of course not.”

“The problem is that I don’t have
round heels like so many women do these days.”

“I understand.”

“I have to be in love, and it’s not
easy for me to fall in love.”

“That’s perfectly all
right.”

“Love is the most beautiful thing
in the world.” She looked off to the horizon.

“Indeed it is.”

“It should not be taken
lightly.”

“Of course not.”

“I’m very pleased that you’re able
to respect my point of view.”

“It’s a perfectly logical point of
view. How could I not respect it?”

“You really are a very nice man,”
she said.

“Thank you.”

“And you’ve had a rough time
lately.”

“That’s very true.”

“Maybe we could go to San Francisco
tomorrow. Would you like that?”

“Yes, but I’m afraid the law
enforcement authorities in New York have an all points bulletin out
on me as a bail jumper. A sharp-eyed cop might see me, and that
could complicate things.”

She sighed. “That’s true. I forgot
about that part.” She brightened and smiled. “Well, I could play
tennis with you. We have very nice clay courts on the other side of
the building.”

“Do you think somebody would have a
racquet I could use?”

“Oh, we have lots of racquets here.
Come on. Let’s get some wholesome exercise.” She stood
up.

He arose beside her. “I’d much
prefer unwholesome exercise, but any kind of exercise is better
than none at all.”

He permitted her to precede him up
the hill, and occasionally he glanced at her pert bottom and strong
legs as they made their way upward. He had several impure thoughts
and let them play around in his mind because they didn’t harm
anyone. Butler had learned long ago to be philosophical about life.
He’d learned that you can’t always have what you want, and
sometimes you’re better off without it.


Chapter Thirteen

They played a few
sets of tennis that afternoon and in the evening dined with other
members of the Institute in the room set aside for that purpose.
The talk ranged from politics to science to sex and Butler found
his new companions interesting and congenial. They all were
as concerned as he was about the
corruption of American institutions by the Hydra Complex, and they
feared, as he did, that Hydra might plunge. America and the world
into another war someday. They also expressed concern for poor and
disadvantaged people, and Butler found that refreshing. Most of the
people he normally associated with tried to pretend that poverty
didn’t exist, or blamed it on the poor people themselves—which to
Butler was like trying to blame a cancer patient for getting
cancer.

After the meal, Butler and Wilma
took a stroll on the pathways cut into the cliffs overlooking the
ocean. It was dark and a full moon made a blazing trail across the
waves. They sat on a bench and Butler glanced at her elegant
profile, pleased to be in the company of a woman who was not
totally obsessed with the latest fashions and hairdos, and who had
a deep personal commitment to making the world a better place in
which to live.

“Have you ever thought of getting
married?” Butler asked.

“That’s an unusual question. Are
you going to propose to me?”

He laughed. “No, but I’m curious
about you. I think you’re a very unusual person.”

“Oh, I’m not so
unusual.”

“In my experience you
are.”

“I’ve been married,” she said. “Now
I’m divorced.”

“I don’t mean to pry, but why did
you get divorced?”

“Oh, we saw the world much
differently; I’m sure you know how it is. He was rather a selfish
person, and that’s what I grew to dislike about him. He was a
marine biologist, totally involved with his work. In the evenings
he read science fiction, and politically he held extremely
reactionary views. It’s strange, but I’ve noticed that many
science-fiction enthusiasts hold very reactionary views. I’ve
always wondered about that. Anyway, we were steadily moving in
different directions, and finally we divorced. How about
you?”

“I’ve been
married twice, and both my wives divorced me. I guess people in my
line of work don’t make very good marriage partners. We’re away
from home a lot, and we never know if
we’ll be alive when the end of the week rolls
around.”

Her eyes swept over his features
and came to rest on his mouth. “You’re the last of the great
adventurers, aren’t you?”

“I doubt if I’m the
last.”

“You’re certainly among the last.
Most men want security and comfort these days, and you’ve opted for
danger. Why?”

“I don’t know. Maybe I get bored
easily. Or maybe I’m not very smart. I don’t suppose that really
smart people would do the kinds of things I’ve been doing all my
life.”

She pursued her lips. “I think
you’re intelligent, but I don’t think you’re very sensitive. I
don’t think a sensitive person could live with danger for very
long. Or maybe it’s not a question of sensitivity at all. Maybe
it’s simply a question of strength. Perhaps you’re a very strong
person.”

“Or a very crazy one.”

“Perhaps.” She looked at her watch.
“It’s getting late. I think we should return to the
building.”

They arose and climbed the paths
that led to the mansion. She lived in the east wing and he was in
the west wing, so they parted in a dark corridor near the
center.

“Good night,” he said, brushing his
lips against her forehead. “Sleep well.”

“You too.”

He wanted to sleep well with her,
but decided she wasn’t his type. Turning from her, he made his way
through the mansion to his own room, thinking that in a few days
he’d be back in the world, free to pursue the female companionship
he normally enjoyed: the promiscuous crazy ladies who were easily
found in every bar throughout the country.

Undressing in the moonlight, he
thought about tomorrow morning, when he’d meet with Sheffield and
receive his assignment. He was curious about what it would be and
anxious to get to work. Prolonged vacations weren’t his cup of tea.
He loved action, the game of cat and mouse, and never felt so alive
as when his life was on the line.

He lay in bed and closed his eyes,
anxious for the new day to begin.


Chapter Fourteen

At breakfast in the dining room,
Wilma was nowhere to be seen. Butler sat with some of the people
he’d met the previous day and ordered his usual large morning meal.
When he was finished he proceeded directly to Sheffield’s office,
where one of the secretaries told him to go inside.

Sheffield sat in darkness behind
his desk as on the previous day. Butler wondered why he never
wanted anybody to see his face.

“Have a seat, Mr. Butler,”
Sheffield said cordially.

Butler sat in front of the desk and
crossed his legs.

“I trust you slept well?” Sheffield
asked.

“Yes I did.”

“Good. Are you ready to go to
work?”

“I can’t wait.”

“Excellent. Well, we’ve worked out
an assignment for you and here it is. First of all you’re going to
return to New York for your trial. The cabdriver of course will
appear as your witness and you will be found innocent. Then you
will inform Mr. Shankham you’ve decided to take the position in
private industry that he so graciously offered you. He in turn will
notify the director of his reassignment office, who happens to be a
member of the Institute. A position will be found for you with the
Noble Oil Corporation, whose president, Phillip Noble, is a
high-ranking member of Hydra. You will do some sort of security
work, which will give you access to the private correspondence of
the corporation. You mission will be to relay all relevant
information to our nearest office for evaluation. Is that
clear?”

“Yes sir.”

“I’m sure you’ve read about
Phillip Noble in the newspapers, but let me give you some
background on him. He is perhaps one of the richest men in the
world. His corporation not only owns and leases oilfields
throughout the world, it also has-access to other types of natural
resources, and manufactures all sorts of products for industry,
government and individual consumers. He owns numerous newspapers
and television stations. He manufactures armaments, guns, ships and
jet fighters, which has provided him with a strong link to the
Pentagon over the years.

“He owns land and industries in
numerous foreign countries and therefore has close ties with the
CIA. In fact, the CIA and the armed forces can be considered the
private protection agencies for his business interests overseas. It
is tragic but nonetheless true that one day American soldiers might
have to give their lives in defense of his personal business
interests overseas. He’s as clever as he is rapacious and he’s
hired all sorts of brilliant people to work for him. He doesn’t
mind paying huge salaries to key people, and, as we all know, large
quantities of money can act as a marvelous salve for guilty
consciences. Anyway, Phillip Noble is virtually a government all to
himself.

“He has considerable power which he
wields for his own benefit, though nobody ever elected him to
anything. He has even more power than the president of the United
States, and Phillip Noble can act without the checks of congress or
the judiciary. Nobody can impeach him. He is basically a high-level
bandit, but, as a result of clever public relations and
manipulation of the press, he enjoys enormous prestige throughout
the world. It will be up to you to gain entry to his personal
entourage and monitor his activities for us. We want to know who
his consorts are and everything he does.

“I should be able to handle that,”
Butler said.

“Good. Well,
that’s all. You’ll be further briefed by my assistant, Mr. Smiley,
on Institute procedures, and this evening you’ll be driven to the
airport in San Francisco, where you will board a scheduled flight
for New York. Tomorrow morning you’ll call your lawyer to inquire
about the case, and he’ll tell you that a certain taxicab driver
has read about your case in the papers and
has stepped forward to say he’s the one who drove you home from the
Plaza Hotel. You will call Mr. Shankham and tell him the good
news—which he doubtless will know already—and then you’ll tell him
of your willingness to accept employment. After that you’ll be on
your own. Any questions?”

“None that I can think of
offhand.”

“Good. That will be all for now,
Mr. Butler. So long, and good luck.”

“Thank you, sir.”


Chapter Fifteen

Butler was briefed by Mr. Smiley
for the rest of the afternoon, and at five was told to get ready
for the drive to the airport. He returned to his room and packed
his few things, then went in search of Wilma to say goodbye to her.
He knocked on her door but there was no answer. He roamed through
the mansion but couldn’t find her. Finally he encountered a friend
of hers who said Wilma had left on a mission early that
morning.

Butler went to the office of Mr.
Smiley, thinking of Wilma. She must have known last night that she
was going away today, but, like a good undercover agent, she had
said nothing. He hoped that someday he’d meet her again.

He was driven to the airport
outside San Francisco, where reservations had been made for him on
a direct flight to New York City. He boarded the plane and after a
short delay it took off. Several hours later it landed at La
Guardia Airport in New York and he took a cab to his
apartment.

Getting out of
the cab, he looked around and saw two men seated in a Chevrolet
parked halfway up the street. A shaft of
light from the street lamp shone down on them, but the wide brims
of their fedoras obscured their faces. They might be waiting for
their girlfriends to come out of the building they were parked in
front of, or they might be on a stakeout for him. He’d know the
answer to that soon enough.

He took the elevator upstairs to
his apartment and went inside. Everything looked just as he’d left
it, but he suspected that the Agency must have conducted a thorough
search in his absence. He put his suitcase on the bed and unpacked
his things. Members of the Institute had retrieved his belongings
from the hotel in Merida, so now he had his special laser fountain
pen back, as well as the few other articles he’d purchased. As he
was finishing unpacking, the phone rang. He picked up the
receiver.

“Hello?” he said.

“Is that you, Butler?” asked F. J.
Shankham, excitement in his voice.

“It is indeed,” Butler replied
jovially. “How are you this evening, chief?”

“Where the hell have you
been?”

“Oh, I took a little vacation for a
few days, to try and get my head together.”

“Where were you?”

“Here and there.”

“Here and where?”

“None of your fucking
business.”

“Now see here, Butler. You’re still
on the payroll of the Agency. We have a right to know of your
whereabouts.”

“A friend of mine has a cabin in
the woods in Maine. That’s where I was.”

“Where in Maine?”

“None of your business. What the
hell do you care where I was?”

“You’re on bail, Butler. You’re not
supposed to leave the city limits. You’ve broken the
law.”

“Since when does the Agency worry
about breaking the law?”

“You’re not the
Agency. You’re a private individual and there’s very strong evidence that you’ve committed a bloody
murder.”

“I haven’t committed any fucking
murder.”

“How do I know that?”

“You should be able to trust me
after all these years.”

“I wouldn’t even trust my own
mother.”

“What’s the matter with another
bloody murder? The Agency has committed thousands of
them.”

“The Agency acts in the interest of
national security.”

“What did the murder of Allende
have to do with national security?”

“There you go again with Allende,”
Shankham said testily. “Why are you always ranting and raving about
Allende?”

“My question was, what did his
murder have to do with national security?”

“He was going to nationalize
industries that were owned by American citizens.”

“So what does that have to do with
you or me? We don’t own any industries.”

“We couldn’t let him get away with
that.”

“Why not?”

“We just couldn’t.”

“Why couldn’t we?”

“I’m tired of arguing with you
about these things, Butler, and so is everybody else around here.
We’ll be glad to see you gone.”

“Is that why you set me up with a
murder rap?”

“We didn’t do that, Butler. I know
you think we did, but we didn’t. Maybe the Russians did. You know
how sneaky they are.”

“How did you know I was out of
town?”

“Well, we called a few times and
nobody answered.”

“Maybe I just wasn’t
home.”

“We have reason to believe you left
town.”

“Whatever gave you that
reason?”

“We have ways of knowing
things.”

“Then how come you didn’t know
where I was?”

“We can’t be expected to know
everything.”

“Shall I tell you why?”

“Please do.”

“Because you had some of your goons
following me, and I lost them. Two more of them just saw me come
home; that’s why you’re calling.”

“Good thinking, Butler. You always
were one of my best agents. Too bad you’re so politically
irrational. Will you tell me how you shook my two
goons?”

“No.”

“Oh come on. I’ve been trying to
puzzle it out ever since it happened, because we surrounded the
theater, you know. We checked everyone coming out. Where did you
hide?”

“I was long gone,
Shankham.”

“No kidding.”

“While you were checking everybody
coming out, I was on my way to Maine.”

“Where did you say you were in
Maine?”

“I didn’t say.”

“Why didn’t you say?”

“If you’re so smart, find out for
yourself.”

“You didn’t talk to anybody, did
you?”

“About what?”

“About you know damn well
what.”

“You mean things like Angola,
Chile, Brazil, Argentina and so forth?”

“Exactly.”

“I didn’t say one word about things
like that. I’ve remained completely loyal to the Agency, although I
regret to say the Agency has not remained completely loyal to
me.”

“That’s not true, Butler! How can
you say such a dreadful thing?”

“Because your goons have been
following me around.”

“We were only trying to protect
you, that’s all.”

“From whom?”

“From whoever framed you for
murder, providing somebody in fact did frame you.”

“There’s still doubt in your
mind?”

“I told you that I don’t trust
anybody.”

“Not even your mother.”

“Right. Who knows what foreign
power she might be working for?”

“That’s true. The enemy is
everywhere. The big question is: who is the enemy?”

“International godless communism,
that’s who.”

“How about international godless
multinational corporations?”

“There you go again. I must say in
all candor that I’m growing weary of this conversation. Watch your
step, call your lawyer in the morning, and good night to
you.”

“Night, chief.”

The phone went dead in his ear.
Butler hung it up and resumed unpacking. When he had finished he
was hungry and he decided to go out for a bite. He left his
building and walked to a small candlelit Italian restaurant on
Third Avenue, where he seated himself at a dark corner table. When
the waiter finally noticed him, he ordered minestrone soup, baked
lasagna and a salad. The waiter departed into the kitchen with the
order, and Butler looked around at the other diners. They were
mostly couples, while he was all alone, wondering what Wilma B.
Willoughby was doing.

A man in a black wool trench coat
entered the restaurant. He wore a black fedora on the side of his
head and had a chubby face, and his nose looked like a holster. He
spotted Butler, smiled, and walked toward him. Butler thought he
looked like a KGB agent.

“Good evening, sir,” the man said
in a guttural Russian accent, removing his hat. “May I possibly
join you at this table?”

“Why don’t you sit at one of the
empty tables?”

“Because I want to sit with
you.”

“I’d like to dine alone if you
don’t mind.”

“I think I have something to say
that might be of interest to you. I am—” the man glanced around
nervously “—with the KGB.”

“No kidding.”

The man sat in the chair opposite
Butler and laid his hat on the table. “My name is Ivan Gudenov and
I’m very pleased to make your acquaintance, Mr. Butler.”

“Let’s not beat around the bush,
Mr. Gudenov. What’s on your mind?”

“As you wish.”
Gudenov leaned toward Butler and spoke in
a voice barely above a whisper. “We have learned three things about
you. First of all, we know that you are a member of the CIA.
Second, we know that you are currently under an indictment for
murder in the first degree. Third, we know that you have been in
disfavor at the CIA because of your revolutionary views. Therefore,
in view of this, we thought you might be interested in talking
about various things which are of pressing interest to my
government, such as the nature of the CIA network, various secrets
held by the CIA and so forth.”

“Whatever makes you think I’d want
to talk about such things?”

“Well, you’re disillusioned with
the Agency, aren’t you? I mean, it’s quite obvious that they’ve
framed you with this murder charge because they want you out of the
way.”

“Maybe so, but what makes you think
I’m so enchanted with Russia?”

Gudenov smiled. “We are against the
same things you are against: your cruel economic system and your
international meddling.”

“What
about your international meddling?”

“Our international meddling is
aimed at curtailing your international meddling.”

“Bullshit. Your commissars are as
bad as our capitalists. And what about your prison
system?”

Gudenov shrugged. “Every country
has prisons.”

“But your country has the most
extensive prison system in the world. And the prisons are basically
concentration camps for political dissenters.”

“Well, it’s difficult to keep
people under control. You’ll have the same thing here in a few
years yourselves, the way things are going in this country. Let’s
get back to the CIA. Can you outline for me your network in the
Soviet Union?”

“No.”

“We’ll pay for all
information.”

“No.”

“A hundred thousand
dollars?”

“No.”

“We can fly you to Moscow tonight,
eliminating the need for you to go to court over that trumped-up
murder charge.”

“No.”

“A hundred thousand dollars is a
lot of money, Mr. Butler.”

“No.”

“It’s not a lot of
money?”

“I’m not interested.” Butler saw
the waiter approaching with his bowl of minestrone. “Would you
please excuse me, Mr. Gudenov? I’d like to dine alone.”

“If you wish, sir.” Gudenov stood,
and settled his fedora on his head. “If you change your mind, give
me a call. I’m sure you know where to reach me.”

“I know where to reach
you.”

“Good night, Mr.
Butler.”

“Same to you, Mr.
Gudenov.”

Gudenov left the restaurant and
Butler spooned into his minestrone soup, wondering how the Russians
had found out so much. But an international city like New York was
crawling with spies and there was always someone willing to sell
information. It was common knowledge that there were spies
representing foreign powers operating even within the Agency
itself. Some of them were given false information, some were
assigned to areas where they never came into contact with important
information, some were killed, and some were probably doing their
dirty work undetected. Butler wondered if anybody had infiltrated
the Institute. That would be harder, because presumably nobody knew
that it was anything other than a research organization. But in the
world of espionage anything was possible.

After dinner Butler returned to his
apartment. As soon as he had walked in the door the phone
rang.

“This is Shankham,” said the
excited voice on the other end. “You’ve been observed talking with
Ivan Gudenov, a known agent of the KGB. You didn’t tell him
anything interesting, I hope.”

“Of course I didn’t.”

“You spoke with him for quite some
time. What was the nature of the conversation?”

“He offered me a hundred thousand
dollars to tell him everything I know about the Agency. I politely
declined.”

“Good for you, Butler.”

“Thanks, chief.”

“But you’re not lying to me by any
chance, are you?”

“No.”

“We have ways of finding
out.”

“I know.”

“I’m surprised you didn’t take the
money.”

“I’m not a traitor.”

“But you’re not exactly a patriot,
either.”

“I think I am.”

“You don’t agree with the basic
policies of your country.”

“That’s because my country has
acquired some weird policies over the years.”

“Yours is not to wonder why, yours
is but to do or die. Always remember that, Butler.”

“I don’t have to. I’m not in the
Agency anymore.”

“I’d say it might be a good axiom
to live by in prison, where it looks as if you’re
going.”

“Don’t count me out too soon,
Shankham. Never underestimate the power of Secret Agent
Butler.”

“You’ll have a hell of a time
wriggling out of this one, but good luck anyway. It’s nice to know
you still have your fighting spirit. Well, good night, Butler, and
keep us apprised of anything that might transpire between you and
Gudenov, will you?”

“You can count on it,
chief.”

“Happy dreams, Butler.”

“You too, chief.”

Butler undressed for bed, amused by
all the attention he was getting. The Agency had him under
surveillance, so did the KGB, and who knew what other powers were
also interested in him? But in time they’d all give up and things
would get back to normal, which for a secret agent like Butler is
never that normal.

Butler went to bed and closed his
eyes, hoping that Wilma B. Willoughby was all right, wherever she
was.


Chapter Sixteen

Butler’s phone rang at ten-thirty
in the morning, waking him up. Sleepily he lifted the receiver and
held it to his face. “Hello.”

“Mr. Butler?” asked a
woman.

“Speaking.”

“Mr. Gersch would like to speak
with you. Hold on, please.”

“Good morning, Mr. Butler,” Gersch
oozed in the phone a few minutes later. “I hope I’m not awakening
you?”

“You are, but it’s always a
pleasure to receive a call from one’s lawyer. How are you today,
sir?”

“Quite well, thank you. And
you?”

“Couldn’t be better.”

“You gave us all quite a scare
there for awhile. We thought you’d jumped bail, and that’s not
nice.”

“I’m surprised that all you people
would think such a thing about a man like me.”

“I’m pleased to see that all of us
were wrong. Anyway, I have good news for you.”

“A man like me always can use good
news. What is it?”

“You’ll never guess who walked into
my office just a half hour ago.”

“If I’ll never guess, then why
don’t you tell me?”

“I’ll give you a hint. The person
has a crucial bearing on your case.”

“I’ve got it!” Butler exclaimed.
“The victim herself walked into your office and said it all was a
practical joke!”

“Wrong. It was
the cabdriver who drove you home from the Plaza. He read about your
case in the paper and stepped forward with
his trip sheet, which shows the exact time he picked you up and the
exact time he left you off. According to the coroner, the victim
was killed with one of your steak knives at three-thirty in the
morning. However, according to the cabdriver’s trip sheet, he
picked you up at the Plaza at three-forty-five in the morning, more
than twenty-five blocks away from the scene of the murder. The
doorman at the Plaza has already given a deposition stating that
although he didn’t know the exact time of your arrival and
departure from the Plaza, he knows that you arrived once and left
once—or, in other words, that you didn’t rush home from the Plaza
to kill the victim, then rush back again. You’re as good as scot
free, Butler. How do you feel?”

“Fabulous.”

“I may be able to talk to the judge
and get the whole case thrown out of court.”

“Good idea.”

“I’ll get back to you on this. But
whatever you do, please don’t leave town again, all
right?”

“All right.”

Butler hung up the phone and
decided he might as well get out of bed and face the day. He
showered and shaved and decided to go out for breakfast, but
noticed that he had a lot of shirts to take to the laundry, so he
folded them over his arm and took them with him, intending to drop
them off before going to the restaurant.

The Duk Toy Laundry was on Third
Avenue between 79th and 80th Streets. Butler had been bringing his
shirts there ever since he moved to the neighborhood five years
ago, and today, as he entered the small laundry shop, he saw Duk
Toy himself leaning over a Chinese newspaper at the counter, his
willowy wife behind him ironing a shirt.

Butler dropped his shirts on the
counter and said, “Hiya.”

Duk Toy looked at him and smiled.
“Ah, Mr. Butler, how good to see you again,” he said in his
singsong Chinese accent. “How are you today?”

“Excellent.”

“I am so glad to hear that. Ah,
Mr. Butler, would you care to step back here with me? I would like
to have a few words with you if you do not mind.”

“I don’t mind,” Butler replied,
wondering what in the world Duk Toy wanted to speak with him
about.

Duk Toy lifted the gate at the
counter and led Butler back to a small kitchen where rice and bean
sprouts were cooking on the stove. They stood next to the round
wooden table, and Duk Toy clasped his hands together.

“Ah, Mr. Butler,” Duk Toy began,
“I have recently learned that you’ve been fired from your position
with the Central Intelligence Agency of your great country, and
moreover I have learned that you are in very great trouble with the
police. So therefore I was wondering if you might want to unburden
yourself to me—for payment, of course. Specifically, I would like
to have your thoughts on the CIA spy network within the People’s
Republic of China, as well as the conspiracy your country has
entered into with the Soviet Union against the People’s Republic of
China. Also we would be very interested in knowing the extent to
which the Chinese Mission to the U.N. is bugged, and anything else
that you think might be of help to my government.”

Butler stared at him. “My God, man.
Don’t tell me you’re a spy too?”

Duk Toy grinned. “Fooled you,
huh?”

“You sure did. This is some cover
you’ve got here.”

“Our intelligence service is not so
backward as you might imagine.”

“Evidently not. Why, every Chinese
laundry in America could be a spy station.”

“Could be.”

“But tell me, what kind of
information can you get in a laundry?”

“You be surprised at how people
like to chat with their laundryman. They tell him more than they
realize.”

“I never told you
anything.”

“But I have been watching you, Mr.
Butler. From studying your laundry I know all your habits. Lipstick
stains on your collar, for instance. Other types of stains in your
underwear. The type of deodorant you use. The type of shaving
lotion, hair tonic and so forth.”

“What possible good can that do
you?”

Duk Toy raised his finger in the
air. “Ah hah, that’s top secret stuff. I can’t tell you that. If I
did I wouldn’t be a good spy. You know how it is. But you are not a
spy any more yourself. They have treated you in a most beastly
fashion. Why not unburden your heart to me and tell me everything
you know? We pay you much money. Fix you up with pretty Chinese
girls. What you say?”

“No.” Butler turned to
leave.

Duk Toy held him by the shoulder.
“Please reconsider. Give it some thought. Don’t make hasty decision
you might regret afterward.”

“No.”

“But Mr. Butler, my superiors have
told me that if I don’t convince you I will have to return to the
People’s Republic of China and work on a farm commune near the Gobi
Desert. There is nothing in the world that’s worse than a Chinese
farm commune near the Gobi desert.”

Butler shrugged. “I’m afraid I
can’t help you, Duk Toy, but I think you’ve made a mistake about
me. I’m not a spy, as you seem to think. I’m only an ordinary real
estate broker, and if you’ll excuse me I must be off to keep some
appointments.”

He shook Duk Toy’s hand off his
shoulder and moved toward the door, but the Chinese came running
after him.

“You cannot fool me, Mr. Butler!”
Duk Toy whispered. “I know what you are. But it’s okay, your secret
is safe with me! And if ever you wish to have a little talk with me
about the things we discussed, you know where to find
me.

Butler shook his head in
disapproval as he walked down the sidewalk to the little restaurant
where he liked to have breakfast. Everywhere he turned he found a
spy. Nations spent billions on their spy networks, while neglecting
social problems within their own societies. He picked up a
newspaper and entered the restaurant, sitting at a table in the
corner. He always selected tables in corners. They made him feel
secure.

The waitress came
over and he ordered his customary huge breakfast, then opened the
paper. The first thing he saw was a big ad
from the Noble Oil Company. It was one of the new series of ads the
company had been running lately, and it didn’t try to sell oil,
gasoline or any other products of the company. Instead it was an
editorial extolling the virtues of the American economic
system.

It discussed how wonderfully the
system worked and how good it was for everybody, while neglecting
to mention the widespread unemployment in the country, the vast
areas of slum housing, the racial discrimination, poverty,
starvation, corruption in government, decline of the public
education system, rising crime rate, pollution of the environment
and so forth. It didn’t say that the American economic system had
caused all these problems and showed neither the ability nor the
willingness to solve them. The Noble Oil Company editorial was so
full of bullshit that it almost made him lose his appetite. He
wondered how people could believe such utter nonsense and outright
distortions of truth.

The waitress brought his breakfast
and he dined grumpily. He’d read someplace that if you were in a
bad frame of mind when you ate, the food would turn to poison in
your stomach. But he couldn’t help himself. Con artistry always
irritated him. But then he brightened. The Institute had designated
the Noble Oil Company as his next employer. He couldn’t wait to get
in there and inflict some damage.


Chapter Seventeen

After breakfast, Butler decided
that what he needed most was a good workout at his local YMCA. It
was on Second Avenue, and he walked there, whistling a merry
tune.

The gym was
nearly empty at that time of the morning. He changed into trunks,
put on a pair of boxing gloves, and worked
out with the heavy bag, trying for power in hooks, jabs and
uppercuts. Then he shadowboxed in front of the mirror, working for
speed and perfection of form.

He had become interested in boxing
when he was fourteen, after having been mauled in a schoolyard
brawl. At sixteen he entered his first Golden Gloves competition
and won the Atlanta title in his weight class, but lost the state
finals to a black guy from Savannah. The next year he beat the
black guy from Savannah but lost the East Coast title to a Polish
guy from Baltimore, who’d knocked him out. Butler realized he’d
never be good enough to become the heavyweight champion of the
world, and if he couldn’t go all the way, there was no point in
competing any more. But he’d developed an amateur’s love of ring
science and kept training to stay in shape.

Later that morning he went into the
ring with one of his regular sparring partners, a man named Siegel
who was a night intern at New York University Hospital. Siegel had
once been a Golden Gloves champion from Brooklyn and he still was
pretty good, although he’d gotten heavy.

Siegel lumbered around the ring and
threw hard punches haphazardly. Butler was a bobber and weaver,
always on the move, always looking for an opening, slamming home
lefts and rights strategically, Siegel rocked Butler twice in the
first round, but Butler didn’t have a glass jaw and kept coming
back, always a good counterpuncher, especially effective in the
clinches. They went three rounds and Butler thought he could’ve
laid Siegel out a few times, but was afraid of losing him as a
sparring partner. It was difficult to find someone who’d get in the
ring with you.

When the session was over they took
showers and talked about Mohammed Ali and Leon Spinks, whether
Jimmy Ellis could beat Ali, whether Joe Louis could have taken Ali,
how Rocky Marciano would have handled Ali, and whether anybody at
all could have taken Ali when he was in his prime before the Boxing
Commission stole his title.

After the
workout, Butler walked home on Second Avenue wondering what to do
with himself for the rest of the day. He wasn’t accustomed to
having so much free time on his hands. A tall blonde walking toward
him gave him the eye. She wore cowboy
boots, skintight jeans, an expensive fur jacket, and lots of makeup
around her eyes. Suddenly Butler realized what he wanted to do for
the rest of the day.

He winked at the blonde and said,
“Hi.”

“Hi,” she replied, smiling and
continuing to walk.

He changed direction and walked
beside her, both hands in his trench coat pockets. “Where are you
going?”

“Home.”

“Where’s home?”

She pointed uptown. “Two blocks
that way.”

“Can I come along?”

She looked at him and smiled. “You
don’t waste any time, do you?”

“None of us has that much time to
waste,” he replied with a wink.

Her name was Sheila and she lived
in a modern white brick tower on the fourteenth floor in an
apartment with a stereo, and furniture that didn’t seem very
expensive but was tastefully arranged. They took off their coats
and sat on the sofa, talking of what they did for a living (she
claimed to be a model, he said he was an actor), the recent movies
they’d seen, good restaurants in the neighborhood and so forth.
They inched closer to each other on the sofa, touched in a playful
way, started kissing and squeezing, and shortly thereafter went to
the bedroom, where they quickly stripped for action.

“Oh my goodness!” she
said.

“What’s the matter?”

“Is that it?”

“It sure is.”

“But it’s so big!”

“Come on—it’s not that
big.”

“It is too!”

“You’re exaggerating.”

“I’m not exaggerating!”

“Now you’re embarrassing
me.”

“How can I be embarrassing
you?”

“I’m sensitive about
that.”

She gave it a little squeeze.
“About this?”

“Yes.”

“I think it’s wonderful,” she said
huskily. “I wouldn’t be ashamed of it, if I were you.”

“I didn’t say I was ashamed of
it.”

“Then what’s your
problem?”

“I get embarrassed when people talk
about it.”

“You poor thing.”

“It’s one of my quirks, I
guess.”

She squeezed it with both her
hands. “But it’s so big.”

“There you go again.”

“It’s like a big
salami.”

“And I’m told it’s even more
delicious.”

“Really?”

“So I’m told. Maybe you won’t
agree.”

“Butler!”

“What’s the matter?”

“I couldn’t do a thing like
that.”

“Sure you could.”

“It’s too big, and my mouth is too
small.”

“It’s not that big, and your mouth
isn’t that small.”

“But I’m afraid of it,” Sheila
whined.

“Nothing to be afraid
of.”

“You’re just saying that because
you want me to give you head.”

“I’ll bet you give great head,” he
said, licking her lips.

She squeezed his cock again. “What
makes you think so?”

“Because your mouth is so pretty.”
He kissed her lips. “Haven’t you ever done it before?”

“Well...”

“You know you have.”

“Well...”

“So why not? Afterwards you’ll be
glad you did.”

“But it’s too big,” she protested,
squeezing his cock and squirming underneath him.

“It feels good, doesn’t it?” he
asked.

“Uh huh.”

“It’ll feel much better in your
mouth.”

“I couldn’t.”

“Sure you could.”

“No, I really couldn’t.”

“Yes you could.”
Butler rolled over onto his back, and his cock stood straight up in the air like a lighthouse. “Isn’t
it pretty?”

She sat up and looked at it. “Yes,
it is rather pretty,” she confessed.

“Why don’t you touch
it?”

“Will it bite me?”

“No. It likes you.”

“Aw, the sweet thing.” She got onto
her knees and took it in both her hands, looking down at it. “You
know, I think it’s smiling at me.”

“It is, because it likes you. And
it wants to kiss you.”

“It does?”

“Yes.”

“I shouldn’t,” she said, licking
her lips.

“Oh, go ahead.”

“If you insist,” she sighed,
lowering her face and kissing the bulbous head of his rod.
“Mmmm.”

“Like it.”

“Uh huh.” She darted out her tongue
and licked away the juice that had formed around the little hole at
the top. “Yummy.”

“Why don’t you put the whole thing
in your mouth?” he wheedled.

She rubbed his cock against her
flushing cheek. “I couldn’t,” she said.

“Sure you could.”

“It’s too big.”

“It’s not too big. Try it and
you’ll see.”

“I really shouldn’t.”

“Sure you should.”

“What would my mother
say?”

“I promise I won’t tell
her.”

“But I’ve never done this
before.”

“Sure you haven’t.”

She rubbed her lips against it. “I
really haven’t.”

“I think you’re lying.”

She smiled. “I think you’re
right.”

“Then go ahead. Another one more or
less won’t matter.”

“But it’s too big.”

“Open your mouth wide, and I’m sure
it’ll go right in.”

“Do you really think
so?”

“I really do think so.”

“Well, I don’t suppose there’s any
harm in trying.”

“Certainly not.”

She opened her mouth, and lowered
it onto his cock. It went in nicely, just as they both knew it
would. She caressed it with her tongue and lips and sighed, shivers
passing over her body. “Mmmmmm,” she said.

“Like it?”

“Uh huh.”

“Why don’t you let it go in a
little deeper?”

“Because I want to do it this way
for awhile.” She continued massaging his cock with her lips and
tongue, occasionally giving it a little suck that made his toes
curl. Slowly she drew it deeper into her mouth until it touched the
back of her throat, and then she rocked her head up and down on it,
squeezing his shank with her long elegant fingers. Butler made
fists to keep himself from coming, because he didn’t want to come
so soon, and after a while she let his cock fall out of her mouth
and commenced pressing soft kisses on his apricots. “This isn’t
fair,” she said.

“Why not?” he asked, his head
spinning.

“Because I’m doing something to
you, and you’re not doing anything to me. You’re just lying there
like a gluttonous disgusting male chauvinist pig.”

“What would you like me to
do?”

“I want you to do it to me while
I’m doing this to you.”

“At the same time?”

“Yes. And don’t give me any
arguments because I’m a feminist and I don’t believe I should do
anything for a man who doesn’t do the same thing for me, got
it?”

“Well I must be a feminist myself,
because I love to do that. Bring that sweet thing over
here!”

“Butler!”

“What’s wrong now?”

“You’re making me
blush.”

“I didn’t think feminists were
supposed to blush.”

“Well we can and do.”

“I wonder if you’re blushing down
there.”

“Butler!”

“Lemme see?”

“No.”

“C’mon.”

He put the palm of his hand on her
smooth round fanny and moved it toward him. She walked her knees
toward him and then straddled his face. He hugged her fanny and
drew her fuzzy little lamb chop toward his lips.

“It’s beautiful,” he said, kissing
its wet lips.

“No it’s not—it’s
funny-looking.”

“Perhaps to you, but not to me.” He
licked its wet lips. “And it’s delicious.”

“No it’s not.”

“Yes it is.”

“What does it taste
like?”

“Champagne.”

“You’re just saying that to make me
feel good.”

“No I’m not. I’m saying it because
it’s true.”

He kissed it again and she nearly
jumped out of her skin.

“Oh Butler,” she sighed. “That was
wonderful.”

“I’ll do it again.”

He stuck his tongue deep inside her
this time.

“I think I’m going to faint,” she
whispered.

“Don’t faint, because you might
miss something good.”

“Does it really taste like
champagne?”

“The very finest
vintage.”

“Then why is it that some men don’t
like to do what you’re doing?”

“I guess they don’t like
champagne.”

“Do you really like to do that,
Butler?”

“I love to do it.”

“Oh Butler, I think you’re
wonderful.”

“Then why don’t you put my thing
back in your mouth.”

She opened her mouth and stuffed
his cock into it, and he inserted his tongue into her tunnel of
love. They squirmed against each other, drooling, licking, and
kissing. He took the little pebble of her clitoris between his lips
and nibbled it delicately, while she blew his bulge.

Just as Butler
was on the point of exploding, just as Sheila’s hot champagne was
about to flow, they heard sounds coming from the living room.
Sheila drew away from Butler and
stiffened. “Oh-oh,” she said, “it’s my roommate.”

“I didn’t know you had a
roommate.”

“You know now. Don’t come in
here!”

“Why not?” asked a female voice
from the living room.

“Because I have
company!”

“But I have to change clothes. I
have a job interview.”

“Oh shit! We’ll wait a minute!”
Sheila turned to Butler. “We’d better get under the
covers.”

“Okay.”

They burrowed under the
covers.

“Okay to come in now!” Sheila
yelled.

A pretty brunette walked into the
bedroom. “Oh my goodness,” she exclaimed when she saw
Butler.

“Jody, this is Butler,” Sheila
said.

“Hi Jody.”

“Hi Butler.”

“Isn’t he a dream?” Sheila
asked.

Jody looked at him appreciatively
and rolled her eyes. “He certainly is. Where’d you meet
him?”

“He picked me up on the
street.”

“Far out.”

“Hadn’t you better get your stuff
for your job interview?”

“C’mon,” Butler said to Sheila,
“don’t kick your roomie out because of me.”

“Yeah, stop rushing me,” Jody said.
She looked sideways at Butler, who looked sideways at her. They
smiled.

Sheila sat up in bed. “I think I’d
better leave,” she said icily.

Butler put his arm around her
supple waist. “Relax.”

Sheila shook loose from him. “She’s
always flirting with my boyfriends!”

“You’re roommates and you should
share everything.”

“You bastard!” Sheila swung at him
but he caught her tiny fist in midair.

“You should be nicer to your
roomie,” Butler said. He looked at Jody. “Why don’t you come over
here and sit down? You look tired.”

“As a matter of
fact I am kind of
tired,” she replied, moving toward the bed. “I’ve been all over
this damn city this morning.” She sat on the bed, hesitated a
moment, then lay down. Butler now had an
attractive young woman on either side of him.

“Feel better now?” he asked
Jody.

“Much better, thank
you.”

“How about you, Sheila?”

“Oh, I’m just wonderful,” Sheila
said sarcastically.

“Now, now,” he said
soothingly.

“Don’t ‘now, now’ me. She’s always
flirting with my boyfriends.”

“Well, you’re always flirting with
mine!” Jody said.

“I do not.”

“You do too.”

“Now girls,” Butler said. “It’s a
beautiful day and we’re all nice people. We should try to be nice
to each other.”

“Yeah,” said Jody.

“Fuck you,” replied
Sheila.

Butler turned to Jody. “Why don’t
you take off your clothes and get under the covers with
us?”

Sheila groaned. “I don’t believe I
just heard that.”

“Well, if you don’t want me to,”
Jody hesitated.

“Of course she wants you to,”
Butler said.

“I don’t want her to! She’s always
screwing my boyfriends!”

“But I thought roommates were
supposed to share everything.”

“Not boyfriends.”

“Why draw the line
there?”

Sheila sighed in exasperation. “Oh,
you’re just a sex degenerate. You don’t care who you
screw.”

“On the contrary, I care very much
who I screw. It happens that you’re both extremely attractive young
women and I’m mad about both of you. Why, lying here between you,
it takes all my energy and will to prevent myself from fainting out
of sheer ecstasy.”

Sheila raised herself on her elbow
and looked at Jody. “Watch out for him. He’s the kind who’ll even
try to put it in your ear.”

“He can put it in my ear
anytime.”

Jody got out of
bed, took off her clothes, and jumped on top of Butler, holding his head in her hands and kissing his
lips.

Both girls went to work on him, and
he responded with enthusiasm, humor and more than a little
finesse.


Chapter Eighteen

One morning a week later, Butler
was awakened by the ringing of his telephone. Lazily he picked up
the receiver. “Hello.”

“This is your lawyer, Sidney
Gersch. Good morning to you.”

“Good morning. What’s going
on?”

“Good news,” Gersch said
tantalizingly. “Guess what it is?”

“I’ve just been elected
president?”

“No. I’ve talked to the district
attorney and, in view of the new evidence, he’s dropped all charges
against you. You’re a free man, Butler. You can go anywhere you
like now. Your harrowing experience is over, thanks to
me.”

“Be sure you send your bill to the
Agency, not here.”

“I know where to send my bills,
Butler. I wouldn’t have been in business as long as I have if I
didn’t know where to send my bills. Well, good luck to you. If you
have any legal difficulties in the future, you know who to
call.”

Butler hung up the phone, then
picked it up again immediately and called F. J.
Shankham.

“What is it now, Butler?” Shankham
asked crankily when he came on.

“My lawyer just called me to say
that the D.A. has dropped charges against me. I’m a free man again
and, since you’re my immediate superior, I thought you’d like to
know.”

“I knew before you did, Butler.
Gersch called me first. Now if you don’t have anything of
importance to tell me, I’d like to get back to work.”

“I’d like to get back to work too.
Should I come in today?”

“We’d be very happy if you never
came back here again.”

“But I’ve still got about ten days
of employment left with you.”

“Forget it. It’s okay. Everything’s
been taken care of. Bye-bye.”

“Wait a minute!”

“What is it?”

“On the day you fired me, you
offered me employment in private industry and I’ve decided I’d like
to take you up on it.”

“First of all I didn’t fire you.
You resigned. Secondly, I’ll have my secretary notify our
reassignment department to find a suitable spot for you someplace.
I’m glad you’ve changed your mind on this, Butler. An idle mind is
the devil’s workshop, they say.”

“That’s true. By the way, I
wouldn’t want anybody to say anything to my prospective employer
about why I was fired. Why don’t we just say I resigned because I
thought I could make more money in private industry?”

“Anything you say is all right with
us, Butler. You were a good case officer and you performed your
duties well. Your personal opinions never got in the way of your
work, although they got in the way of other people’s work. I hope
you’ll learn to be more circumspect in the future.”

“Indeed I will, Mr. Shankham. I
think I’ve learned my lesson. Getting fired was a blessing in
disguise. I’ve seen the light at last. To hell with Allende and all
the rest of that bunch. The strong survive and the weak go into the
garbage pail. We ought to bomb the Soviet Union, pave it over and
turn it into the world’s biggest parking lot.”

“My, you are having a change of
heart, aren’t you, Butler? I think that’s very nice. Maybe you’d
like to reconsider your letter of resignation and come back with
us? Why, your change of views will be an inspiration to the younger
agents.”

“Nope, I’m
finished with government. I want to work in private industry where
a man can earn a decent living. Government
is too big anyway. Down with the bureaucrats, except for the
intelligence services of course.”

“Of course.”

“When will I hear from the person
in your reassignment department?”

“In a few day I
suppose.”

“Tell him to make it quick, because
I’m anxious to get my teeth into a good job.”

“Are you sure you wouldn’t want to
come back with us?”

“One hundred percent
sure.”

“If you’re that sure I don’t
suppose there’s anything I can say to change your mind. Well, so
long, and good luck to you. If you ever need anything from us,
don’t hesitate to call.”

“Thank you, sir.”


Chapter Nineteen

The next day a Mr. Riley of the New
York field office of the CIA called Butler and told him that an
appointment had been made for him with the personnel director of
the Noble Oil Corporation for a possible position as a security
officer within that firm.

On the appointed day Butler took a
cab downtown to the Noble Oil Building in the Wall Street area. It
was a modern aluminum structure sixty floors high, surrounded by a
park and pieces of sculpture contrived to make the corporation
appear civic-minded.

Butler took the
elevator to the forty-fifth floor, identified himself at the
reception desk there, and was told by the secretary to have a seat.
He sat and looked at the magazines on the table, finally deciding
there weren’t any he wanted to read
because they were all business magazines.

Presently a clean cut young
gentleman of twenty-eight or thereabouts appeared and walked
straight to Butler, his hand outstretched. “Mr. Butler, I presume?”
he asked.

Butler stood and shook his hand.
“That’s me.”

“I’m Warren Dunphy of the
personnel department. Come with me, please.”

Butler followed him down a brightly
lit corridor lined with offices. Looking into the offices, Butler
saw well-dressed men and women moving pieces of paper around. At
the end of the corridor was an elevator, and Dunphy pressed the
button.

“Mr. Leiberfarb himself is going
to interview you,” Dunphy said. “He’s the chief of our security
division.”

“I see.”

They rode the elevator up to the
fifty-eighth floor and approached a middle-aged woman sitting at a
desk in front of a huge oak door.

“This is Mr. Butler,” Dunphy said
to the woman; then turning to Butler, he added, “This is Ms.
Ferguson, Mr. Leiberfarb’s secretary.”

“How do you do,” said Butler to the
gray-haired but attractive woman.

“How do you do, Mr. Butler,” she
replied. “Please have a seat. Mr. Leiberfarb will be right with
you.”

Dunphy smiled. “Well, good luck,
Mr. Butler.”

“Thank you, Mr.
Dunphy.”

Dunphy walked away, and Butler sat
in one of the chairs. On the table beside him were more business
magazines. Didn’t they have anything interesting to read in this
damned company? He crossed his legs and wondered how drastically
he’d have to lie to get this job.

Ms. Ferguson’s phone buzzed. She
picked it up, mumbled a few words into it, returned it to its
receiver, and looked at Butler. “You may go in to see Mr.
Leiberfarb now.”

Butler arose,
smoothed the front of his Brooks Brothers suit, and opened the big
oak door. He found himself in a large brightly lit office that was
furnished spartanly. The walls were bare, and besides the desk
there only were a few chairs. Behind the
desk sat a man with a long neck, big ears and a shaved head.
“Hello, Mr. Butler,” this man said, with a slight German accent.
“My name is Kurt Leiberfarb. Please have a seat in that chair
there.” He pointed to one of the chairs in front of
him.

Butler sat where directed. He was
certain the room was bugged and he suspected that movie cameras
were concealed somewhere. Leiberfarb was chewing gum and looking
him up and down. The security chief had beady little eyes and a
fleshy mouth.

Leiberfarb picked up some papers on
his desk and attempted a smile, but his lips were stiff and it came
out as a hideous grimace. “I’ve been going over your dossier and
it’s quite impressive. You’ve been in a number of tight situations
in your life. I hope you don’t want to join us because you think
it’s safer here than the CIA; it’s not. In fact, in many ways it’s
worse.”

“I’m not looking for safety. I’ve
decided that if I’m going to risk my life I should be well paid for
it. And the best paying positions are with private industry, as I’m
sure you know.”

“What kind of salary are we talking
about?”

“Forty thousand dollars a
year.”

“That’s pretty steep.”

“Not for a man with my
qualifications. I can do anything in the field of security. I can
even lead troops in war, should that become necessary.”

Leiberfarb smiled. “That
contingency is never completely out of the question. There are
countries, as I’m sure you know, where American businesses must
defend themselves against terrorist bands. It is not inconceivable
that you would lead troops in combat.”

“I assume there will be special
combat pay.”

“Of course. Well,
I won’t beat around the bush, Mr. Butler. You come to us with the
highest recommendations from the CIA and your background is just
what we’re looking for. We hire many ex-CIA and FBI men, as I’m
sure you know. The position we’re offering you is on the personal
staff of Phillip Noble himself. You will arrange security for him
wherever he goes; in addition you will act as his personal
bodyguard. You’re an experienced man and I don’t
have to furnish you with details. I’m sure you know what to do. Do
you have any questions?”

“Two.”

“What are they?”

“First, do I get the forty
thou’?”

“Of course. Next
question?”

“Since you’re the security chief
here, I was wondering where my duties would overlap with yours when
it comes to Mr. Noble.”

“You will be his personal
bodyguard, as I said. Moreover, you will arrange for his security
here in his office, at his home, on his various business trips and
so forth. You will submit all security plans and requests for
additional personnel and technical support through me, of course.
That’s about it. Do you have a gun?”

“Not with me.”

“When you report to work tomorrow,
make sure you bring it with you. There are many people who would
like to kill Mr. Noble, you know. He’s a great man and a great
American captain of industry, but there still are those who’d like
to kill him. I can’t figure it out myself. I and the others here
virtually worship the man.”

“People are jealous of rich
successful men,” Butler offered.

“I’m sure it must be that. Well,
your next step is to go up and meet Mr. Noble yourself. You may
have to wait awhile—he’s a very busy man. But he’s expecting you.
Well, good luck.”

“I’ve just thought of one more
question,” Butler said.

“What is it?”

“What happened to the person who
held my job previously?”

“The man who was Mr. Noble’s
personal security officer before you?” Leiberfarb frowned. “He was
killed.”

“How?”

“A bomb in Mr. Noble’s limousine.
Your predecessor was checking the vehicle for just such a
contingency and the bomb went off right in his face.”

“You should have bomb squad experts
for that sort of thing.”

“We do now. We hired a man from the
Agency, you may be pleased to know. And now we’re using the same
equipment the Agency uses. You don’t have to worry about there
being any repetitions of that mess. Any other
questions?”

“No.”

“Then you might as well be off to
Mr. Noble’s office. Well, good luck. You’ll be on the payroll as of
tomorrow. And be prepared to leave town on a moment’s notice. Mr.
Noble travels a lot.”

Butler stood and held out his hand.
“It’s been very nice talking with you, Mr. Leiberfarb, and I look
forward to working with you.”

Leiberfarb shrank back from
Butler’s hand. “I’m sorry,” he said nervously, “but I don’t like
touching people unless it’s absolutely necessary. Germs, you know.
They’re everywhere.”

“I understand.”

“Nothing personal.”

“Of course not.”

Butler left Leiberfarb’s office and
walked down the sparkling white corridor to the elevator. He
thought that Leiberfarb was a freak and a crackpot, but that didn’t
surprise him. He’d noticed that quite often men in high positions
were that way. On his way to the elevator he passed numerous
offices where people pushed paper around. They looked listless and
bored, and yet they must have very good jobs if they were on a
floor as high as this one. Perhaps they were bored because their
work was fundamentally meaningless to them. All they were doing was
helping Phillip Noble become even richer than he was
already.

Butler rode the
elevator to the top floor, got out, and found himself in an
enormous reception room. Paintings were on the walls and expensive
pieces of sculpture were on the floor. Butler recognized a Rodin, a
Renoir and a Picasso. It looked more like a room in the Museum of
Modern Art than a reception room. A sleek young woman with
long black hair sat behind a desk along
one wall of the room. There was a switchboard beside her, and a
copy of Business Week was open on her desk. She smiled at Butler as he walked
toward her.

“You must be Mr. Butler,” she
said.

“That’s me.”

“I’ll call Mr. Noble and tell him
you’re here.” She picked up her phone, mumbled into it, and hung it
up again. “He’ll be with you in a few moments. You may have a seat
if you like.”

“Thanks, but I think I’ll look
around.”

“By all means do. We have a very
fine selection of modern art in this room, as I’m sure you can
see.”

“Is all this stuff
original?”

She looked hurt. “Why of course.
Mr. Noble wouldn’t dream of having an imitation of anything. He has
exquisite taste.”

Butler studied the finely chiseled
features of her face. “He certainly does.”

She blushed.

“May I know your name?”

“I’m Ann Rhinestein.”

“I’m going to be working with Mr.
Noble, so I imagine we’ll be seeing a lot of each
other.”

“Yes, you’ll be replacing Mr.
Smith, I understand. Poor Mr. Smith. He was such a fine man. I do
hope you’ll be careful, Mr. Butler. There are many people who hate
Mr. Noble. It’s very hard for me to understand, because Mr. Noble
is a wonderful individual.”

“Indeed.”

“But there are so many crazy people
running around the world these days.”

“How true.”

Butler roamed around the room,
admiring the paintings and sculpture.

Finally the buzzer on Ann
Rhinestein’s desk went off, and she picked up the phone. “Mr. Noble
will see you now,” she said to Butler.

“Where is he?”

“Through those doors and down the
corridor.”

Butler pushed open the two swinging
doors and walked down a wood-paneled corridor also adorned with
pictures. He came to an office area where a dozen secretaries
worked behind desks and some men lounged about. Butler guessed that
the men were part of the security staff. An attractive blonde woman
of about thirty-five sat at the foremost desk.

“Mr. Butler?” she
asked.

“That’s me.”

“Go right in.”

She pointed to a steel door,
embellished with designs that looked as if it came from a medieval
castle in England. Butler approached the door, opened it, entered
the office of Phillip Noble.

Noble sat behind his desk, a
broad-shouldered man with a pinkish beefy face. He had wavy blond
hair, slanted eyes and roguish lips. He gave the impression of
having eaten five pounds of prime steak every day of his life. The
conservative blue suit he was wearing contrasted sharply with the
jeweled rings on the four fingers of each of his hands.

“Stand still a moment there,
Butler,” Noble said. “Let me have a look at you.”

Butler stood several paces in front
of Noble’s desk, feeling like a fool. Behind Noble were photographs
in golden frames of Noble with various government leaders. On the
other side of the office was a long table of the type business
executives sit at when they hold conferences.

“You look like a feller who can
take care of himself,” Noble said. “C’mon and have a seat.” He had
a vaguely southern accent.

Butler sat on one of the
leather-covered chairs in front of Noble’s desk.

“How old are you?” Noble
asked.

“Thirty-two.”

“Old enough to know better and
young enough to learn, eh?” Noble picked up an ebony box with his
pudgy jeweled fingers and opened the lid. “Cigar?”

“No thanks.”

“Don’t smoke?”

“Nope.”

“Why not?”

“Bad for the health.”

Noble looked incredulous. “Surely
you don’t believe all that cancer nonsense.”

“I’m afraid I do.”

Noble took a cigar out of the box
and lit it with a gold lighter. He blew huge blue puffs of smoke at
the ceiling. “Delicious,” he said. “We only live once, Butler, so
we should enjoy ourselves. Cigars are one of the great joys of
life. And besides, a little tobacco never hurt nobody. Those
reports from the Surgeon General’s office are bullshit. Tobacco
doesn’t cause cancer; anybody who thinks it does is an
asshole.”

Butler said nothing. He knew Noble
owned a big tobacco combine that manufactured cigarettes, cigars
and pipe tobacco.

“I understand you saw some service
in ‘Nam,” Noble said.

“That’s right.”

“Kill any gooks?”

“Yes.”

Noble stared at him. “Are you
willing to kill for me?”

“If I have to.”

“Good, because I want the whole
world to know that anyone who tries to kill Phillip Noble shall
himself be killed. I understand you’ve done CIA work in South
America.”

“That’s right.”

“Which countries?”

“Brazil, Uruguay and
Chile.”

“Ah, three of my favorite
countries in South America. Of course, they weren’t always my
favorite countries. The commies almost got ’em, but thanks to you
boys in the CIA those countries were saved for democracy. A little
bird told me that you’re the one who shot Allende.”

“I didn’t shoot him, but I was
there when he was shot.”

“Tell me about it.”

Butler shrugged. “There’s not much
to say. He was standing there and a couple of army officers shot
him.”

“And then what
happened?”

“I don’t know. I had to leave to
file a report that he was dead. There was a U.S. destroyer offshore
taking all messages and monitoring the military coup.”

Noble raised his
eyebrows. “Military coup? You call it a military coup? It
was not a
military coup! It was a popular revolution against a corrupt
disgusting communist regime!”

“That’s right too.”

“You need to learn to be more
precise with language, Butler. I can see that. You shouldn’t misuse
words.”

“Sorry.”

“That’s all right. I’m not hiring
you for your ability to express yourself. I’m hiring you for your
skills in security, espionage and war. Well, are you ready to go to
work?”

“Mr. Leiberfarb told me I’ll start
tomorrow.”

“Since you’re here, why not start
today?”

“I don’t have a gun with
me.”

“Hell, that’s no problem. I got
enough guns in this office to start a war. Come here behind my
desk.”

Butler rose and walked behind
Noble’s desk as the latter opened a drawer. Inside were about
twenty pistols, plus boxes of ammunition.

“Take your pick,” Noble
said.

Butler bent over and looked in the
drawer. His eyes roved the Colts and Smith and Wessons, then came
to rest on a Walther P38, a very fine, exotic automatic pistol
chambered for the nine-millimeter round. “Can I use this one?” he
asked.

“Sure, take any damned one you
want. Load it up, too. You never know when you’ll have to shoot
somebody.”

Butler ejected the clip and filled
it with bullets. Inserting the clip in the handle, he stood beside
Noble thinking that all he had to do was aim at Noble’s head and
pull the trigger, and the world would be rid of another
motherfucker. Instead, he jammed the Walther into his belt and
returned to his chair.

The phone on Noble’s desk buzzed,
and Noble picked it up. He mumbled a few words, then returned the
receiver to its cradle.

“Some people are here for a
meeting,” he told Butler. “My Admiral Foods Division. Got a new
product they want me to see. I want you to keep an eye on ‘em,
understand? You never know who might be deranged enough to try and
kill me.”

“Yes sir.”

The door opened
and a group of men wearing suits and carrying attaché cases entered the office. Noble rose from
behind his desk and beckoned for them to sit at the long meeting
table and told Butler to sit on his right.

“Before we begin, I’d like to
introduce my new security man,” Noble said. His name’s Butler and
he’s a dead shot. Just thought you might want to know
that.”

Butler smiled at the assembled
executives of the Admiral Foods Division and they wiggled
uncomfortably in their seats, attempting to smile back.

“Okay, let’s get on with the
meeting,” Noble said.

 


Chapter Twenty

In a phone booth on a busy corner
in the Wall Street area, Butler called the number of the Bancroft
Research Institute in New York. An efficient-sounding young woman
answered the phone.

“I’d like to speak to the director
of your New York office, please,” Butler told her.

“Who’s calling, please?”

“Mr. Butler.”

“One moment, please.”

There was a click and a buzz and
another young woman came on the phone. “Director’s office,” she
said.

“I’d like to speak with him,
please.”

“Who is this?”

“Mr. Butler.”

“The director’s name is Ms. Hewitt.
One moment, please.”

There was another click and a buzz
and the voice of a woman came on the phone. “Hello, Mr.
Butler.”

“Hi. Mr.
Sheffield told me to call when I thought I had some information, and I think I have some.”

“Good. Go directly to Grand Central
Station and stand underneath the clock. Someone will walk up to you
and ask you where the Hilton Hotel is. You’ll say it’s a few blocks
uptown, and offer to share a cab. You’ll get in the cab with that
person and follow his instructions. Is that clear?”

“Yes, but how will this person know
me?”

“We know you, Butler. Don’t worry
about that. You’re one of us now. Bye.”

“Bye.”

The phone clicked in his ear. He
hung up and walked a few blocks to the Lexington Avenue subway,
which he rode to Grand Central Station. Getting off, he climbed the
stairs to the main room of the terminal and stood underneath the
clock.

Nearby were the Off-Track Betting
windows, where men were lined up with racing forms picking their
winners for the next race. Butler was tempted to go over and put
two dollars on some horse’s nose, because he liked to gamble, to
pit his luck against the odds and see what happened.

“Excuse me sir, but can you tell me
where the Hilton Hotel is?”

Butler looked down at a tiny
bespectacled man carrying a briefcase and wearing a derby on the
back of his head.

“It’s uptown a few blocks.
Coincidentally, I happen to be headed in that direction myself.
Care to share a cab?”

“Good idea.”

They walked out of the station and
got in a cab. The driver pulled into the heavy cross-town traffic
on 42nd Street. The small bespectacled man leaned toward Butler.
“I’ll get off at the Hilton. You’ll stay in the cab and get off on
Central Park South. Then you’ll walk into the park and proceed to
the Wollman Skating Rink. Directly to the north of the rink is a
small building surrounded by tables used for playing chess. At one
table will be a man in a red knit cap playing a man with a hearing
aid. You will sit next to them and say, ‘Bobby Fischer would use
his knight here, I believe.’ The man in the red hat will say,
‘Bobby Fischer is an ass.’ At that point you may relay your
message. Is that clear?”

“Quite clear.”

“Good.”

The driver turned right on Sixth
Avenue and headed uptown. When he neared the Hilton, Butler told
him not to turn the meter off because he was continuing north. The
man with the derby got off at the Hilton and Butler told the driver
to drop him off on Central Park South. Upon reaching that
destination, Butler paid the driver, crossed the street, and walked
into Central Park.

It was October and the leaves on
the trees were turning to red and gold. Butler walked along with
his hands in his trench coat pockets, watching children play and
lovers kiss in the shade of trees. It reminded him of his youth at
the University of Georgia and made him feel melancholy. Sometimes
he felt dissatisfied with his life and thought he should get
married. Often, too, he wished he had become an archaeologist and
had spent his life studying ancient civilizations. After a while
you grew weary of clandestine meetings and secret
passwords.

He made his way through the park
and finally approached the chess tables north of the Wollman Rink.
Because it was a chilly day, men were playing at only three of the
ten tables. At one of those tables a man in a red hat was playing a
man with a hearing aid. Butler sat on the bench beside them and
watched their play.

“Bobby Fischer would use his knight
here, I believe,” he said.

“Bobby Fischer is an
ass.”

Butler leaned toward them and gave
his name. “I’d like to pass on the information that Phillip Noble
will be leaving for South America in a few days.”

The man in the red hat didn’t look
up from the chess board. “Do you know why lie’s going?”

“There’s a country that might
nationalize his oil.”

The man in the red hat looked at
the man with the hearing aid. They were both in their fifties and
fit their role of crackpots who would play chess in public
places.

The man with the hearing aid
shrugged. “There are several countries that might want to do that.”
He looked at Butler. “He didn’t give you any hint about which
country he was going to?”

“If he did I would have told
you.”

The man in the red hat nodded. “We
have offices in every country in South America. When you arrive, go
to our local office with any information you might have. If you
can’t go, call. Identify yourself first and say you’re calling
about the security job that the Institute has offered you. Any
questions?”

“No.”

“Good. Next time you have to reach
us here in New York, go to the Museum of Natural History. Your
contact will be Doctor Lesley Clarke, whose office is in the
Paleontology Department, which is located in the basement. If you
cannot go in person you may contact him by phone, but make sure the
phone you use is safe. Any questions?”

“No.”

“That’s all. Good luck in South
America, Butler.”

“Thanks.”

Butler arose from the bench and
walked east to Fifth Avenue. There he caught a cab that took him
home. He hung up his trench coat and lay on the living room sofa,
listening to the Jazz Crusaders on his stereo. He felt a little
nervous and had an urge to resume smoking. He’d given it up six
months ago but still had an occasional desire for a cigarette.
Reaching into his pocket, he took out a stick of gum and folded it
into his mouth.

Looking around, he had the distinct
feeling that he wasn’t alone. This was the form that his standard
paranoid attacks took. He imagined there were microphones hidden in
the walls, movie cameras stashed in the ceiling, and a platoon of
spies in the next apartment monitoring his every move. He wanted to
scratch his balls but was embarrassed that someone might see. The
watchers probably had hidden mikes and cameras in the bedroom and
bathroom too, to keep track of his dirty little habits. He knew
that his suspicions weren’t too farfetched, because he’d been on
bugging operations where certain people were watched that way. The
Agency might be bugging him, so might the Institute, and maybe
Noble was too. Well, if you were a spy you had to get used to these
things. Butler sighed and reached down to scratch his
balls.


Chapter Twenty-One

Butler rode the subway to work the
next morning. He wore a pinstripe suit, with his Walther in a
leather holster on the back of his belt. Taking the elevator in the
Noble Oil Building, he got off at the top floor, and there was Ann
Rhinestein behind her desk already.

“Good morning, Ms. Rhinestein,”
Butler said, walking toward her desk.

“Good morning, Mr.
Butler.”

“Sleep well?”

“Yes, and you?”

“I probably would have slept better
if I could have cuddled up to you all night.”

She blushed. “Why Mr. Butler, what
a thing to say!”

He walked past her and into the
corridor that led to Noble’s office. He came to the area where the
typists and bodyguards were stationed. The attractive blonde woman
who was in charge of the typists looked up at Butler and
smiled.

“Good morning, Mr.
Butler.”

“Good morning, Ms.—urn, I don’t
believe I got your name yesterday.”

“I’m Ms. Umansky.”

“I trust you slept well, Ms.
Umansky.”

She frowned. “As a matter of fact I
didn’t. I had a bout of insomnia, I’m afraid.”

He placed his fists on her desk and
leaned toward her. “I’m very sorry to hear that; but if it happens
again, you might want to give me a call. I have a very effective
insomnia cure.”

“You do?”

“Uh huh.’

“What is it?”

“Well, you take off all your
clothes and lie on your back, and then I’ll take off all my clothes
and lie on top of—”

Her eyes goggled. “Mr. Butler!” she
exclaimed.

He smiled. “It works every time, it
really does. And you don’t even have to go out to the
drugstore.”

“Mr. Butler, how you do carry
on!”

“Is Mr. Noble in yet?”

“Not yet.”

“Then I’ll go in his office and
wait for him.”

“Mr. Noble doesn’t like anybody in
his office when he’s not there.”

“I understand that, but I’m his
special security advisor and that doesn’t apply to me.”

“I suppose it doesn’t, Mr.
Butler.”

Butler opened the big wooden doors
and entered Phillip Noble’s office. A life-sized doll was on the
rug with its legs spread and there were stains all around it.
Butler smiled as he began to check out the room. So the great
Phillip Noble liked to screw dummies. Butler examined the
electrical fixtures and paintings, trying to determine the best way
to bug the room. He’d have to use miniaturized equipment, because
he’d have to carry it in and install it himself. Maybe the electric
sockets were the best, but he’d better pray that nobody found the
bugs.

He came to a door, turned the knob.
The door was locked and he wondered what was on the other side. A
closet or a toilet, maybe? He decided to ask Ms. Umansky. Going to
the office door, he opened it and called out: “Ms. Umansky, would
you come here a moment, please?”

She arose from her desk and rushed
toward him. “Yes, Mr. Butler?”

He led her into the office and
pointed at the door. “What’s in there?”

“Oh, that’s where Mr. Noble’s
files are.”

“Why’s the door locked?”

“He doesn’t like people looking at
his files, sir.”

“Do you have a key?”

“Oh yes. I’m the only one permitted
in there to do his filing.”

“Do you have the key with
you?”

“It’s in the top drawer of my
desk.”

“Please get it and bring it
here.”

“But Mr. Butler!”

Butler looked at her sternly. “Now
Ms. Umansky, you and I must have an understanding. I’m in charge of
Mr. Noble’s personal security and it’s essential, if I’m to do a
good job, that I conduct a thorough inspection of Mr. Noble’s
office. Is that clear?”

“Yes sir.”

“Get the key.”

“Yes sir.”

She scurried out of the office and
in seconds was back with a ring of keys. As she searched for the
right one, Butler looked her over. She didn’t look bad for
thirty-five—in fact she looked rather comfortable, as older women
generally do. She had gigantic breasts and an ass to go with them:
her face was plain but could be pretty if she cared to employ the
cosmetic arts. In the right setting Ms. Umansky could easily be a
two-hundred-dollar trick.

“It’s this one right here,” she
said, holding up the key.

“Unlock the door,
please.”

She inserted the key in the lock
and twisted. The door opened, revealing a large dark closet filled
with filing cabinets. She flicked a light switch near the door and
the closet became bright. Butler followed her in and closed the
door behind her.

“What’s in the file
cabinets?”

“Correspondence of various types,
memoranda and the like.”

“I suppose it’s all very
confidential.”

“Oh yes indeed.”

“Then perhaps we should put a
better lock on the door, to make this room more secure.” Slowly, as
he spoke, he moved away from her and came to rest with his back
against the light switch.

“I don’t know. You’ll have to
speak with Mr. Noble about that.”

“I’ll talk to him about it first
thing this morning.”

Butler pressed against the light
switch and pushed down. The switch clicked off and the room became
dark.

“Oh!” exclaimed Ms.
Umansky.

‘The lights seem to have gone out,”
Butler said.

“Turn on the switch!”

“Where is it?”

“Behind you.”

“Behind me where?”

“Here.”

Ms. Umansky groped toward Butler in
the dark, put her arms around him, and reached for the switch. He
moved forward so she couldn’t reach it, and hugged her torpedo tits
against his chest.

“Why Ms. Umansky, this is so
sudden,” he said, nuzzling her ear.

“Mr. Butler! What on earth are you
doing?”

“I’m afraid of the dark. Please
help me.”

She tried weakly to get away, but
she didn’t have a boyfriend and her cause of insomnia was exactly
what Butler had diagnosed. “Oh Mr. Butler,” she sighed, feeling his
strong body against her.

He kissed her cheek. “I’m so happy
that we’ll be working together,” he said.

“But Mr. Butler....”

He cupped one of her huge breasts
in his hand. “How soft and wonderful you are, Ms.
Umansky.”

“Oh Mr. Butler, you
shouldn’t—”

“I know I shouldn’t but I can’t
help myself.” He put one hand up her dress and felt her nylon-clad
thigh.

She was breathing heavily, and
Butler knew he had her crazy now. She was sexually deprived; she’d
do anything, once she got going. He glided his fingers up and down
her magic valley. She touched his throbbing screwdriver. Their lips
met and exchanged ambrosia. He unzipped his fly and took it
out.

“It’s like a piece of steel,” Ms.
Umansky said. “You’re making me so bad.”

“Don’t blame it all on
me.”

“But I’ve never done this before
with a man.”

“Sure you haven’t.”

She raised her head and wiped her
mouth with the back of her hand. “You’re making me have the most
disgusting thoughts,” she said with a silly grin.

“Describe them to me.”

Demurely she lifted her
skirt.

“Turn around and lean against that
file cabinet,” he whispered into her ear.

She shivered as she did his
bidding.

“Bend over more,” he
uttered.

“Oh Mr. Butler—.”

He pulled down her underpants. She
covered her pretty face with both her hands. “But I really
shouldn’t.”

“Why not?”

“You’ll think I’m
awful.”

“I think you’re awful
already.”

“Then I guess it won’t matter.” She
grabbed his pole with one dainty hand, touched its head to her
quivering muff, and slowly inserted it into her most tender
delicate place. “Oh my goodness, Butler,” she said when it was all
in.

“Are you all right?”

“I think so.”

She touched the space between her
bobbing breasts. “It feels like it’s in all the way to
here.”

He reached up and cupped a soft
breast in each of his hands. “You mean all the way up to
these?”

“Oh Butler, that feels so good. You
know just what to do.”

She wiggled for joy and pushed back
against him. He long-stroked her, holding onto her huge
breasts.

“Oh, this is just what I needed,”
she whimpered.

“I guarantee that you’ll sleep
better tonight,” he replied.

“Oh Mr. Butler, I’d love to do
this with you in a bed with all our clothes off—maybe in dim
candlelight.”

“We’ll surely do that sometime, Ms.
Umansky.”

“Why don’t you call me Madeleine,”
she cooed.


Chapter Twenty-Two

During his lunch break that day,
Butler took a cab uptown to the Museum of Natural History. He paid
his admission, got the little metal button to pin on his collar,
and made his way to the huge gloomy basement, filled with skeletons
of dinosaurs and pterodactyls. It smelled of decay and the
prehistoric past of the world, and Butler found an old guard
staring with fascination at the skeleton in a glass case of a giant
turtle from the Jurassic Period.

The guard turned to Butler as he
approached.

“Can you tell me where Doctor
Lesley Clarke’s office is?”

“Doctor Clarke? He’s along the wall
there just behind the fossils of the marine
echinoderms.”

Butler didn’t remember what marine
echinoderms were, but he knew what fossils looked like. When he
came to a display of them encased under glass he looked up and saw
a door behind them. The door had a sign on it that said
PALEONTOLOGY OFFICE. He opened the door and entered an
old-fashioned office where a stout woman sat behind an old wooden
desk. The lighting was so poor Butler felt as though he’d stepped
into the nineteen-twenties.

“May I help you?” asked the
woman.

“I’d like to see Doctor Clarke,
please.”

“Are you Mr. Butler?”

“Yes, I am.”

“He’s expecting you. He’s in that
office over there.”

Butler looked in the direction of
the pointing finger and saw three office doors. The one in the
middle said DR. LESLEY CLARKE. He walked to it, knocked. A voice
said, “Come in.”

He entered a
small office where a slender man of forty-odd years sat in front of a roll top desk that was
against the wall. He had thick salt-and-pepper hair parted in the
middle, wore eyeglasses and a tweedy suit, and was eating a hot
pastrami sandwich on rye.

“Butler?”

“Yes.”

“Have a seat, old man.”

Butler sat on the wooden chair
beside the desk. The old furniture reminded him of grammar school.
“Sorry to be interrupting your lunch,” he said.

“Well, it’s not much of a lunch.
You pay three dollars and fifty cents for a pastrami sandwich and
all they give you is fat.” He pushed the sandwich away. “To what do
I owe the pleasure of this visit?”

“I need some listening devices that
will fit in standard wall sockets, and a small camera to photograph
some documents.”

Clarke made notes on a pad. “I’ll
have them for you tomorrow.”

“And you’ll have to rent an office
somewhere near Noble’s office so we can pick up the radio
transmissions from the listening devices.”

“We already have one. Do you know
when you’re leaving for South America?”

“Not yet.”

“Don’t suppose you know the country
yet?”

“No.”

“If he’s going in person, that
means Hydra is up to no good. As soon as you know what their plans
are, be sure to contact the local office of the
Institute.”

“Will do.”

“Anything else?”

“No. How about you?”

“You can have this sandwich if you
want it.”

“No thanks. Has anything
interesting happened in your field lately, by the way?”

“As a matter of fact it has. It’s
just been determined that within one billion years after the
formation of the earth, one-celled organisms had evolved out of
organic molecules produced non-biologically in an atmosphere
containing no free oxygen.”

“No kidding.”

“And it took three billion years
for those one-celled organisms to evolve into multi-cellular
organisms. Those figures are rather astounding when you realize
that man evolved from the primates during a period of only about
four million years.”

“We’re relative newcomers to the
scene, aren’t we?”

Doctor Clarke chucked darkly. “Yes,
and if we’re not careful we’re liable to put an end to everything
within the space of a few hours.”


Chapter Twenty-Three

Butler returned to the Noble Oil
Building and walked into the office of Phillip Noble, who was
behind his desk putting papers into an attaché case.

“Where’ve you been?” Noble
asked.

“Out to lunch.”

“The executive dining room isn’t
good enough for you?”

“I had a date.”

“Bring her here.”

“I think she would’ve made the
other executives a little nervous, sir.”

“What the hell was wrong with
her?”

“Nothing, but she’s a chorus girl
and she’s sort of spectacular, sir, if you know what I
mean.”

“Oh, I see. A ladies’ man,
eh?”

“Everybody needs his nooky,
sir.”

“That’s true, but hereafter I don’t
want you leaving the building for lunch. I want you where I can get
you fast if I need you. Got it?”

“Yes sir.”

“Good. And by the
way, we’re leaving for South America right
now.”

“Right now?”

“That’s right.”

“But I haven’t packed
anything.”

“You don’t have to pack anything.
We buy what we need along the way. A special purchasing agent comes
along with us for that purpose. I don’t believe in wasting time,
Butler. When it’s time to go, it’s time to go. Follow
me.”

“Yes sir.”

Noble walked out of his office,
with Butler close at his heels. In the corridor waited secretaries,
administrative assistants and various other flunkies who followed
Noble down the corridor to the elevators that were waiting with
their doors open. They boarded the elevators and rode down to the
basement of the building, where a caravan of five black Cadillac
limousines were standing with engines running and chauffeurs
holding the rear doors open. Noble and Butler got in the rear seat
of one of the limousines; another bodyguard sat in front with the
driver.

The caravan rolled out of the
subterranean garage onto the streets of New York. Noble and Butler
were in the third car, Butler thinking that to pedestrians they
must look like a funeral procession. The caravan went over the
Williamsburg Bridge and then careened onto the Brooklyn-Queens
Expressway. Looking west, Butler could see the Manhattan skyline in
the gray smog of morning.

He turned to Noble. “Can you tell
me where we’re going?”

Noble smiled as he held a black
cigar in his jeweled hand. “If I can’t tell my personal security
officer, who can I tell? We’re going to Halvados. We’re scheduled
to land in the Air Force terminal outside Halvados City at five in
the afternoon, our time.”

Butler consulted
his mental map. Halvados was a country about the size of Texas,
located on the Pacific Ocean side of South America. It had
mineral-rich mountains within its borders, as well as fertile
coastal plains, not to mention huge oil reserves near the Gulf of
Villa Puntas. Butler remembered reading somewhere that the Noble
Oil Company owned most of the oil wells, most of the mineral-rich
mountains and much of the fertile coastal plain. The rest of the
country was owned by about two hundred local families, for whom
the rest of the population
worked.

The black caravan
made its way to Kennedy Airport, where it stopped beside a huge
hangar on its side was painted NOBLE AIR TRANSPORT.
Butler knew that the Agency often used this
airline company for its dirty work in South
America.

Everyone got out of the limousines
and walked to the front of the hangar, where a sleek Boeing 707 was
waiting, with steps leading to a door in its belly. At the foot of
the steps were four airline stewardesses and the captain to welcome
Phillip Noble aboard personally. Surrounding the aircraft were
technicians and a group of men in business suits, one of whom was
Kurt Leiberfarb.

Butler walked up to Leiberfarb, who
was standing by the tail of the plane, sniffing the air. “What’s
doing?” Butler asked.

“We’re guarding the aircraft to
make sure no one will sabotage it. We’ve already searched it and
there were no bombs. You should have a safe trip.” Leiberfarb spoke
mechanically, as if making an official announcement.

“I’m surprised that you’re out
here,” Butler said. “I’d imagine this would be a job for
assistants.”

“One of Mr. Noble’s planes blew up
once, only minutes before he stepped on board. Since then I’ve
personally supervised the examinations of his planes prior to his
leaving the states.”

“Are you coming with us to
Halvados?”

“No. The responsibility for Mr.
Noble’s security will be up to you. And please don’t stand so close
to me. The germs, you know.”

“Ah yes.”

“The others have just about
finished boarding the plane. You’d better get going.”

Butler looked toward the boarding
steps; indeed, the last administrative assistant was passing
through the doors. Butler trotted toward the steps, beside which
two airline stewardesses were standing with their sweet welcoming
smiles.

“Hiya, girls,” Butler said, pausing
at the foot of the steps.

“Good afternoon, sir,” they replied
in unison.

“How long is the trip to
Halvados?”

“Oh, is that where we’re going?”
asked one of them, a dark-haired olive-skinned girl.

“You mean you didn’t
know?”

“Oh no, we’re never told in
advance.”

The Swedish-looking blonde
stewardess twinkled her blue eyes. “If we’re going to Halvados it’s
about an eight-hour trip.”

Butler closed his eyes. “Good
grief-eight hours on a damned plane.”

“Oh, I’m sure you’ll find something
to keep you busy.”

Butler looked at the blonde’s melon
sized breasts. “I think I’ve already found something.”

“Sir!”

Butler trotted up the steps and
entered the main cabin of the plane, which was a lounge with
comfortable upholstered chairs and coffee tables in front of them.
The executives and secretaries were already seated, going over
papers and talking about profit margins and sales
forecasts.

“Where’s Mr. Noble?” he asked one
of the secretaries.

“Back there.”

Butler walked to the rear of the
lounge, opened the door and found himself in an office where Ms.
Umansky sat behind a desk. There was a file cabinet beside her and
a typewriter on a stand.

“Hello there, Mr. Butler,” she
said, with a smile nearly as wide as the plane itself.

“Hello, Ms. Umansky, Where’s the
big man?”

She pointed to the door behind her.
“Through there.”

Butler opened the door and entered
Phillip Noble’s private compartment. There was a desk, a lounge
area and a rear door. Noble sat behind his desk looking at some
papers.

“What do you think of my little
plane?” he asked Butler.

“Very nice. What’s through that
door there?”

“Go back and see for
yourself.”

Butler opened the rear door and
looked around in amazement. It was a huge bedroom with a huge
circular bed covered by a black satin spread. Behind the bedroom
was a door, slightly ajar, that showed the pink porcelain fixtures
of a bathroom.

Butler returned to Noble’s
compartment.

“It’s very nice back there,” Butler
said.

“It’s incredible what money can
do,” Noble said absentmindedly, looking at sales figures from his
Atlas Farm Machinery Division.

The voice of the captain came over
the loudspeaker system. “We are preparing to take off. Please
fasten your seatbelts.”

Noble buckled on the seatbelt
attached to his desk chair; Butler tied himself to one of the
upholstered chairs. The plane was towed onto the runway, where it
paused, awaiting clearance for take-off. The clearance finally came
and the plane rumbled down the runway, gathered speed and hurtled
into the sky. It climbed to 20,000 feet, leveled off and headed
southwest. Noble and Butler unfastened their seatbelts. Noble
continued working at his desk and Butler took out his Walther,
ejected the ammunition clip, reinserted it, returned the weapon to
its holster. It was going to be a long trip and he wondered what to
do with himself. Maybe he should try to screw one of those
stewardesses in a closet someplace.

As if in answer to his thought, the
blonde stewardess opened the door to Phillip Noble’s office. “Are
you ready for dinner, Mr. Noble?”

“Yes,” he said, not looking up from
his desk.

She looked at Butler. “What would
you like, sir?”

“What’ve you got?”

“Steak, lobster, a marvelous
bouillabaisse and a stunning stroganoff.”

“I’ll have a rare steak, with
French fries and a salad, if you have those things.”

“We have just about anything you’d
desire,” she said, a gleam in her eye.

“No kidding.”

“Uh huh.”

She turned and
left the cabin. Noble remained behind his desk, grunting over
paperwork, and Butler changed chairs so he could look out the
window at the endless cloud vistas of the
sky. He’d
wanted to be a pilot once, had thought about
getting a commission in the Air Force after college, but changed
his mind after reflecting what it would be like to be
shot out of the sky. He finally decided he’d take
his chances with a gun on the ground, and wound up in the Green
Berets.

After a while the two stewardesses
returned with trays of food. They set them down on stands, then
opened a closet and rolled out a collapsible table on wheels, which
they set up and covered with a tablecloth. They placed the food on
the table and brought two chairs so Butler and Noble could face
each other. They asked if they could get anything else and Noble
told them to get lost for the time being.

Noble and Butler sat at the table.
Butler took the chromium warmer off his steak, picked up his knife
and fork and proceeded to dine.

“Want some of this?” Noble
asked.

Butler looked at Noble’s food. It
looked like a stew of some sort in a large bowl.

“What is it?” Butler
asked.

“Black Dog Soup,” Noble replied,
holding his spoon poised in the air.

“What’s it made of?”

“A black dog.”

“What was that again?”

“A black dog. You mean you’ve never
heard of Black Dog Soup?”

“No sir.”

“It’s a rare Chinese delicacy
prepared from a certain type of black haired dog bred originally
only in the Sinkiang region of China. Now I breed my own at my farm
in Westchester County. Black Dog Soup is said to promote longevity
and renewed sexual vigor. Sure you don’t want some? There’s plenty
here.”

“No thanks.”

“We can all use increased longevity
and renewed sexual vigor, you know.”

“I know, but I still respectfully
decline to try any of your soup.”

Noble shrugged. “More for me,” he
said, bringing a spoon of the stuff to his lips.

At that moment the plane was over
Louisville, Kentucky, still on its southwesterly course to South
America.


Chapter Twenty-Five

The plane landed at the Juan
Malpelo Air Force Base in the suburbs of Halvados City at one
o’clock in the morning, local time. Butler went down the stairs
first, and waiting on the runway were a group of men, most in
military uniform. Noble followed Butler down the stairs; then came
the rest of the entourage. When Noble reached the ground the men
surged forward to shake his hand and slap him on the
back.

“Welcome to Halvados, Señor
Noble.”

“Good to have you here, Mr.
Noble.”

“We are honored by your visit, Mr.
Noble.”

Noble snorted and chortled and said
he was glad to be there. A wreath was placed around his neck and
photographs were taken. Everybody was smiling and happy, while
Butler stood a little to the side, mildly amused by the
foolishness.

A man in a civilian suit sidled
next to Butler. He had jug ears and a square jaw. “You’re Butler,
aren’t you?” the man asked in perfect English.

“Yes I am.”

The man held out his hand. “I’m
Putney Wilson, the CIA chief of station here. I heard on the
grapevine that you worked for Phillip Noble now. Damn, sometimes I
wish I could get up the courage to leave the Agency, but my wife
won’t let me. She likes the life. What can I tell you?”

“What’s the situation down here,
Putney?”

“I think we’ve got a communist
insurrection on our hands.”

“No shit.”

“I wouldn’t lie
to you, buddy. Do you see that guy over there, the one with gray hair who looks like there’s a broom
handle stuck up his ass?”

“Yes.”

“That’s our ambassador down here.
Sherman Snell. Oh boy, what a horse’s ass he is. And you see that
fat one with the mustache? That’s Juan Malpelo himself, the
president of this so-called country. They’re all scared to death
that they’ll be on the wrong side of a firing squad one of these
day. It’s where they all belong, actually, but what the hell, who
am I to say? I’ll probably wind up against the wall myself, but I
can’t get a transfer out of here.”

Noble, his entourage, and the group
of men walked across the runway to a flotilla of green Cadillac
limousines. They all piled into the vehicles, with Butler joining
Noble, President Malpelo and Ambassador Snell. Putney Wilson found
a spot in the second car. Military policemen on motorcycles
escorted the long file of cars off the field and over streets lined
with barracks and palm trees. The air was sweet with the smell of
tropical flowers. Finally they came to a large two-story stucco
building that had the flag of Halvados on a flagpole in front,
illuminated by a searchlight. The flag showed coconuts, bananas,
crossed rifles, and a sailing ship against a green
background.

Everyone got out of the cars and
entered the stucco building. Butler accompanied Noble, President
Malpelo, Ambassador Snell, Putney Wilson and several other men down
a brightly lit corridor, while everyone else went in another
direction.

President Malpelo opened a door and
they all entered a meeting room. A large oval table was in the
center of the floor; on the wall behind it was a huge map of
Halvados, stuck with pins of various colors. Drapes covered the
windows and Butler wondered if the room was bugged.

Noble sat at the table chewing his
cigar. “Okay, now what in hell’s the problem down here?” he
said.

Butler sat to Noble’s right;
everyone else also took a seat at the table. President Malpelo
leaned forward, holding out his hands. He wore a white suit that
matched his white teeth, and his face was round as a
pie.

“Oh, we’re having
terrible problems in our Senate, Mr. Noble,” President Malpelo said. “The Opposition Party wants
to nationalize all foreign holdings, and they have the support of
the people. I think they’ll win enough members of the Loyalist
Party to their side to win the vote. As you know, most of the
foreign holdings here belong to you; that’s why we notified you
personally.”

“Well it’s a damned good thing you
did,” Noble growled. “Now let me get this situation straight. How
many men do they have under arms?”

President Malpelo blinked and
seemed confused. “Do you mean the Opposition Party?”

“Who the hell else would I
mean?”

“But they’re just a political
party. They don’t have anybody under arms.”

“You have guerrillas in the
mountains, don’t you?”

“Of course. Every South American
country has guerrillas in the mountains.”

“The guerrillas back the Opposition
Party, don’t they?”

“No. They’ve both rejected each
other. The Opposition Party believes the guerrillas want too much,
and the guerrillas think the Opposition Party is too
conservative.”

“That’s
horseshit!” Noble said. “How can you believe that palpable lie when
you know they’re all communists in cahoots with each other and they
all want to take what’s miner

“Oh no, sir,” said President
Malpelo. “The Opposition Party contains businessmen, doctors,
lawyers and professors. They’re not communists at all.”

“That’s more
horseshit! Anybody who tries to take what’s mine is a
goddamned communist and I don’t give a rat’s ass who he is!”

Putney Wilson timidly raised his
hand. “May I say something?”

“Who in the fuck are you?” demanded
Noble.

“I’m Putney Wilson, the chief of
the local CIA station, sir. Perhaps you should know that
three-quarters of the population have an annual income of about
forty dollars per person; that’s why they want to nationalize the
oil industry. They want to raise the standard of living for those
people.”

“So why the hell are you telling
me?”

“I thought you’d want to know why
this problem is happening, sir.”

“You’re wrong, Wilson.” Noble
pointed his finger at him. “This problem is happening because of
communists, and we’re going to get rid of them once and for all so
that we can make Halvados safe for democracy.” He looked at
President Malpelo. “How soon can you arrest every member of the
Opposition Party?”

President Malpelo blanched. “Arrest
every member of the party?”

“That’s what I said.”

“I can’t do that.”

“Why can’t you?”

“It’s against the law.”

“Fuck the law. This is a national
emergency. You’ve got to take extreme measures to save your country
and my oil fields.”

“But Mr. Noble...”

Noble interrupted him. “Who’s the
top-ranking military officer here?”

“I am,” said a broad-shouldered
man with a mustache and bushy eyebrows, wearing a modified SS hat
in green.

“What’s your name?”

“Field Marshal Santiago del
Pisco.”

“How do you feel about arresting
every member of the Opposition Party?”

“I theenk eet’s a good idea,”
replied Pisco, whose English wasn’t perfect by any means. “They’re
all a bunch of lazy good-for-nothing bump anyway. And I don’t care
what President Malpelo says—the Opposition Party are all
communists, just like you say, Meestair Noble.”

Noble smiled as he stubbed out his
cigar in the ashtray. “I like the cut of your jib, man. What’s your
name again?”

“Field Marshal Santiago del
Pisco.”

“How’d you like to become president
of Halvados, Pisco?”

“I’d like it fine.”

“Good. Why don’t you throw this
asshole Malpelo in jail and declare martial law?”

Pisco nodded as he took out his
pistol and aimed it at the head of President Malpelo. “You’re under
arrest, you motherfucker.”

Malpelo’s jaw dropped open. “Are
you crazy, Pisco? Don’t you know that this is treason?”

“You are the one who is guilty of
treason because you are soft on communism.”

“I am not soft on communism!”
Malpelo declared. “Why, no one has ever persecuted communists more
vigorously than I!”

“That’s not saying much, I’m
afraid. On your feet, you.”

“Now just a minute!”

“I said
move!”

Trembling, Malpelo got to his feet
and held his hands in the air. Pisco walked him out of the room and
returned alone a few minutes later, with his be-medaled chest
puffed out and a big smile on his face. “My adjutants are taking
him to the stockade. Maybe we’ll send him into exile or maybe we’ll
shoot him; I don’t know yet.” Pisco returned to his seat at the
table. “I’ve been wanting to do that for a long time,” he
confessed.

“Let’s get back to business,” Noble
said. “Do you think you can round up all the members of the
Opposition Party by twelve noon?”

“Easy,” Pisco said.

“Aren’t there any other leftish
pinko parties down here?”

“Oh sure. In fact, most of them are
worse than the Opposition Party. There’s the Communist Party, the
Socialist Party, and Socialist Labor Party, the Socialist Workers
Party, the Socialist Liberation Front, and the
Socialist...”

Noble interrupted him. “You don’t
have to tell me all their damned names. All I want to know is how
united are they?”

Pisco laughed. “They’re at each
other’s throats all the time. If they ever got together they could
take over the country.”

“Then it shouldn’t be very hard to
round them up?”

Pisco snapped his fingers. “Chicken
soup.”

“I want them all in jail by noon
too.”

“No problem.”

Noble took another cigar out of his
pocket. “Well, I guess that just about takes care of the
opposition, right?”

“Wrong,” said Putney Wilson.
“You’ve forgotten the guerrillas.”

“Oh yeah, the guerrillas.” Noble
lit his cigar and blew smoke into Wilson’s face. “Where the hell
are they?”

“Everywhere, but their stronghold
is in the Sierra Choroni Mountains.” Wilson arose and walked to the
map, where he pointed out the mountain range on the eastern border
of the country. “It’s very difficult terrain. You can’t get tanks
in there, and bombing does no good because the guerrillas have dug
themselves into the mountains.”

“Where do their food and supplies
come from?”

“They smuggle it out
themselves.”

“How?”

“Nobody knows.”

“I know,” said President
Pisco.

Noble looked at him.
“How?”

“Through a tunnel!”

“A tunnel?”

“Yes.”

“Why can’t you find it and stop it
up?”

“Because it is deep underneath the
country.”

“You can’t find out where it
starts?”

“We know where it starts. It starts
in Vladivostok in the Soviet Union, goes all the way under the
Pacific Ocean, under our country, and comes up in the Sierra
Choroni Mountains. You see, it’s all a Russian plot.”

Noble looked at Butler. Butler
looked at Wilson. Wilson looked at the ceiling.

“I see,” said Noble, turning his
gaze to Pisco once more. “How many of these guerrillas are
there?”

“Oh, about a hundred and fifty,”
said Pisco.

Wilson shuffled around in front of
the map. “My information is that they number about three thousand
men and women.”

“That’s a lie!” screamed
Pisco.

“It’s the truth and you know it!”
returned Wilson.

Noble turned to Ambassador Snell.
“Can you shed any light on this?”

“I retire in six months,” replied
Snell. “That’s all I know.”

Noble looked at Pisco. “How many
men are in your Armed Forces?”

“A half million.”

“How long will it take to mobilize
them?”

“A few days.”

“Good. Issue your mobilization
order immediately after this meeting. And then mount a systematic
attack against these guerillas. Corner them in the mountains and
burn them alive.”

Pisco smiled.
“But you know we cannot do that, señor.”

“Why not?”

“Because if we do that your country
may cut off military aid to us. Already some of your politicians
say that Halvados is a repressive dictatorship. They say that we
torture political prisoners, which of course is true. If we arrest
everybody and exterminate the guerrillas, there will be no more
foreign aid for us, I’m afraid.”

Noble pshawed. “That’s silly. Did
we cut off military aid to Brazil, Chile, Argentina, Uruguay and
all those other countries that do the same things you do? Of course
not. Sure, some politicians make a fuss, but they don’t mean
anything. If they ever get too strong, we’ll just handle them the
way you’re going to handle your Opposition Party. We’ll put the
bastards in bins and fry their balls off. We’ll make them wish they
never were born. In the good old U.S. the military is on our side,
and whenever it comes to a confrontation, the side with the most
guns will win. Why, those fools actually think they can defeat us
with their mouths! Are they in for a surprise!”

Wilson moved away from the map and
stood in front of Noble. “If you’ll permit me to say so, sir, I
have an alternate solution.”

“What is it?”

“I think the government should
institute a policy of land reform for peasants and increased wages
for workers.”

“Oh yeah?” asked Noble. “Well I’m
of the opinion that nobody should get anything for nothing. I think
that’s bullshit.”

“But the people
are starving to death in this country,” Wilson argued. “You can see them lying dead in the gutters of
Halvados City. That’s the sort of thing that causes social
unrest.”

“I don’t give a damn!” Noble
screamed, slamming his fist on the table. “Why should I give away
anything that I have? I worked for all that I have! Let them work
for themselves!”

“But sir, you inherited from your
father most of what you have.”

Noble’s face grew
flushed with anger. He pointed his finger at Wilson.
“You’re
fired!”

“I’m fired?” Wilson asked
incredulously.

“That’s right.”

“But how can you fire me? You’re
not even in the government.”

“I’m not in the
government?” Noble asked, raising his eyebrows. “Of course I’m not
in the government. I and my associates own
the government. Now get out of here this
minute, you pinko bastard!”

“Huh?”

Noble looked at Pisco. “Throw that
son of a bitch in the stockade.”

“But he’s an American
citizen!”

“Not any more, he’s not. You’d
better do what I say or I’ll call Washington and cut off all
foreign aid to this damned little banana republic you’ve got
here.”

Pisco took out his pistol and
pointed it at Wilson’s heart. “You’re under arrest.”

“What for?”

“Because he said to arrest you. Now
get moving, you pinko bastard.”

“But…”

“Get moving!”

Pisco marched Wilson out of the
room, turned him over to aides, and then returned. “Mission
accomplished, sir,” he said.

“Thank you, Mr. President,” Noble
said. “Well, I think we’ve got the situation here pretty much under
control, haven’t we?”

Noble searched the faces of the
assembled generals and admirals; they all nodded
happily.

“Good,” Noble said. “Let’s turn in
for the night, because we have a busy day tomorrow.


Chapter Twenty-Five

It was night at the military base,
which already had been renamed the Santiago del Pisco Air Force
Base. Nearly everyone was asleep; guards walked their posts around
the perimeter of the base, the hangars, ammunition dumps and mess
halls.

Noble and his entourage had a
special building all to themselves, which was surrounded by a
platoon of crack Halvados paratroopers. Noble slept by himself in a
corner room on the top floor. In the next room was Butler, who was
wide awake with his clothes on, wondering what to do. He lay on his
back with his hands behind his head and stared at the ceiling. He
realized he had only one option, which was a dangerous one. Somehow
he had to alert the local office of the Bancroft Institute that a
mass crackdown against factions opposed to the government would
take place first thing in the morning. He knew he couldn’t use a
telephone on the base because all calls probably were monitored.
Therefore he had to get off the base somehow and make his way into
Halvados City, where he would find a public phone.

He looked at his watch; it was
three o’clock in the morning. Soon it would be light. It was now or
never. He got out of bed and put on his black shoes. He wrapped his
red-and-yellow repp tie around his neck and put on his suit jacket.
Standing in front of the mirror, he ran his fingers through his
hair. Then he checked his Walther to make sure it was ready for
action.

Stealthily he
opened his bedroom door and looked down the long dark corridor. No one was there. He slipped out of
his room and crept down the corridor, descended a flight of stairs,
and saw a sentry standing outside the door. Somehow he had to get
past that sentry. He knew there would be sentries at the other
exits of the building as well. He’d have to kill one or con one. He
decided to try and con one first.

He opened the door; the sentry
swung around his rifle. “What do you want?” the sentry asked in
Spanish.

Butler smiled. “I’ve run out of
cigarettes. Do you know where I can buy some?”

“Nobody is supposed to enter or
leave this building,” the sentry said. He looked about nineteen and
had smooth dark skin.

Butler laughed.
“But amigo, I
need some cigarettes. You know how it is.”

The sentry nodded. “I know how it
is.” But he kept his rifle pointed at Butler’s stomach.

“Is there an officers’ club around
here where I could go?”

“The officers’ club is that way.”
The sentry pointed with his gun.

“Thank
you, amigo.”

Butler walked off in the direction
the sentry had indicated, expecting a bullet in his back at any
moment. But the sentry didn’t fire, and soon Butler was a few
hundred yards from the stucco building, passing wooden barracks
where soldiers were sleeping. Occasionally he saw sentries, but he
stayed on the sidewalk where no one was likely to challenge him. He
thought the base looked a little like Fort Leonard Wood in
Missouri, where he’d taken basic training—but then, all military
bases tend to look alike. They are grim places that smother the
human spirit with regimentation, rules and regulations.

Finally he came
to a parking lot near a four-story stucco building different in
design from the wooden barracks he’d just passed. This must be
where the big shots live, he thought, and sure enough, when he drew
closer, he saw a sign in Spanish that translated to “Bachelor
Officers’ Quarters.” Butler walked into the parking lot and saw
rows of Cadillacs, Ferraris, Mercedes-Benzes and Porsches. This
array of exotic road machinery didn’t surprise him; he knew that
the officer corps of most Latin American
countries came from the wealthy ruling elite of the country. That’s
how the rich maintained control over the armies, and that’s why the
armies were quick to overthrow elected governments that tried to
take a little from the rich and give it to the
poor.

Butler wanted a car that was fast
and reliable, and decided on a metallic silver Chevrolet Corvette,
the new model with the overhead valve V-8 engine that put out 210
horsepower and could take the car from zero to sixty miles an hour
in under seven seconds. He reached into his jacket pocket and took
out his little leather case of picks, standard operational
equipment for all CIA agents. Selecting one of the picks, he
inserted it into the door lock and twisted, and the door opened
right up. He got in as though he owned the car, took another pick,
inserted it into the ignition, tripped the tumblers. As he turned
the pick, the lights on the dash went on and the engine sputtered
to life. He turned on the headlights, let out the emergency brake,
shifted into first. Letting out the clutch, he drove out of the
parking lot.

When he had ridden to the base from
the airport earlier in the night he’d oriented himself with the
relative positions of the airport, Halvados City, and the air base.
Now he steered in the directions of Halvados City, passing rows of
silent wooden barracks. The Corvette’s engine roared powerfully
under the hood and Butler felt comfortable in the seat. He’d owned
two Corvettes in his lifetime and knew how to handle them. He’d
raced one once at the Lime Rock track in Connecticut and placed
fifth in a field of thirty-two cars.

He made a left turn and ahead down
the road he saw the barbed-wire gates of the base. A sentry with a
rifle slung over his shoulder stood at either side of the gate.
They moved their rifles to port arms as the car approached and they
saw the officers’ designation on the license plate. They opened the
gates and Butler saluted as he drove past them.

It had been easy
getting out; it wouldn’t be so easy returning. Shifting up the
gears, he sped down the ribbon of highway toward the glow of lights
in the distance that he knew to be Halvados City. There was little
traffic on the road, because few citizens of Halvados could afford
to buy cars. Therefore there was no need of a highway patrol.
Butler drove the husky Corvette at ninety
miles an hour and soon was on the outskirts of Halvados City in one
of its many slum shantytowns. There was a horrendous stench, for
there was no plumbing in the shantytown, and dogs barked as he
rolled through the streets. Families slept on sidewalks, hollow
eyes in gaunt faces watching him pass by.

He continued driving, thankful that
he hadn’t been born poor in a country like Halvados, and entered a
factory district, where huge buildings belched smoke into the night
sky. Continuing onward, he came to a neighborhood of squat wooden
homes in a decent state of repair, and concluded that this must be
where the factory workers lived. If so, there must be a bar
somewhere nearby. Sure enough, in a few blocks he spotted a
one-storey white building all lit up; above its door was a sign
that said CANTINA.

Butler parked in front of the
cantina, got out of the Corvette, and went inside. It was a rickety
old joint with a sleepy bartender behind the bar and a few drunks
drowsing on stools.

“You have a telephone?” Butler
asked in Spanish.

“Back there.”

“Give me some change, please.” He
threw an American dollar on the bar.

The bartender picked it up and
looked at it. “What kind of money is this?”

“American.”

‘Yeeccchhhh,” said the
bartender.

“Give me some change for the phone
machine, will you?”

“I don’t know how much to give you
for this.”

“Just give me enough to work the
machine.”

“Okay.”

The bartender gave Butler a coin
and Butler took it back to the telephone, dropped it in and dialed
information. When the operator came on he asked for the number of
the Bancroft Research Institute in downtown Halvados City. She gave
him the number and he dialed it.

“Bancroft Research Institute,” said
the sleepy voice of a young woman.

“Hello, my name’s Butler. I’m
calling about the security job that the Institute has offered
me.”

“What’s your name
again?”

“Butler.”

“Oh yes, Mr. Butler. We’ve been
told that you might call, but we didn’t realize you’d call at this
time of night. Can it wait until morning?”

“No,”

“Oh my goodness. But I’m the only
one on duty. We have just a small office here.”

“This is the only time that I can
see you, I’m afraid.”

“Do you know where you
are?”

“In a bar someplace near some
factories.”

“Ah yes, it sounds like the Sajama
District. Okay, you just continue downtown to the Halvados Hilton
on the Calle Rosario. I’ll be in the office building across the
street, in room seventeen-twenty.”

“May I know your name?”

“I’m Nora C. Morrissey.”

“What was that again?”

“Nora C. Morrissey.”

“Are you any relation to Wilma B.
Willoughby by any chance?”

“Never heard of her.”

“How long will it take me to get to
where you are?”

“A half hour.”

“See you then.”

“Bye.”

Butler hung up the phone and walked
out of the bar, waving to the bartender. He got in the Corvette and
drove in the direction of the bright lights, assuming that was
where downtown Halvados City was. It was a clear warm night with a
full moon shining on palm trees and bushes of tropical flowers. The
air was filled with exotic perfumes. He came to a neighborhood of
modern high-rise buildings with balconies and television antennae
growing out of the roofs. Expensive cars were parked along the
streets. Butler realized that this was where the upper-middle class
lived—the doctors and engineers, scientists and professors, who
earned a decent living because they were considered more important
than workers and peasants.

Finally Butler
came to downtown Halvados City. He saw hotels, nightclubs and fashionable department stores, the
latter closed for the night. Lots of cars were on the streets and
the sidewalks were thick with pedestrians. On a busy street corner
Butler asked a policeman for directions to the Halvados Hilton and
was told that it was only four blocks away. He steered in that
direction and soon saw the entrance of the hotel nestled in green
lawns and bright tropical flowers. Across the street was a tall
white office building, very modern in design. Butler made a U-turn
and parked in front of the office building, then got out of the
car. A guard was at the entrance; he nodded as he admitted Butler
to the building. Butler took the elevator to the 17th floor and
finally located room 1720, which had stenciled on it: THE BANCROFT
RESEARCH INSTITUTE. He turned the knob but the door was locked.
Pressing the button, he heard chimes go off inside, then he heard
footsteps, and finally the door was opened.

A tall slender redhead stood before
him. She had long silky eyelashes and there was a pale shade of
lipstick on her petulant mouth. She wore a white blouse with a
black skirt. “Mr. Butler, I presume?”

“The one and only.”

“I’m Nora C. Morrissey. Please come
in.”

He entered a neat modern office
area that was indistinguishable from any other neat modern office
area in the world, and followed Nora C. Morrissey down a corridor
covered with green carpet. They entered a small office and she sat
behind the desk, motioning for him to sit in the chair in front of
her.

“I apologize for the size of my
office,” she said, “but I’m not a very high official in the
Institute, I’m afraid. If I were I wouldn’t be pulling night duty.
Cigarette?”

“No thank you. I don’t smoke. You
know, I can’t help remarking that the Institute seems to hire the
most beautiful women I’ve ever seen.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that,” she
said modestly. She lit a cigarette and took a puff. “What brings
you here?”

Butler leaned
forward and spoke fast. “I arrived in Halvados only a few hours ago
with Phillip Noble, who’s a high-ranking member of Hydra, as I’m
sure you know. I attended a meeting at the
air force base with Noble and the various officials of this
government. To make a long story short, the new president of the
republic is General Santiago del Pisco, they’re going to arrest all
members of the Opposition Party and the various other parties
that’re fighting for reform, and they’re going to declare martial
law. There’s a military coup in the works even as I speak, and
we’ve got to do something about it.”

She looked at her watch. “When will
it start?”

“Daybreak.”

“That gives us an hour and a half.
I’ll have to make some calls; you can help me.”

“I don’t have time. I’d better get
back to the air base.”

She stared at him. “You can’t go
back there. They must know you’ve been away, and when they can’t
find anybody to arrest in the morning, they’ll put two and two
together and come up with you. They’re liable to shoot you. In
fact, it’ll be a miracle if they don’t shoot you.”

Butler smiled confidently. “I think
I can talk my way out of anything. Besides, Noble likes
me.”

“I don’t think you should take the
chance.”

“Somebody has to go back there to
see what their next move will be when they find out that all their
political enemies have fled to the mountains.”

She shrugged. “There’s not much
they can do.”

“They can torture the families of
those who fled.”

“The families will leave also.
We’ve been expecting something like this for a long time and we’ve
made contingency plans.”

“Somebody’s got to keep an eye on
those lunatics from Hydra, and it looks like that somebody is me. I
think I can get away with it.”

She blew smoke out the corner of
her mouth. “I think you’re crazy. I’d like to order you to stay
right here, but I don’t have the authority.”

Butler stood up. “Well, goodbye,
Ms. Morrissey.”

“Watch your step, Mr.
Butler.”

“I’d rather watch your step, Ms.
Morrissey, but unfortunately I don’t have time.”


Chapter Twenty-Six

Butler left the office building,
ran across the street to the Hilton, got a package of cigarettes
and returned to the Corvette. He got in, started it up, and headed
back to the air base. As he made his way out of the city, he
thought of Nora C. Morrissey at her desk, making phone call after
phone call. He hoped she could alert everybody before the military
forces swept across the country at dawn.

He looked at his watch. It was
four-thirty and he could see a faint tinge of red on the horizon.
Soon it would be morning. When he was past the city limits he
stepped on the accelerator and sped over the countryside to the air
base. He arrived at five o’clock and slowed down at the first gate.
There were two sentries; one moved in front of the car, the other
approached his window.

“Your pass?” the soldier
asked.

Butler touched his shirt pocket.
“Oh my word, I seem to have misplaced it.”

“I’m sorry, sir, but I can’t let
you in without a pass.”

“Oh come on, sergeant. I have to
report to my unit right away. Surely you know of the emergency
operation that’s under way right now.”

“Yes sir, but...”

“Well let me through, man. My
battalion needs me.”

“Yes sir.”

The sentries opened the gate and
Butler drove onto the base. He saw tanks rolling down streets and
formations of troops standing in ranks beside barracks. Jet planes
were streaking through the sky overhead. It reminded him of the
morning that the military forces of Chile moved against the Allende
government.

Trucks loaded with armed soldiers
passed him on their way to the front gate, and it occurred to
Butler that one of those officers might be the owner of the
Corvette he was driving. Therefore it was time to ditch it. He
steered onto a quiet street and parked behind a row of barracks.
Wiping his fingerprints off the surfaces of the car that he might
have touched, he got out and walked away quickly.

He made his way across the base. As
dawn broke he approached the white stucco building where the
delegation from the Noble Oil Company was staying. The same sentry
was standing by the door at the end of the building.

“Hello,
amigo,” Butler said,
waving to him.

The sentry nodded but did not
smile.

Butler entered the building and
climbed the stairs to the third floor. He walked down the corridor,
opened the door to his room, went inside. The blinds were drawn and
it was pitch black, so he flicked on the light switch.

The room became bright and he
swallowed hard because, sitting on his bed, was Kurt Leiberfarb
pointing a gun at him.

“Welcome home, Butler,” said
Leiberfarb with a vicious smile.


Chapter Twenty-Seven

Butler thought fast, decided that
the best defense was offense. “What are you doing in my bedroom?”
he demanded.

Leiberfarb narrowed his eyes. “A
more interesting question might be where were you all
night?”

“None of your fucking
business.”

“Oh yes it is my
business, Mr. Butler. I’m your superior; and, more important, I
have the gun.” He wiggled the gun
significantly. “I can kill you if I feel like it and nobody would
ever reproach me. Nobody would ever know, in fact. We’d merely
throw your body in a nearby furnace and that would be the
end of you. Now my
question was: where were you last night?”

“I couldn’t sleep so I went into
town for a package of cigarettes.” Butler reached toward the pocket
where he’d put the cigarettes.

Leiberfarb twitched the gun. “Hold
it right there, Mr. Butler.”

“I just want to show you the
package of cigarettes.”

“Turn around and put your hands
against the wall, please, and don’t try my patience any further. I
don’t like you, I’ve never liked you, and I would be happy to have
an excuse to kill you.”

Butler turned around and leaned
against the wall. Leiberfarb slapped him down and removed the
Walther from his belt, then the package of cigarettes from his
shirt pocket. But Leiberfarb didn’t take the laser gun camouflaged
as a fountain pen, and Butler realized that the security chief
wasn’t as sharp as he’d thought.

“These are the cigarettes?”
Leiberfarb asked.

“That’s right.”

“You went all the way into town for
a package of cigarettes and then didn’t smoke any of
them?”

“I bought two packages of
cigarettes and already finished one pack. In fact I could use a
cigarette right now. Mind if I have one?”

Leiberfarb opened the pack of
cigarettes and sniffed the contents. He felt the pack to make
certain nothing strange was concealed inside. “Turn around,” he
said.

Butler turned around and Leiberfarb
tossed him the pack of cigarettes. Butler took one out, lit it with
a match, inhaled, coughed. “These are lousy cigarettes,” he
said.

“Well, what can you expect from
these ridiculous little countries? Let’s go downstairs to see Mr.
Noble.”

They left the room, walked down the
corridor and descended the stairs. Leiberfarb walked behind Butler,
his gun at Butler’s neck.

“What are you doing down here
anyway?” Butler asked.

“I decided you hadn’t been with
the company long enough to have responsibility for security on an
operation like this, so I flew down in one of the company’s small
jet planes. I arrived only an hour ago, proceeded directly to your
room, and found you gone, thus confirming my worst
suspicions.”

They approached the door of the
meeting room.

“Go in,” Leiberfarb
ordered.

Butler entered the meeting room.
Around the table sat Phillip Noble, President Santiago del Pisco,
various generals and admirals of the republic of Halvados, and
Ambassador Snell. CIA chief of station Putney Wilson was
conspicuous by his absence.

“What’s going on here?” Noble
demanded, seeing Leiberfarb’s gun pointed at Butler’s
back.

“Your bodyguard has been missing
for most of the night,” Leiberfarb said.

Butler shrugged. “I only went out
for a package of cigarettes.”

Noble’s eyes widened. “A package of
cigarettes. What is this nonsense?”

“I couldn’t sleep, so I went into
town for some cigarettes.”

Leiberfarb snorted. “A likely
story.”

“Why else would I go to
town?”

Leiberfarb jutted his jaw forward.
“That’s a very interesting question.”

Noble looked at Butler. “How’d you
get to town?”

“I borrowed somebody’s
car.”

“Whose?”

“Damned if I know.”

Noble’s face creased into a smile.
“You mean you stole somebody’s car?”

“That’s one way to put it, I
suppose.”

Noble laughed, clutching his fat
rolling belly. Everyone stared at him, not certain if they should
laugh too. Some did, others didn’t. One of those who didn’t was
Kurt Leiberfarb, who kept his gun aimed at Butler.

“I think that’s just the funniest
goddamn thing I ever heard,” Noble said, recovering from his fit of
laughter. “You got a lot of balls, you know that,
Butler?”

“Yes sir.”

“I think he’s a spy,” Leiberfarb
said,

“Oh horseshit,” Noble said. “You
think everybody’s a spy. You probably even think I’m a
spy.”

“I don’t think you’re a spy, sir,
but I think Butler definitely is a spy.”

“Oh come on; Butler’s just a good
old boy, that’s all he is. He needed some cigarettes. Put your gun
away, Leiberfarb. Come on over here and sit next to me,
Butler.”

“I think you’re making a big
mistake, sir,” Leiberfarb said in a quavering voice.

“I said put your damned gun away,
you horse’s ass.”

Leiberfarb sheepishly put his
pistol in his shoulder holster.

“Can I have mine back?” Butler
asked.

Leiberfarb reluctantly gave him the
Walther.

Butler tucked it in his belt and
sat beside Noble at the table. Noble put his arm around Butler’s
shoulder.

“Did you find any strange pussy
while you were in town?” Noble asked.

“Didn’t have time,” Butler
replied.

“When all this shit is over, you
and me are going to go into town and raise hell, Butler. How do you
like that idea?”

“Sounds good to me,
sir.”

“We’re gonna kick ass and fuck
whores.”

The phone rang and President Pisco
picked it up. He listened to someone talking, a smile on his face.
Slowly his smile wilted, turned down and became a frown. He slammed
the phone on the cradle. “We’ve been betrayed!” he
screamed.

“What’re you talking about?” Noble
asked, as everybody stared at President Pisco.

“Everybody’s gone!” Pisco said.
“The troops arrived to make the arrests and all the suspects had
disappeared! Somebody must have warned them last night, after our
meeting! The suspects have all fled to the hills! The rebel army
will be stronger now than ever!” Pisco looked imploringly at Noble.
“What are we going to do now?”

Leiberfarb pointed his finger at
Butler. “I told you he was a spy!”

Butler snorted.
“It could have been anybody who was at the
meeting last night, or any one of the thousands of soldiers who
were taking part in the raids. What the hell are you always
pointing your finger at me for? All I wanted was a package of
cigarettes.” Butler took out his package of cigarettes, selected
one, put it in his mouth and lit it.

Noble looked at the two of them.
“Butler’s right. It could have been anybody.”

Pisco shook his head. “Not exactly,
because nobody was supposed to leave the base last night after the
meeting, and all telephone contact with the outside world was
broken off. I think I’d better call my security office and see if
there were any violations of my orders.” He picked up the phone,
asked for an extension, barked out a few orders and hung up. “We
should have all the information we need on the leak within fifteen
minutes.”

“Well,” said Noble, taking out a
cigar, “there won’t be any more leaks because everybody who’s in
this room is going to stay in this room until this rebellion is put
down.”

Admiral Zamoro, who wore a white
uniform festooned with medals, guffawed softly. “Then it looks like
we’re going to be in this room together forever.”

“That’s defeatist talk!” Noble
said.

“Maybe so, but there’s no way to
get the rebels out of the mountains. You can’t bomb them out. You
can’t starve them out. Our tanks can’t get at them, and our troops
have always been slaughtered whenever they go into those
mountains.”

Noble ground his teeth together and
his face turned red. “There has to be a way!”

Admiral Zamoro smiled. “Then tell
us what it is.”

Noble raised his forefinger in the
air. “Poison gas!”

“Poison gas?” asked President
Pisco.

“That’s right. We’ll drop poison
gas on the bastards.”

“But Mr. Noble, the rebels are dug
deep into the mountains. The poison gas won’t reach them; and
besides, it’s very windy in the mountains. The wind will blow the
poison gas away almost immediately. By the way, the wind blows in a
westerly direction, which means that the poison gas will be here at
the Santiago del Pisco Air Base within an hour after it’s
sprayed.”

Noble gnashed his
teeth. He arose and paced the floor, puffing his cigar. Butler thought he looked like Groucho
Marx. Back and forth he went in front of the map of
Halvados.

“A bunch of goddamn commie
guerrilla rebels can’t stop me!” Butler said, waving his arms in
the air. “There must be some way to get them. If we don’t they
might sabotage my oil wells.”

“I think we can count on that,”
Pisco said. “Our declaration of martial law will probably make them
very angry and spur them to action.”

Noble snapped his
fingers. “I’ve got it!” he shouted. “I’ll have my associates in the
States round up a whole mess of Cubans—not the Castro commie Cubans
but the ones who still want Batista back. Now there was a great man
for you, Fulgencio Batista. A great world leader. Too bad about
what happened to him. Anyway, we’ll get together a few thousand of
these Miami Cubans and drop them into those damned mountains. The
Miami Cubans hate communists. They’ll rip up those mountains and
kill them all and drink their blood. They’ll do anything to kill
communists. They even kill people they think are communists. Just give them
guns and turn them loose and they’re regular little
devils.”

President Pisco shook his head.
“The mountains are very treacherous, Mr. Noble. There are paths
that lead off cliffs. The sides of the mountains are very steep and
the valleys are very deep. The only people who can get around in
the mountains are the Indians who’ve always lived there, and the
guerrilla rebels.”

“Then we’ll use the Indians as
guides.”

“The Indians have all gone over to
the rebels.”

“They were the first to go over to
the rebels,” said Brigadier General Tomas Cabruta of the Army. He
wore a brown uniform covered with medals and wore a monocle in his
eye.

Noble smashed his fist into the
palm of his hand. “We’ll bomb them back to the Stone
Age.”

President Pisco
shook his head again. “I told you that bombs don’t do any good in
the mountains. Bombs just move the rocks around a little bit. The
rebels are dug deeply into the mountains.
They probably don’t even hear the bombs.”

Noble stopped pacing and faced
them. He narrowed his eyes and puffed his cigar. “How about an atom
bomb?” he asked in a deadly voice.

“An atom bomb!” everybody exclaimed in
unison.

“Sure, why not? We’ll drop one
atom bomb and by god it’ll melt all those mountains. All you’ll
have left out there will be a big hole in the ground. You won’t
have any more trouble with rebels because you won’t have any more
rebels. They’ll all go up in a puff of smoke.” To illustrate his
point, Noble blew a puff of smoke at the ceiling.

“Atom bomb?” asked President Pisco,
his face drained of blood.

“But the Russians…” said Brigadier
General Cabruta.

“And the Chinese…” said Admiral
Zamoro.

“To hell with those sons of
bitches!” Noble yelled. “I’ve been thinking about something like
this for a long time. If they want atomic war we’ll give them
atomic war. We’re stronger than they are right now anyway. Why wait
until they’re stronger? Why wait until they have as many nuclear
weapons as we do? I think the time has come for us to have a
showdown with those bastards, and it might as well be here in
Halvados. Yes, gentleman, your country has been chosen by destiny
as the battleground of the great war between the free world, which
is us, and the slave world, which is them. We’ll bomb those
mountains, and if the blood-soaked dictators of the Soviet Union
and China don’t like it, we’ll bomb them too!” Noble clasped his
hands together and rolled his eyes. “Oh how I love bombs. I can
just see communist cities exploding in great mushroom
clouds.”

Ambassador Snell cleared his
throat. “How about atom bombs falling on New York, Chicago and Los
Angeles?”

“If the Russians and Chinese make a
fuss about our bombing of the Sierra Chorino Mountains, we’ll
merely bomb them before they bomb us. We’ll saturation bomb their
entire countries. That ought to give them something to think
about.” Noble puffed his cigar and winked at Snell.

“They’ll probably strike back,”
Snell pointed out.

Noble waved the objection aside.
“They won’t have very much to strike back with, but so what if they
bomb a few cities? What the hell: you can’t make an omelet without
breaking eggs. Some Americans will have to be sacrificed in the
great Crusade against Communism. That’s the way it goes. But then
the world will be free, and my associates and I won’t have anybody
trying to take away our oil fields and other holdings.”

President Pisco raised his hand.
“Mr. Noble, do you think you could start this in another country
besides Halvados, like maybe Venezuela or Ecuador?”

“Nah, we might as well do it here.
You should feel honored that your country has been selected to
strike the first blow against International Communism.”

The phone on the desk rang.
President Pisco picked it up, and as he listened a twitch developed
in his left eyebrow. He sputtered and shouted into the phone for a
few moments, then slammed it down on its cradle and looked at
Noble.

“The rebels have just captured the
Guajira Barracks in Santa Leopoldina Province!” he screamed
hysterically.

The various generals and admirals
looked at each other in alarm. You could hear a pin drop in the
room. Butler decided he needed another cigarette. He was still
trying to digest Noble’s proposal about plunging the world into
nuclear war.

Noble put one hand on his hip and
held his cigar at his lips with his other hand. “The situation is
deteriorating badly,” he said gravely; “The country is in the grip
of Communist Terror Squads. I think I’d better fly to Washington
immediately to confer with the Pentagon about sending an atom bomb
down here. Or maybe one of those new cobalt bombs.”

The phone rang again. President
Pisco picked it up. As he listened he turned his gaze to Butler,
who puffed his cigarette and expected the worst.

Pisco hung up the
phone. “That call was from the commander of the intelligence unit
on this base. He said that all telephone lines with the outside
were broken last night as per my orders, and that only one person
left the base. This person was male, approximately thirty-two years
old, was dressed in a blue suit, drove a
silver Corvette, and resembled a young Clark Gable without a
mustache. This was the only person who could have alerted the
opposition that mass arrests would be made this
morning.”

Everyone turned and stared at
Butler with hostility and contempt.

Noble shook his head sadly. “Well
I’ll be damned.” Butler grinned and tried to look like a nice
guy.


Chapter Twenty-Eight

The stockade at the Santiago del
Pisco Air Force Base was located near the northernmost part of the
installation and occupied a parcel of land about five hundred yards
square. It was surrounded by barbed wire, guard towers and patrols
of vicious Doberman pinschers. Within its boundaries were barracks,
an exercise yard, administration buildings and the notorious
solitary confinement cells.

These cells were in long narrow
buildings set on pedestals four feet off the ground. The most
dangerous people in Halvados were locked in these cells and were
slowly starved to death.

It was to these cells that Butler
was marched by three soldiers with their submachine guns pointed at
his back. It was ten o’clock in the morning and the sun was a huge
molten ball in the sky. A group of prisoners were milling about in
the exercise yard, and screams could be heard coming from the
direction of the administration buildings, where interrogations
were held.

Butler wore his
blue suit and had some bruises on his face from the scuffle that
ensued when he’d tried to escape from the meeting room. A platoon
of guards had beaten him to the ground and
taken away his Walther, his cigarettes and his book of matches from
the Hilton Hotel. However they had neglected to take away his
fountain pen, unaware that it was a deadly laser gun, and this
would prove to be a serious mistake. His hands were cuffed behind
his back.

The soldiers marched Butler up the
stairs of one of the solitary confinement buildings and pushed him
into the orderly room, where a group of enlisted men sat around
smoking and joking. A sergeant sat behind the desk, and there was a
rack of rifles in the corner.

“Who’s this bird?” asked the
sergeant behind the desk, who shaved his head every
morning.

“A traitor.”

“What’s his name?”

“Butler.”

The sergeant behind the desk signed
a receipt for Butler and gave it to the soldiers who’d delivered
him to the stockade. The soldiers took their handcuffs and
departed.

“Lock him up,” said the
sergeant.

Two of the guards took out their
pistols and ordered Butler to stand by the door. Another guard
unlocked the door, and Butler saw a long dark corridor lined with
iron bars.

One of the guards kicked Butler in
the ass. “Get moving!”

Butler wanted to turn around and
waste him, but the odds were too heavily on the side of the guards.
So he stepped down the long dark corridor that smelled of terrible
putrefaction. In the shadows he saw hands clasping the iron bars,
and the outlines of bodies. His eyes adjusted to the dark and he
saw that there were no windows at all back here. The only light
came from little cracks in the ceiling and walls, for the building
had been hastily constructed by men who weren’t very good
carpenters.

“Stop right here!” one of the
guards said.

Butler stopped, and the guards
unlocked the door to a ceil. They opened the door and heaved Butler
inside. Butler flew forward, tripped over somebody’s leg, hit the
far wall, and dropped to the floor. The guards laughed as they
locked the door and walked away.

Butler felt like vomiting from the
stink in the place. He blinked his eyes and could make out two
figures in the cell with him. His mind buzzed with the thought that
the world was on the brink of nuclear holocaust, and only he could
alert the Bancroft Research Institute.

“Who are you?” asked one of the
figures in a voice that sounded familiar to Butler.

“My name’s Butler, and I’m an
American citizen”

“Butler!” the man shouted in
astonishment. This time Butler recognized the voice as belonging to
Putney Wilson, the former CIA chief of station in
Halvados.

“Hiya, Wilson,” Butler said
cheerily. “Fancy meeting you here. Who’s our other
cellmate?”

The third figure cleared his
throat. “I am Juan Malpelo, the former president of the Republic of
Halvados.”

“My, my, my,” Butler said.
“Politics certainly makes strange cellmates.”

Wilson grabbed Butler by his
shoulders. “They can’t do this to us!”

“It looks like they have,” Butler
replied calmly. “Say, what stinks in here?”

“There are no toilets,” Wilson
said. “If you’ve got to go, you go in that corner there. Once a
month we get to shovel it all out.”

Malpelo growled. “It’s simply
disgusting in here.”

“May I point out,” Wilson said,
“that this stockade was constructed during your second
administration.”

“It was?”

“Yes it was.”

“I didn’t know anything about
it.”

“Sure you didn’t.”

“I didn’t.”

“Liar!”

“Gringo!”

“Fascist!”

“Faggot!”

“C’mon,” Butler said. “Let’s not
argue. Things are bad enough here as it is without having to listen
to you two assholes.”

Wilson moved closer to Butler.
“What’s going on out there?”

“You wouldn’t believe it. Noble is
about to plunge the world into nuclear war. He’s leaving for the
States today to make the arrangements.”

“Nuclear war?” Wilson asked. “What
the hell are you talking about?”

“Noble is going to get an atom bomb
and drop it on the Sierra Chorino Mountains. If the Russians and
Chinese protest, as they most certainly will, the United States
will hurl its entire nuclear arsenal at them and bomb them back to
the Stone Age.”

“Oh come on, Butler. Noble is only
an American businessman. He doesn’t have that much
power.”

“Think about it,” Butler replied.
“The military and the CIA will be overjoyed at having the
opportunity to attack Prussia and China, and the businessmen will
pick up the pieces afterward and sell them at inflated
prices.”

Malpelo held his head in his hands.
“My poor country is going to disappear,” he wailed.

“Probably,” Butler
agreed.

“But what can we do?” Wilson
asked.

“We’re going to break out of here,”
Butler said. He took out his fountain pen that disguised his laser
gun. “With this.”

“They let you keep it?”

Malpelo squinted at the fountain
pen. “Why shouldn’t they let him keep his pen? We are not a nation
of barbarians, after all.”

Butler waved his pen in the air.
“But the pen is mightier than the sword,” he said with a
smile.


Chapter Twenty-Nine

It was midnight at the stockade in
the Santiago del Pisco Air Force Base. Guards with vicious dogs
patrolled the perimeter of the stockade, and in the towers other
guards smoked cigarettes and watched for suspicious movements.
Searchlights crisscrossed the exercise yard and spilled over the
buildings where the prisoners were kept under lock and
key.

In the solitary confinement jail,
Butler approached the door of his cell with his laser gun. The word
already had been passed along that a breakout would be attempted at
midnight, and all the other prisoners were waiting by their cell
doors ready to go.

Butler aimed the pen at the lock on
his cell door and pressed the button on the clip. A bright light
shot out of the pen and melted the lock. When it reached the
consistency of warm butter, Butler pushed and the cell door swung
open.

Silent as a cat,
he moved to the next cell door and burned that open. He repeated
this feat with every other door in the cell block, and soon the
corridor was swarming with prisoners with hollow eyes and grim
mouths. En masse they crept down the corridor to the door that led
to the orderly room where the guns and guards were. Butler bent
before the door and aimed his pen at the lock. Pressing the button,
he proceeded to melt the lock silently. Butler snapped his fingers;
at that signal, the prisoners crashed through the door and spilled
into the orderly room. The four guards were drowsing and were
quickly overcome by the prisoners, who stripped off their uniforms,
handcuffed them and gagged them. The keys were taken from the desk
the rifle rack was unlocked. Soon half the prisoners were armed,
and three of them were putting on the
uniforms of the guards.

Butler also put
on a uniform and took a rifle. He led the three other uniformed, armed
prisoners to the next solitary confinement building, where they
entered and the orderly room and pointed their guns at the guards.
One of the armed prisoners took the keys and unlocked the cells,
while another unlocked the gun rack, and the third stripped
uniforms off the guards and handcuffed them to the
furniture.

This process was repeated in every
other solitary confinement building and all the other barracks
within the perimeter of the barbed-wire fence. The guards on the
towers suspected nothing because armed guards frequently went from
building to building, harassing prisoners.

Finally all the cells and barracks
were unlocked and a sizable number of prisoners were armed. Butler
gathered together all the armed prisoners in one of the barracks
and, kneeling on the floor so they couldn’t be observed through the
windows, outlined his plan.

“We will try to storm the
administrative buildings,” he said. “That’s where the prison armory
is, and we must get more weapons. If we succeed, the next move will
be to break out of the stockade, steal whatever vehicles we can,
and try to make it to the Sierra Chorino Mountains. We’ll have a
good chance, because they can’t use their airplanes against us at
night.”

He organized the men into squads,
appointed squad leaders, and positioned them near the door of the
barracks. He checked his M16 rifle; that was the standard weapon of
the Halvados Army.

“Is everybody ready?” he
asked.

They nodded or mumbled their
assent. They were willing to risk their lives to get out of the
notorious stockade. And they were anxious to kill those who’d
locked them up and mistreated therm.

“Okay,” Butler said. “Let’s hit
it.”

He opened the
door and led the armed prisoners out of the barracks. The guards in
the towers noticed a huge number of armed men rushing across the
exercise yard to the administration building. They swung their
searchlights around, but a special squad
of prisoners attacked the guard towers with guns blazing. The
guards ducked but the bullets ripped through the thin wooden walls
of their posts and slammed home into squirming screaming
bodies.

Butler ran at the gates that
separated the administration buildings from the exercise yard.
Lights were going on in the administration buildings. He fired his
M16, ripping apart the lock on the gates. The prisoners pushed the
gates open and poured into the administration area.

They headed directly for the
armory. Half-asleep guards came out of the buildings but were cut
down by the marauding prisoners. Butler led the way,
machine-gunning everything that moved. Ahead was the armory, and
its front door opened. Soldiers came out, opening fire. The
prisoner next to Butler screamed and fell, but Butler held steady
and pulled the trigger of his M16. It bucked and stuttered in his
arms and a soldier went flying backward, gripping his bleeding
face.

The prisoners charged up the steps
of the armory, kicking aside the bodies of the soldiers. They
stormed inside and those who didn’t have weapons took them from the
racks. They also took hand grenades, rocket launchers and mortars.
There were over five hundred prisoners in the camp and now they
were armed to the teeth.

“Let’s get out of here!” Butler yelled.

They left the armory, laden with
weapons and ammunition; they swarmed toward the nearest fence,
threw hand grenades at it, knocked it down. Rampaging through the
holes in the fence, they soon were free, heading east across the
camp to the Sierra Chorino Mountains, firing at soldiers coming out
of their barracks, stealing jeeps and civilian vehicles,
commandeering trucks. They soon came to the motor pool of an
artillery battalion, stormed it and took all the trucks they
needed. The weird military convoy sped to the gates of the air
base, throwing hand grenades and shooting everyone who tried to
stop them.

The officers and
troops stationed on the base didn’t know whether they were being
attacked by rebels or whether the Russians had landed. No one had
ever escaped from the stockade like this
and they couldn’t deal with it. There was chaos as commanders
called each other, trying to figure out what was going
on.

In the absence of organized
resistance the prisoners were able to move quickly toward the east
gate of the base. The guards ran out of the way and the trucks
crashed through, and now the prisoners were free, speeding like mad
toward the Sierra Chorino Mountains.

Except for one of the prisoners,
who had managed to steal a Pontiac Firebird that had belonged to
one of the base officers. This ex-prisoner was Butler, who was
speeding west toward Halvados City because he had better things to
do than to hide in the mountains.


Chapter Thirty

Butler drove at top speed to
Halvados City, smoking a cigarette that he’d found in the glove
compartment of the car. He’d managed to get rid of the army uniform
he’d been wearing and now wore his own suit and looked like an
ordinary rich civilian of Halvados. Puffing the cigarette
nervously, he felt knots of anguish in his stomach, because he
seriously believed that the world might come to an end in a few
days unless he did something to stop the horrible events already
set in motion by Phillip Noble and the Hydra
Organization.

When he reached downtown Halvados
City he saw troop carriers roaming the streets and armed soldiers
on the street corners. Machine guns were set up at the tops of tall
buildings. It was what he would have expected from a martial law
situation.

He parked the Firebird a few blocks
from the office building where the Bancroft Research Institute
maintained its local headquarters, and walked the rest of the
distance. No soldiers stopped him for I.D. check because he looked
prosperous, and people who were well off didn’t become
rebels.

He entered the building and took
the elevator up to the appropriate floor. Entering the Institute
offices, he approached the receptionist and said simply, “My name’s
Butler and I want to speak with whomever’s in charge.”

“Follow me.”

She led Butler down a corridor
lined with offices filled with people hard at work. Butler figured
that although it was the middle of the night, the Institute people
were trying to stay in touch with the swiftly changing political
situation in the country.

The receptionist opened a door and
ushered Butler into the moderate-sized office of a man with a white
mustache.

“This is Butler,” she
said.

He arose from behind his desk and
held out his hand. “Good to meet you, Butler. I’m Ames, the
director of this office.”

Butler shook his hand but didn’t
sit down. “A very serious situation has developed in this country.
Phillip Noble is on his way to the States, or he may be there
already. He’s going to arrange to have an atom bomb dropped on the
Sierra Chorino Mountains. He and the Hydra Organization hope it
provokes some sort of hostile response from the Russians and
Chinese, so they’ll have an excuse to unleash America’s full
nuclear arsenal against those two countries. In other words, they
want to strike first and win quickly in a nuclear war.”

Ames closed his eyes and shook his
head. “I must confess that I’m not surprised. Those Hydra people
are crazy and are capable of doing anything.”

“We’ve got to try to stop
them.”

“We’d better notify headquarters
immediately. Come with me.”

Ames led Butler
out of his office and down the corridor, to a room where two men
sat in front of an elaborate radio transmitter/receiver. Ames told one of the operators to send
a coded emergency message to headquarters stating Noble’s intention
of dropping an atom bomb in Halvados. The operator quickly sent the
message via his code machine. Within seconds confirmation was
received from California that the message had been received and a
reply would follow.

Ames and Butler stood a short
distance from the radio, waiting for the reply.

“Are you able to monitor the
airports of this country?” Butler asked.

“We’d know if anybody was bringing
in an atom bomb, and we’ll be on the lookout for it.”

“They’ll probably bring it into one
of the military bases.”

“We have our people there
also.”

“By the way, I forgot to mention
something else that’s rather important. There was a mass breakout
from the stockade at the Santiago del Pisco Air Force Base about an
hour ago.”

Ames looked shocked. “There
was?”

“Uh huh.”

“There’s very tight security there.
I wonder how that happened.”

Butler took out his laser pen and
smiled.

Ames squinted at it. “Oh, that’s
one of those CIA laser guns, isn’t it?”

“Yes. I was thrown in the stockade
when they realized I was the only one who could have tipped off the
political opposition that there’d be mass arrests yesterday
morning. I used the little laser to burn through a few
locks.”

Ames looked impressed. “You’re a
very resourceful man, Mr. Butler.”

“I hope the people in California
are resourceful enough to stop this bomb.”

“We’ll give Hydra a run for their
money; don’t worry about that.”

“We have to do more than give them
a run for their money; we have to stop that bomb.”

A message started
coming through the radio in Morse code. One of the operators wrote
it down, decoded it into the letters of
the alphabet, and further decoded that into the actual message. The
operator took off his headphones and looked at Butler. “The
Institute wants you to leave for California right away,
sir.”


Chapter Thirty-One

Ames made a few quick telephone
calls, then he and Butler left the office building. Parked outside
was a Cadillac Seville with a driver behind the wheel. Butler and
Ames got in the back seat and were driven to Halvados International
Airport, about ten miles out of town in the opposite direction from
the Air Force base. They passed the group of buildings that made up
the airport and found their way to an obscure hangar in a remote
part of the complex. A white Lear jet was waiting in front of the
hangar, its side door open and a ladder leading down to the
ground.

The Cadillac stopped beside the jet
plane; Butler and Ames got out and walked quickly to the plane. Two
men ran out of the hangar to greet them.

“Good luck,” said Ames, shaking
Butler’s hand.

“Thanks for everything,” Butler
said.

Butler climbed the ladder and
boarded the plane. A man in uniform, with a blond crew cut and a
ruddy face, was waiting at the door.

“I’m Captain Smiley,” he said.
“Welcome aboard.”

“I’m Butler.”

“We’ll be taking off momentarily.
Have a seat and fasten your safety belt, please.”

“Right.”

There were six seats in the
compartment; Butler sat in the closest one. Captain Smiley closed
the door and, outside, the two attendants took the ladder away. The
captain walked quickly to the cockpit of the plane and closed the
door. Butler strapped himself into the seat, the plane’s only
passenger.

The plane rolled away from the
hangar and onto the runway of the airport. It received permission
to take off, then thundered down the runway. Its wheels left the
runway and climbed into the night sky, leveled off and headed for
California.

Butler loosened the seat belt and
closed his eyes. He hadn’t slept at all last night or tonight, and
he instantly fell into a deep slumber.


Chapter Thirty-Two

At ten o’clock in the morning the
jet plane landed at a small airport outside of San Francisco.
Captain Smiley awakened Butler and led him out of the plane to a
waiting helicopter that looked like the gunships Butler had seen in
Vietnam. But this one had no guns inside and no cots for the
wounded. There were only upholstered seats; it was a helicopter for
business executives.

The pilot introduced herself as
Lieutenant Kelley. She told Butler to have a seat; the flight to
Big Sur would take only forty-five minutes.

“Where does the Institute find all
you pretty girls?” he asked.

“The same place
it finds all you good-looking guys,” she replied with a wink. “Now
fasten your seat belt, because we’re in a hurry.” Lieutenant Kelley
turned around and walked lightly to the
cockpit of the helicopter. Butler sat down and strapped himself in.
On the seat beside him was a flimsy little box. He opened it and
found ham-and-egg sandwiches inside, plus a container of orange
juice. As he took his first bite, the motor hummed louder and the
helicopter lifted off the ground. Butler chewed, looking out the
window, watching the airport growing smaller and then seeing all of
San Francisco down below.

The helicopter
buzzed south past San Jose and Santa Cruz and soon was over Big
Sur. Butler looked down at the mountains and the ocean and thought
that someday he’d like to have a home down there, a little A-frame
overlooking the sea where he could take it easy and contemplate the
vicissitudes of life. Maybe he’d write a book of philosophy
called The World According to
Butler. Or maybe he’d write his memoirs,
although nobody would ever believe them.

The helicopter began to lose
altitude just as Butler was finishing his last sandwich. Down amid
the rocks and trees he could make out the huge mansion that was the
headquarters of the Bancroft Research Institute. Suddenly he
thought of Wilma B. Willoughby, hoping she was down there someplace
and that he could attempt to seduce her again.

The helicopter landed in the
parking lot in back of the mansion. When the motor stopped he
opened the door and jumped out, just as two men came out of the
building and ran toward him.

“Mr. Sheffield would like to see
you right away in his office,” one of them said.

“That’s where I’m headed,” Butler
replied.

He walked past them and made his
way through the corridors of the building, finally arriving at the
outer office where Sheffield’s three secretaries worked.

“He’s expecting you,” one of them
said. “Go right in.”

Butler opened the door and entered
the large office. In the darkness at the end sat Sheffield behind
his desk.

“Have a seat, Butler,” Sheffield
said.

Butler sat and looked at
Sheffield’s vague, shadowy form. “Mind if I smoke?”

“I didn’t know you
smoked.”

“I didn’t, but I do
now.”

“Why did you start?”

“It’s
a long story and I don’t think we have time for
it.” He took out his dwindling supply of cigarettes, lit one. He
was hooked again and he knew that trying to quit once more would be
hellish.

“How do you feel,
Butler?”

“I’m okay.”

“Get any sleep on the
plane?”

“A little. What’s the latest on
Hydra?”

Sheffield paused for a few moments.
“The situation is deteriorating rather badly, I’m afraid. Noble has
his atom bomb and it’s on its way to Halvados even as we
speak.”

Butler shook his head. “It
certainly didn’t take him long to get it.”

“That’s because he didn’t meet much
resistance. Radicals in the military and the CIA have been itching
for a chance to attack Russia and China, and so has the rabid
anticommunist business community.”

“What about Congress and the
President?”

“They’ll find out about everything
when it’s too late to stop the machinery that Hydra already has in
motion. Besides, most of them in their heart of hearts would like
to see Russia and China out of the picture. I hate to say it, but
it looks as if civilization might be all over by the end of the
month.”

“We can’t let that
happen.”

“We’ll do everything we can to save
it. Under normal circumstances you’d get a few days’ rest and I’d
assign other agents to this operation, but I’m afraid there isn’t
time for that leisurely approach. I’d like you to resume work
immediately, because we don’t have time to brief anybody
else.”

“What do you want me to
do?”

“Somehow you’ve got to defuse that
bomb.”

“Where the hell is it?”

“At this moment
it’s on its way from the factory in Wichita, Kansas to Corpus
Christi, Texas. It’s concealed in a truck belonging to the Noble
Oil Company. The tanker will sail from
Corpus Christi to Halvados tomorrow evening. They’ve decided not to
fly the bomb down because there’s always the danger that a plane
might crash and the bomb might be found. The oil tanker is less
likely to sink—and, if it does, no one will ever know there was a
bomb aboard.”

“How long will it take for the
tanker to get to Halvados?”

“Three days.”

“Somehow I’ll have to get on that
tanker.”

“We’re taking care of that. The
tanker is staffed by sailors from the Maritime Union and we’re
preparing union identification for you. Through our contacts in the
union we’re having you assigned to the ship as a cook. You’ll have
three days to locate the bomb and defuse it.”

“How do I defuse an atom
bomb?”

“We have a
technician here and a replica of an atom bomb. He’ll teach you how
to do it. It’s not hard; it shouldn’t take more than an hour or two
to learn. Then we fly you to Corpus Christi; after that you’ll be
on your own. The name of the ship is the Laurel Canyon. Any
questions?”

“Is Wilma B. Willoughby around
here, by any chance?”

“I believe she’s away on an
operation. Do you have any questions related to this
operation?”

“No.”

There was a pause, then the office
door opened. One of the secretaries entered. “You rang,
sir?”

“Escort Mr. Butler to the basement
laboratory.”

“Yes sir.”

The secretary led Butler along a
series of corridors, down a flight of stairs, and into a laboratory
filled with tables on which were test tubes, beakers and Bunsen
burners. They passed through a door, descended another flight of
stairs, walked down another corridor, entered a room.

In the room was the bomb, lying on
the floor. Beside it, sitting on a chair, was a lean man in blue
jeans and a black beard, reading a book. At his feet was a toolbox.
Upon hearing Butler and the secretary enter he stood up. He had the
nose of a hawk and a nervous furtive manner.

“Mr. Butler,” said the secretary,
“this is Doctor Levinson.”

“Hello there, Butler,” said
Levinson. “Glad to meet you.”

The men shook
hands, and the secretary left. “Are you ready to go to work?” asked
Levinson.

“The sooner the better.”

“Good.”

Levinson turned to the bomb, and
Butler looked at it. It was round, about twelve feet long and six
feet wide, with a beveled nose and a finned tail.

“Do you know how an atom bomb
works?” Levinson asked.

“I’m afraid not.”

“I’ll try to explain it simply so
that you’ll have an idea of what you’ll be doing.” Levinson placed
the palm of his small elegant hand on the gleaming metallic skin of
the bomb. “Every atom bomb is filled with a critical mass of
uranium, which is a very unstable substance. A critical mass means
that there’s a certain specific amount of this unstable system that
could explode under certain circumstances. What circumstances? If
another small amount of uranium is shot into the critical mass with
sufficient velocity, it will cause the uranium molecules in the
critical mass to break apart and shoot their atomic particles into
other uranium molecules, which will themselves break apart, and so
forth. This process is known as a chain reaction, or nuclear
fission, and it happens in a split second. The result is a massive
release of energy from ail the uranium molecules, which manifests
itself as an atomic explosion. Do you understand that
part?”

“I think so,” replied
Butler.

“Good. Now look here in the tail of
the bomb, will you please?”

Butler looked in the direction that
Levinson’s finger pointed and saw a toggle switch resembling the
one on his stereo receiver at home.

“This switch,”
said Levinson, “arms the bomb. In other words, just before the bomb
is dropped this switch must be turned on. It is prevented from
being turned on accidentally by a Jock, the key to which is
normally held by the bombardier and used just before the bomb is
dropped. You may be surprised by all this paraphernalia on the
outside of the bomb, because you may think
that it might adversely affect the bomb’s aerodynamic qualities.
You’re right, but hairsplitting accuracy isn’t very important with
a bomb of this type, as I’m sure you can understand. All you have
to do is hit somewhere near your target and you’re all
right.

“Now,” continued Levinson, “we come
to the next step, namely the firing of the bomb. How does that take
place? A special electronic sensor unit in the nose of the bomb
fires the uranium charge into the critical mass when the bomb is
approximately one hundred yards away from the ground. Therefore, in
order to render the bomb useless, we must either interfere with the
circuit in some way or remove the uranium charge. We’ve decided
that the bomb could fire even without the electronic sensor unit,
so you will have to remove the uranium charge itself from the bomb.
Do you follow me so far?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Now do you see these screws
here?” Levinson pointed to a ring of screws around the nose of the
bomb.

“I see them.”

“You will take an ordinary
Phillips head screwdriver and remove the screws thus.” Levinson
bent over, took a screwdriver from the toolbox, and proceeded to
unscrew the screws. “Hold out your hand, please.”

Butler held out his hand and
Levinson dropped the screws one by one into his palm. When all the
screws were out the scientist returned the screwdriver to the
toolbox and removed the outer metallic shell from the nose of the
bomb. Revealed were a mass of wires and electrical
components.

Levinson pointed to one of the
components. “That is the electronic sensor unit. Under it, do you
see an object that looks like a flashlight?”

Butler looked inside the cavity of
the bomb. “I see it.”

“That’s the
uranium charge, and below it in the large metal container is the
critical mass. To remove the uranium charge you merely take an
ordinary wire cutter and sever all wires leading to it thus.”
Levinson removed a wire cutter from the toolbox and cut the wires.
“Then you take a regular screwdriver and unfasten the component
that looks like a flashlight. It’s quite
simple; there are only four screws.” Levinson returned the wire
cutter to the toolbox and took out a screwdriver. He unscrewed the
four screws and pulled the object out of the bomb, holding it up in
the air. “That’s all there is to it,” he said
triumphantly.

“What do I do with it once I’ve got
it out?” Butler asked, taking the object from him and examining
it.

“I suggest you throw it out the
nearest porthole; but first you must return the metallic shell to
the nose of the bomb so no one will know what you’ve done. Any
questions?”

“None that I can think of
offhand.”

“Good.” Levinson reached into the
toolbox and took out the two screwdrivers and the wire cutter. “You
might as well take these with you,” he said.


Chapter Thirty-Three

Butler’s next stop was the costume
department in the east wing of the mansion. There he changed from
his rumpled suit into blue jeans, white t-shirt and denim jacket.
They also gave him an old worn out leather satchel and
identification papers. His new name was Joe Gray. They told him not
to shave so that he’d look more like a rough tough seafarer, and
also so that his features would be obscured from those who might
possibly recognize him.

He went outside with his satchel;
the helicopter was waiting, with Lieutenant Kelley standing at the
door in her neat blue uniform. She looked at the way his muscles
filled out the t-shirt and she said, “Welcome aboard.”

They climbed up
the steps of the helicopter. He strapped himself into a seat and
she went to the cabin. She started the engine and soon they were aloft, flying toward San Francisco.
Butler walked forward to the cabin.

“May I come in?” he
asked.

“Sure,” she said cheerily, sitting
at the controls.

He sat in the copilot’s seat beside
her and looked over her lean rangy body. She had freckles and
looked like a farm girl. He sometimes experienced anxiety and a
sense of melancholy if he didn’t have sex for a period of more than
forty-eight hours.

“Is there an automatic pilot system
on this copter?” he asked.

“Sure.”

“Why don’t you put it on and come
back with me to the main cabin there. I’d like to get to know you
better.”

“Is that supposed to be an indecent
proposition?”

“It certainly is.”

“But we’ll be landing in ten
minutes.”

“That’s long enough for
me.”

“But not for me,” she said. “After
all, what do you think I am?”

“We don’t have to get into
philosophy,” Butler said urgently. “Let’s not think about it. Let’s
just go back and have some fun.”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Never mind why not. The answer is
no. Besides, I should think you’d have better things to think
about.”

“There is nothing better to think
about.”

“Perhaps you should think of Wilma
B. Willoughby.”

Butler’s ears twitched at the sound
of that name. “What do you mean?”

“I heard her talking about you in
the dining room the other day, and I had the impression that she
was kind of sweet on you.”

“No kidding?”

“I definitely formed the opinion
that you two had a thing going between you.”

“If we do, nobody ever told me
about it.”

“Your problem is that you’re not a
subtle man, Butler. You don’t pick up the signals.”

“Oh shit,” Butler grumbled. He got
up and returned to the main cabin, strapping himself in the seat.
He felt even more anxious and melancholy. Maybe in Corpus Christi
he could find some saucy little tart in a waterfront bar and put
the boots to her in a crummy hotel someplace.

The helicopter landed at the small
airport outside of San Francisco. Waiting for Butler was a Lear jet
with the pilot and copilot standing at the door. It was six o’clock
in the evening with the sun setting over a horizon of pine
trees.

The white Lear jet flew non-stop to
Corpus Christi, a seaport with a population of 200,000 people,
located on the Gulf of Mexico. It was best known as a center for
the storing and refining of imported oil, and as the birthplace of
Farrah Fawcett-Majors.

The jet landed at Corpus Christi
Airport and coasted down the runway to an obscure hangar off the
beaten path. Butler transferred from the plane to an Oldsmobile
driven by the director of the local Institute branch office, a man
named Frank Pancaldo.

Pancaldo, a dark-haired,
olive-skinned man, said as he drove into town, “My instructions are
to drop you off near the docks. You are to check into a hotel and
report to the union hiring hall first thing in the morning. Do you
need any money?”

“No,” replied
Butler. “I was given five hundred dollars in cash before I left Big
Sur. Is the Laurel Canyon
in port yet?”

“It’s supposed to arrive tonight,
filled with crude oil from Venezuela. They’ll pump it out in the
morning and in a few days it’ll sail for Halvados.”

“Do you know what pier it’ll tie up
to?”

“Pier 54.”

“Has the Noble Oil truck been
around there?”

“Not yet, but we don’t think
they’ll load on the bomb until they pump out all the oil, and
that’ll take twenty-four hours at least.”

They proceeded
past the fashionable shops and fancy hotels of downtown Corpus
Christi, then continued east toward the
Gulf of Mexico. The buildings became progressively more rundown and
drunks were seen staggering in and out of bars. Butler opened his
window and smelled salt mixed with oil. He saw seedy hotels,
storefronts where you could sell a pint of your blood for thirty
bucks, liquor stores, three bars on every block. Dusk was falling
on the waterfront of Corpus Christi.

“Where do you want to get out?”
Pancaldo asked.

“This corner will be all
right.”

Pancaldo steered toward the corner
and braked. The Oldsmobile came to a stop. “Good luck,” Pancaldo
said.

“Thanks.”

Butler got out of the car and
watched Pancaldo drive away. Turning around, he saw the pawnshop on
the corner. He’d always been fascinated by pawnshops in sleazy
neighborhoods. Carrying his satchel, he approached the window and
looked at the merchandise.

There were cameras, watches,
portable television sets. At the side was a display of knives, and
Butler realized that he’d better get one. A person shouldn’t walk
around in a neighborhood like this without a knife. He strolled
into the pawnshop.

“What can I do for you?” asked the
black man behind the counter.

“I want to buy a knife.”

The black man took a box of
assorted knives from the display case and laid it on the counter.
“Take your pick.”

Butler fished through the knives,
finally selecting a Buck folding knife with an ebony handle and a
four-inch blade. It came with a little leather case that he could
fasten on the rear of his belt. “How much is this one?”

“Twenty dollars.”

Butler paid him, put the knife on
his belt and left the pawnshop. He walked two blocks more toward
the waterfront, passing bars and drunks, drug addicts and petty
criminals of every type.

A prostitute was standing near a
telephone pole on the street corner. She was black, in her forties,
and wore a green wig. “Wanna have some fun?” she asked
Butler.

“Venereal disease isn’t fun,” he
replied.

He crossed the
street and in the middle of the next block was a neon sign that
said CURTIS HOTEL. It looked no worse than
any other hotel he’d seen in the area. He entered the door and
walked to the check-in counter, where a bony old man in a dirty
white shirt read a newspaper.

“I want a room for the night,”
Butler said.

“Single?”

“Yeah.”

“With bath?”

“I don’t give a shit.”

“That’s twelve bucks in
advance.”

Butler paid him and signed the
register Joe Gray, listing his occupation as sailor. Then he
climbed the rickety stairs to the third floor and walked down the
decrepit corridor to his room. He opened the door and there was a
bed with a big hollow in the middle, a sink, and a dresser leaning
like the Tower of Pisa. But when he pulled back the bedspread he
was gratified to see that the sheet was clean. The floor had been
swept recently, too. He’d lucked out.

He tossed his satchel on the bed
and lit a cigarette. Looking at himself in the mirror, he thought
he looked like a real wharf rat in his white t-shirt and jeans,
unshaven. Smoking his cigarette, he left the room, locked the door
and went outside.

He walked to the waterfront, where
he saw ships lined up at the piers, glowing in the light of lamps
attached to their masts. Men went up and down the gangplanks of the
ships as Butler made his way to Pier 54.

A big oil tanker was tied up there;
on the hull was lettered:

LAUREL CANYON

Noble Oil Company

Butler puffed his cigarette and
sauntered past ranks of barrels and stacks of cargo to the
gangplank, where a sailor wearing a peaked hat was coming down, his
sea bag on his shoulder.

“When’d she get in?” Butler
asked.

“About an hour ago,” the seaman
replied, walking off toward the nearest bar.

Butler stepped back from the
gangplank and looked at the tanker. It was huge, ugly, painted
black. They were going to store a bomb on it, and somehow he’d have
to find the bomb, take it apart and put it back together
again.

He hoped he could do it.


Chapter Thirty-Four

In the morning Butler reported to
the hiring hall of the Maritime Union, a huge room filled with
seamen hunching around waiting for their names to be called. Butler
checked in at the desk at one end of the room and then milled
around with the others, carrying his satchel and smoking. He was up
to a pack and a half of cigarettes a day but swore he’d give them
up once this operation was over.

At eleven o’clock
his name was called and he walked to the hiring desk. The man
sitting there handed him a chit and said, “The Laurel Canyon, Pier
54.”

Butler put the
chit in his jeans pocket and walked down the hill to the docks.
Seagulls flew over the warehouses and saloons, which already were
filled with drunks. He came to Pier 54 and climbed the gangplank of
the Laurel Canyon. At the top of the gang plank was a gnarled old sailor with a
broken nose, wearing a baseball cap with the Milwaukee Braves
insignia in front.

“Who the fuck are you?” the sailor
asked, squinting his eyes.

Butler showed him the chit. “I’m
the new cook.”

“I hope you’re
better than the last one. Go below and get yourself a bunk. By the
way, I’m First Mate Stearns. Whenever you
see me coming you’d better look sharp.”

“Yes sir.”

Butler crossed
the desk to the bridge, entered a door, descended a ladder. He
passed a recreation room and the mess hall, then came to a
labyrinth of corridors barely wide enough for two men to pass side
by side. The corridors were lined with doors. Opening the first one
he saw, he walked in on a man reading a copy of Playboy magazine.

“What the hell do you want?” the
man asked, obviously angry at being disturbed.

“I’m looking for a
bunk.”

“Who the fuck are you?”

“Joe Gray, the hew
cook.”

“The cooks are down the corridor
and to the left.”

Butler walked in that direction and
turned to the left. He saw a man in white clothes coming at him.
“You a cook?” Butler asked.

“Some people seem to think
so.”

“So am I. Where do I
bunk?”

The man squinted at him. “You don’t
look like a cook to me.”

“What the fuck can I tell you,
buddy?”

“Anybody ever tell you that you
look like Clark Gable, the movie star?”

“Yeah.”

“What’s your name?”

“Joe Gray.”

“I’m Bennie Walmsley, the first
cook. How do you do? There’s an empty bunk in 23A. You’ll be
working the day shift with me. There are some whites in the room;
put them on, then report to the kitchen.”

“Right.”

Butler opened the door of 23A,
which was a tiny cubicle with a bunk bed and some drawers
underneath it. There wasn’t enough room to pace the floor and there
was only one light, which was above the bed. On the bed were clean
sheets, a pillow and a white uniform. Butler changed into the white
uniform and went up to the kitchen.

Bennie Walmsley
put him to work peeling potatoes and carrots, then slicing up some meat. Next he had to mix dough
in the mixing machine. Finally he had to move some boxes around in
the storeroom.

He went off duty at six o’clock,
went up on deck, and saw the long fat hoses connected from the ship
to oil tanks on the dock. Apparently the oil was still being pumped
out. He wondered when they were going to bring the bomb aboard, and
realized that the only way he’d find out about it was to stand
watch someplace and wait.

He fixed a couple of sandwiches for
himself in the kitchen and took them up to the deck, where he ate
while watching the activity on the dock. After eating he sat on the
deck leaning against the bulkhead. He was determined to wait and
watch until a Noble Oil Company truck arrived with the bomb. It
grew dark and late, and still he waited, sitting silently on the
deck, hoping the bomb would arrive soon.

“What the hell are you doing out
here?”

Butler looked up and saw First Mate
Stearns. “Oh, just taking it easy.”

“Why the hell don’t you go into
town?”

“Ain’t got no money.”

“Oh, that’s too bad. Payday ain’t
till Friday.”

“I know.”

“I can lend you ten
bucks.”

“Thanks, but I don’t like to borrow
money.”

“Well I sure as
fuck ain’t gonna give you any!”

“I don’t expect you to,” Butler
said. “It’s okay. I’m happy right here.”

“Crazy son of a bitch,” Stearns
muttered as he walked away.

Butler sat on the deck until
midnight, then went to the recreation room, got a lounge chair,
brought it back, lay down on it. He thought he’d doze lightly, so
if there were any commotion on the dock he’d hear it and wake up.
He’d certainly hear a Noble Oil truck arrive and a bomb being
unloaded, he hoped.

In the darkness,
he leaned back in the chair and closed his eyes. No one could see
him against the bulkhead. He was awakened a few times by drunken
sailors returning to the ship, and a fight
that broke out down on the pier. But no Noble Oil truck arrived
that night and no bomb came on board
the Laurel Canyon.

The next day he worked his shift in
the kitchen and the next night he took his post on the deck once
more. He drowsed and awakened, thinking about the bomb, the home
he’d like to have someday in Big Sur, and whether Wilma B.
Willoughby was sleeping alone that night. He contemplated the
educated middle class that lived in comfortable suburban homes and
didn’t give a shit about anybody else. Yet they considered
themselves religious moral people. Butler thought that very
strange.

Half asleep at three o’clock in the
morning, he heard the sound of a motor approaching. Looking to his
left, he saw a vehicle coming down the road to the pier. He was
about to get up and take a closer look, when he heard voices and
noises on deck. Peering into the night, he saw some men on the
deck. It appeared that they were unscrewing some of the metal
plates that made up the deck. He heard creaking sounds overhead and
looked up to see one of the dock derricks swinging around to the
pier.

Butler sat up
quietly. He couldn’t see the pier beside the ship but he could hear
the vehicle stop. Then there were various mechanical clanging
sounds that went on for a long time. On deck, the sailors had
removed several steel plates and were standing to the side. The
pulleys on the derrick began to squeal. Butler looked to the side
and saw a huge box being lifted into the air. The box was roughly
the size of that bomb that Doctor Levinson had shown him, and he
realized that the bomb was finally being loaded on the
Laurel Canyon. He sat
still and saw the box get lifted high in the air, then slowly
lowered into the hole the sailors had made in the deck. The sailors
disappeared into the hold and the sound of the motor started up
again. Butler looked toward the pier and saw the truck driving
away. His heart skipped when he made out the sign on back. It said,
“Noble Oil Company.”

After a while the
sailors came up from the hold of the ship. The refastened the steel
plates, stood around awhile, then walked toward the bridge where
Butler was sitting. Quietly he lay back
and closed his eyes.

“Hey, who the fuck’s that?” asked a
sailor.

“It’s one of the cooks,” replied
First Mate Stearns.

“What’s he doing out
here?”

“How the fuck should I know. He
likes to sleep in the fresh air, I guess.”

The sailors went below deck and
Butler lay still for a long time. Then he arose and stealthily
crossed the deck to the spot where the sailors had removed the
steel plates. He knew that below was a compartment for the storage
of oil. The tanker had twenty or thirty such compartments, each
with a hatch and a ladder leading inside so the crew could
periodically clean out the sludge that accumulated in the bottom.
Butler found the hatch near the starboard bulkhead of the
hull.

Now he knew where the bomb was and
how to get to it. He’d wait until the tanker left port, then one
night on some foreign sea he’d go down there and sabotage
it.

And maybe, if Lady Luck were
smiling on him, he wouldn’t get caught.


Chapter Thirty-Five

The next day he
reported for his normal tour of duty in the kitchen. Beans were
being served for dinner and he was assigned the task of watching
the cauldron in which they were cooking. At intervals throughout
the day he was able to go up on deck, and he noticed that no one
was guarding the compartment where the bomb was. That made sense to
him, because guards would attract attention and inspire curiosity.
It was best to behave as if there were no bomb around. Who
would dream that the Laurel Canyon was earring an atom
bomb?

After dinner Butler went off duty.
He hung around the ship, going to the recreation room for games of
Ping-Pong, occasionally going up on deck. There were still no
guards at the compartment where the bomb was stashed.

He decided that there was no reason
for him to stay on board the ship, so he went ashore to one of the
sleazy waterfront bars and picked up a dopey young girl who was
reasonably attractive, although she had a front tooth missing. He
took her and a bottle of Canadian Club to the Curtis Hotel and got
a room with a double bed for the night.

By morning he no longer felt
anxious or melancholy.


Chapter Thirty-Six

The
Laurel Canyon sailed out
of Corpus Christi harbor at six o’clock on Friday morning and set a
southerly course for the Panama Canal. Butler was in the kitchen
bright and early helping to prepare the luncheon meal of hash and
mashed potatoes, and in the afternoon he worked on the liver and
onions that would be the dinner meal.

He thought the food aboard the
tanker was abominable, and although he had contempt for people who
considered themselves gourmets and wine experts, he found himself
craving a decent meal. Foremost in his mind were the steaks he’d
enjoyed at Gallagher’s Steak House in New York, the thick pastrami
sandwiches at the Carnegie Hall Delicatessen and the shrimp with
black bean sauce at Lee Chang’s in Chinatown.

He went off duty after the dinner
meal and proceeded directly to his cabin to get some rest, because
that night he intended to sabotage the bomb. In his satchel were
the tools Doctor Levinson had given him, plus a hammer and awl he’d
picked up in a hardware store for use in getting into the wooden
crate that held the bomb.

He smoked a cigarette (he was up to
two packs a day) and thought of the girl he’d slept with the
previous night. She’d been dumb as a broom handle but sexy as hell.
He wondered why the women who attracted him sexually were usually
dumb, and the women who stimulated his mind were usually not very
sexy. An exception was Wilma B. Willoughby, and he wondered whose
bedroom she was in right now. He hoped that she was alone thinking
of him and feeling intensely frustrated.

Stubbing out the cigarette in the
ashtray, he closed his eyes and tried to get some sleep, because he
figured he’d be up most of the night working on the bomb. He had to
sabotage it—otherwise it might be the end of Wilma B. Willoughby,
himself and probably civilization itself. All that would remain
would be rats, cockroaches and madmen like Phillip Noble. Butler
thought it strange that the fate of the world was dependent on a
man like him, a rather unexceptional fellow with simple tastes and
common vices.

But it was.


Chapter Thirty-Seven

It was one
o’clock in the morning and the Laurel
Canyon was plowing south through the Gulf
of Mexico. On the bridge the duty officer was peering through his
binoculars into the night, looking for
flashing lights that would indicate other ships. There was no moon
and it was pitch black out there. Behind the duty officer was the
radar man watching his screen for suspicious blips. To his left was
First Mate Stearns, steering the ship toward
Panama.

On the deck a dark figure moved
furtively alongside the railing. It was Butler in jeans and denim
jacket, with his face darkened by cigarette ashes. He carried his
satchel, inside which were flashlight, hammer, awl, wire cutter and
two screwdrivers. Waves crashed against the hull of the tanker as
he crept along through the darkness, hoping that no sailors with
insomnia would come out on the deck.

Finally he reached the hatch of the
compartment where the bomb was stowed. The hatch was opened by a
wheel that you turned to the left, and he spun it around slowly,
trying not to let it squeak. When it was turned all the way he
opened the hatch quickly, climbed down the iron ladder and pulled
the hatch shut.

It was as dark in the compartment
as though his eyes were closed. He turned the wheel on the inside
the hatch until it was fast, then climbed down the ladder through
the inky blackness. It was a long way down and his eyes started
playing tricks on him, materializing suns, stars and comets
streaking about.

His foot touched
the bottom of the compartment. He took out his flashlight and
turned it on, sending the shaft of light over the walls and floor
of the compartment. It smelled oily and vile, but evidently the
floor had been washed before the bomb was stowed away. His beam of
light came to rest on the crate and a shiver passed through him
when he realized what was in it. If he did something wrong it was
conceivable that the Laurel Canyon
and several surrounding miles of ocean would
disappear off the face of the earth.

He approached the
crate, opened his satchel, took out the hammer and awl. Jabbing the
awl into the corner of the wooden crate, he tapped lightly with the
hammer, then ripped. The joint came apart. He pulled apart the
other joints in a similar manner, perspiration coming out on his
forehead. He took the top off the crate and then removed the
sides. Underneath was plastic packing which he
unwrapped and moved out of his way.

The bomb slowly emerged from the
plastic packing, glowing evilly in the light of his flash. It was
perched on a metal cradle on the bottom section of the
crate.

Chewing his lower lip, Butler got
out the Phillips head screwdriver and began removing the screws
that held the bomb’s nose on. Perspiration dripped from his cheeks
as he pulled off the nose and looked inside the bomb. He saw the
wires, the tubes, and the uranium detonator shaped like his
flashlight. Below that lurked the casing holding the critical mass
that could set the world aflame.

Butler took his wire cutter and
regular screwdriver. He had cut the wires that led to the
detonator, and was removing the first screw, when he heard the
sound.

He froze.

The sound came from up above; it
was the hatch wheel being opened. Quickly Butler grabbed the top of
the crate and balanced it on top of the bomb. Running, he grabbed
the sides of the crate and leaned them against the sides of the
bomb. Then he took his satchel and huddled on the side of the crate
farthest from the hatch.

The hatch wheel stopped turning and
the hatch was opened. A column of light flashed into the
compartment and came to rest on the bomb’s crate.

“It’s okay,” a voice
said.

“We ought to go down and take a
look,” another voice replied.

“What the fuck for?”

“To make sure.”

“To make sure of what?”

“I don’t know.”

“Asshole.”

The hatch was
closed and the wheel was turned. Butler knelt in the darkness and
waited for a while to make sure everything was all right. He
wondered if he’d been heard, or if that were just a routine check.
He decided it was a routine check; otherwise they would certainly
have come down. He was glad the compartment was deep, making it
difficult for someone above to see that
the crate wasn’t put together the way it should
be.

Butler resumed work. He took the
top and sides of the crate away and peered inside again at the guts
of the bomb. Taking his screwdriver in hand, he removed the four
screws that held the detonator in place. Then he pulled the
detonator out of the bomb and jammed it in his belt. To make sure
that the bomb would never go off, he reached in with his wire
cutters and severed all the wires he could find. Then he replaced
the nose and screwed it on.

The big job was putting the crate
back together without making noise. He looked at his watch; it was
three in the morning. At five the sun would come up and he’d be
observed creeping out of the compartment. He’d have to work
fast.

He replaced the plastic packing
around the bomb and then reassembled the crate, tapping lightly
with the hammer so he wouldn’t make much noise. He put all the
nails in the holes where they’d been before.

When the crate was together he got
down on his hands and knees with his flashlight and examined the
floor for splinters or other pieces of debris that might indicate
the crate had been tampered with. He picked up everything he could
find and put the stuff in a pocket in his denim jacket. Then he
gathered up his tools and put them in his satchel. Checking the
crate once more to make certain there was nothing to arouse
anybody’s suspicion, he climbed the ladder, paused and listened for
a few moments, then turned the wheel and opened the
hatch.

He poked his head through the hole
and smelled the salty night air. It was still dark and the deck was
clear. He could see the lights on the bridge and a vague figure of
a man standing watch up there. Creeping out of the compartment, he
closed the hatch tightly. Then he turned around and faced the
rolling sea. Taking the detonator from his belt, he heaved it as
far as he could. It disappeared into the waves. Then he opened his
satchel and threw away all his tools.

Stealthily he
made his way across the deck and down the ladder well to the deck
where his cabin was. Entering his cabin,
he locked the door, put on the light and sat down heavily on his
bunk. He took out a cigarette and lit it, inhaling the rich
poisonous smoke deep into his lungs. The deed was
done.


Chapter Thirty-Eight

The
Laurel Canyon sailed
through the Panama Canal and down the western coast of South
America. On Wednesday afternoon it entered the port of Halvados
City, and by 1600 hours was tied up at a pier. The captain gave
everybody a forty-eight-hour pass, and Butler was one of the first
sailors to head for the gangplank. First Mate Stearns was there,
checking the ship’s roster.

“Hiya, cookie,” Stearns
said.

“Hi.”

“I can recommend the whorehouse on
the Calle Marimba. And they don’t cut the liquor.”

“I’ll check it out.”

Butler went down the gangplank and
walked past the stacks of cargo to the gate. A customs official was
there and Butler opened his bag, but the customs man waved him
by.

Butler walked in
the waterfront district until he found a cab; then he told the
driver to take him to a street corner a few blocks from the
building where the Institute maintained its local offices. Upon
reaching that destination, which turned out to be the site of a
department store, Butler paid the driver and got out of the cab. He
wandered into the department store, which reminded him of Macy’s in
New York, left through another door, and walked quickly to
the Institute building. He took the
elevator upstairs and walked into the office.

Nora C. Morrissey was seated at the
receptionist’s desk. Her eyes goggled when she saw Butler enter and
she followed him back to the office of the director, Ames. Other
Institute members saw Butler and came out of their offices to
follow him.

Ames’ office door was open and
Butler walked in, followed by Nora C. Morrissey and the other
people. Ames, his lips trembling, stared at Butler. “How’d it go?”
Ames asked cautiously.

Everyone looked at Butler, anxious
about the nuclear doom that hung over all their heads.

Butler shrugged and smiled.
“Mission accomplished,” he said.

Everyone jumped up and down
joyfully. The men kissed the women and all the women kissed Butler.
Bottles of whisky appeared and toasts were drunk to Butler, who
accepted their accolades modestly, while casting admiring glances
at the svelte form of Nora C. Morrissey.

Finally Ames asked everyone except
Butler to leave his office. They did so, and Butler sat on the
chair opposite Ames, taking out a cigarette.

“You’re sure the bomb can’t go
off?” Ames asked, leaning forward and folding his hands.

“I threw the detonator into the
Gulf of Mexico.”

“Nobody suspects
anything?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Good. But our worries aren’t
completely over. Headquarters feels, and I concur, that when this
atom bomb fails to explode on target, Hydra will merely send
another one down here.”

“You’ll have to put another agent
on the boat,” Butler said.

“Maybe they’ll
send it down by plane next time, and probably they’ll guard it
better. No, headquarters has decided that the only way the danger
can be eliminated in this country is to have the guerrillas
overthrow the military regime. Then Hydra won’t be able to use this
country for its insane scheme to launch a
nuclear holocaust against the world.”

“They’ll find another
country.”

“You’re probably right, but we can
only deal with them one country at a time. Now, as it turns out,
the Pisco regime has set itself up beautifully to be overthrown.”
Ames stood and pointed to the map of Halvados on the wall behind
his desk. “In the jungle of Iquitos Province here the regime is
preparing a vast observation area, so the leaders can see the
nuclear blast in the Sierra Chorino Mountains. All the maniacs will
be there, including Phillip Noble himself. Headquarters thinks the
guerrillas ought to attack the observation area at the moment the
bomb is dropped. They should be able to capture all the leaders of
the regime and all the local Hydra people and their sympathizers in
one fell swoop. Then freedom and justice can come to Halvados at
last.”

“How do you know where this
observation post is?”

“Our spies have told us, and we’ve
seen it from the air.”

“Do the guerrillas
know?”

“We don’t believe so. We dare not
communicate with them by radio because we’re afraid the
government’s direction finders will locate us. Therefore we’ll have
to bring the message to them directly.” Ames scratched his nose.
“Will you go?”

“Sure, but I don’t know the
way.”

“Our usual liaison with the
guerillas has been Nora C. Morrissey. She can take you there, and
we can send along a few others for protection.”

Butler shook his head. “The fewer
who go the better. We’ll attract less attention that
way.”

“If you wish. When can you
leave?”

“Right now.”

Ames looked at his watch. “I’ll
make all the arrangements. Why don’t you go to the cafeteria and
get a cup of coffee?”


Chapter Thirty-Nine

At two o’clock in the afternoon a
maroon Cadillac Seville sped out of Halvados City. Behind the wheel
was Ames; beside him was Butler. In the back seat was Nora C.
Morrissey, and in the trunk of the car were two backpacks
containing maps, supplies, portable radios and so forth.

The three of them were dressed in
business suits and to an observer they looked like ordinary
American business people who were robbing the country blind.
Throughout the rest of the afternoon they passed through the
suburbs of Halvados, then entered the vast pampas for which the
country was so justifiably famous. Next came a winding road through
the jungles of Halvados, and finally, at around nine-thirty in the
evening, they came to the foothills of the Sierra Chorino
Mountains.

Ames stopped the car and they all
got out. They were in a high-altitude forest area and insects were
chirping in the bushes. From afar the howl of a wolf could be
heard.

On opposite sides of the car,
Butler and Nora changed into blue jeans, safari jackets and
mountain boots, while Ames gazed at the full moon in the sky, his
hands behind his back.

When Butler and Nora had finished
changing clothes they went to the trunk and put on the backpacks.
They wore belt holsters that held Colt 45s, and each wore a compass
on a lanyard around the neck.

“Well, good luck,” Ames said,
shaking hands. “It’s all up to you two now.”

Butler and Nora
watched the car drive away; then they looked at each other and moved toward the
woods.

“I’ll lead the way,” Nora
said.

“By all means do,” Butler
replied.

They trudged over a path that
steadily gained in altitude, crossing streams and going up and down
hills. Frequently Nora stopped to take azimuth readings from the
stars. The hills became steeper and more rocky, vegetation more
sparse. Birds shrieked in the trees and that wolf kept howling
mournfully. At two o’clock in the morning they were deep in the
Sierra Chorino Mountains on a cliff overlooking a valley whose
depth could not be gauged in the moonlight.

Nora took a swig from her canteen.
Their faces were streaked with dust and perspiration and they were
both breathing heavily.

“How much farther?” Butler
asked.

“About three more
hours.”

“Are you tired?”

“Who, me?” she asked, as though the
question were totally preposterous. “Of course not.”

Butler realized that she had to be
exhausted, but as a young feminist she wouldn’t admit
it.

“Well I’m just about wiped out,” he
said. “Let’s take a break.”

“All right,” she said nonchalantly,
collapsing onto a log.

“Maybe we should make camp here and
get a few hours’ sleep. We can leave at dawn for the guerrilla
base.”

“If you need the sleep,” she
said.

While Nora lay against the log,
Butler pitched the tent and threw in the sleeping bags. Then he
took some cheese and sausage out of the packs and sat beside Nora.
They dined together, talking of politics and war. Butler learned
that she was a graduate of Michigan State University and had been
an electronics engineer before joining the Institute.

Finally it was time to go to bed.
They crawled into the tent and Nora got into her sleeping bag with
all her clothes on,

“Aren’t you going to take your
clothes off?” Butler asked, in the darkness.

“Of course not.”

“I am.”

“Go ahead.”

He took off his boots and every
other article of his clothing including his underwear, while Nora
kept her back to him. He liked the feet of a down sleeping bag
against his naked skin. It was a warm cozy sensation which he
thought probably was just like a womb.

“May I kiss you good night, Ms.
Morrissey?” Butler asked.

“Huh?”

“I asked if I could kiss you good
night.”

“Are you serious?”

“Certainly. Here we are alone in
the woods like brother and sister. It’s appropriate that we kiss
each other good night.”

“What a sentimental character you
are, Mr. Butler.”

“I can’t deny it.”

“Well, if you must…”

“You’re so kind, Ms.
Morrissey.”

Butler rolled her onto her back,
crawled on top of her. pressed his lips against hers and squirmed
his tongue into her mouth. She went rigid and tried to push him
away but he held her tightly and pressed his stiffening phallus
against her.

“You don’t have any clothes on!”
she said hysterically, when he took his mouth away.

“I know,” he replied, “and you
shouldn’t have either.”

“What are you talking about? What
do you think this is?”

“This,” he said, taking her hand
and moving it so it touched his rod.

She pulled her hand away quickly.
“Have you gone mad?”

“Not at all.” He proceeded to
unzip her sleeping bag.

“What do you think you’re
doing?”

“I’ve decided that I’m going to
take off all your clothes and zip our sleeping bags
together.”

“What!”

“You heard me.”

She crossed her arms over her
breasts. “Get away from me this instant!”

He bent over and
pressed his lips against the part of her sleeping bag above the juncture of her thighs, and breathed
warm air into her bush.

“Please don’t do that,” she
said.

He breathed more warm air into her
bush.

“You’re taking advantage of me,”
she whimpered.

Butler unzipped her sleeping bag,
pulled it away from her, kissed the crotch of her jeans.

“Please don’t,” she said, not very
convincingly.

He unzipped her jeans and flicked
his tongue at the fold in her underpants. She ran her fingers
through his hair and sighed. He pulled down her jeans and
underpants, while she raised her butt to help him. Undressing her,
licking her fine red muff, and kissing her nipples, he peeled off
her shirt and laid her on the down sleeping bags. Then he lowered
himself onto her and kissed her strawberry lips. She opened her
mouth and raised her tongue, which he slobbered over like a
depraved fiend.

“You’re making me crazy you
bastard,” she mumbled, reaching down to feel his violently
throbbing cock. “Oh my goodness! That’s nice,” she said, caressing
his thickness.

“It sure is.”

“You’re a sexy man.”

“I’ll bet you say that to all the
guys.”

“Only to sexy ones. You know, I’ve
thought you were very sexy from the moment I first laid eyes on
you.”

“You sure didn’t act
it.”

“You were in the middle of a crisis
at the time. It would have been most inappropriate.”

“There’s always time for a
quickie.”

She slapped him gently. “You’re
awful.”

“We could have done it right on
your desk.”

“There wasn’t time.”

“We could have made time. Quickies
are called quickies because they don’t take much time.”

“I don’t like quickies. Most women
don’t.”

“Sometimes you have to settle for
what you can get.”

“Maybe, but something told me we’d
be alone someday, and that you’d try to seduce me, you big
bum.”

“You hoped that I would?” Butler
asked.

“Uh huh.”

‘Then why did you try to stop
me?”

“I can’t let you think I’m
easy.”

“Shall we get on with it? We may
not have much time.”

“There are more important things
than time. It is important for a woman to convey to a man a sense
of privilege.”

“That’s true.”

“So we can’t be easy.”

“But you told me to get away from
you,” Butler said, kissing a little pink nipple.

“That was part of the game,
darling. It’s all a game, you know.”

“Sometimes I wonder if it is just a
game, or whether it’s something greater than that. Sometimes I
think it is the very melody of the universe itself.”

She looked down at him. “Why
Butler, that’s positively poetic.”

“Yes it is, isn’t it?”

“I never realized you were so
poetic.”

“If it’s that good, I must have
read it in a book someplace.”

She slapped his head gently. “Oh
Butler, you’re such a lowlife.”

“I can’t help it if I’m an honest
man.”

“You’re a sex pervert—that’s what
you are.”

He moved closer to her and rested
his stiffening member against her supple thigh. “I guess I
am.”

“What in the world is
that?”

“What in the world is
what?”

“I think there’s a snake crawling
up my leg.”

“There is.”

“Will he bite me?”

“No.”

“What does he want?”

Butler raised himself and rubbed
the head of it against her moist slit. “I think he wants to go in
there.”

“But he can’t go in there,” she
said, shaking her head.

“Why not?”

“Because he’s too big.”

“He’s not too big.”

“Yes he is.”

“Do we have to go through that
whole thing?”

She spread her legs. “Well, if you
don’t want to,” she said lazily.

He was hard as a baseball bat as he
pushed it into her gooey sweetness.

Her eyes rolled up into her head.
“Oh Butler...”

“Is everything all right?” _”It
really is very big, Butler.”

“Cut it out.”

“I’m not complaining—I’m just
saying it’s very big.”

“Okay, so it’s big.”

“But you can put more of it in if
you want to.”

He pushed his hips forward, and it
slid in deeper. “Is that all right?”

“That’s wonderful,” she
whispered.

He pushed in a few inches more.
“How about that?”

“Isn’t it all in yet?”

“Nope.”

“My goodness.”

“Don’t say it.”

“I’ve got to say it.”

“If you’ve got to, then go
ahead.”

“It’s so big,” she
sighed.

“Want some more?”

“Give it all to me,
baby.”

“Okay, but just remember, you asked
for it.” And he dipped it in all the way, laying on top of her and
letting it soak there. “Are you okay?”

Her eyes were closed. “I think I
died and went to heaven,” she said.

“You may be in heaven, but you
haven’t died.”

“Where are you?” she
asked.

“Inside of you,” he
replied.

“Do you like it in
there?”

“I love it in there. I wish I could
stay there forever.”

“I wish you could too You feel so
good.”

“I thought you were afraid it’d be
too big.”

“I guess my fears were unfounded. A
girl needs a big one every now and then.”

“But it’s not the meat—it’s the
motion that counts.”

“I know you’ve got the motion
too.”

“I bet you say that to all the
guys.”

“Only the ones who’ve got
it.”

“Have there been many?”

“You never get enough of that
kind,” she confessed. “Are you going to fuck me or would you rather
talk, by the way?”

“I think I’m going to fuck
you.”

“Then I think you’d better get
started.”

“Okay,” he replied, pulling it
out.

“You sure do have a way about you,”
she said, dazed.

“It may not be very subtle, but it
works,” he replied, pushing it into her again.

“Oh God, Butler. You’re going to
kill me with that thing.”

“Nobody ever died from it
yet.”

He pulled it back
and then jabbed it in again. She raised her knees in the air and
swayed her hips from side to side, wrapping her arms around his
waist. He worked her slowly, holding her ass in his hands, and she
chewed his lips and sucked his tongue. Gathering steam, he
positioned himself so that the top of his rod rubbed against her
tiddly-wink every time he moved in and out. Their bodies pounded
against each other; she scratched his back with her long
fingernails and kicked her legs in the air. His giant schlong drove
in and out of her, and delicate juices dripped out of her cupcake.
Her head thrashed from side to side on the down sleeping bags, and
the night was filled with music. They went at each other like wild
animals, grunting, kissing and chewing each other, holding so
tightly they bruised each other’s skin. She fainted from sheer
pleasure a few times, but Butler maintained his maddening incessant
rhythm. Their bodies became hotter, their joy increased with every
movement, and finally when their passion became too great for them
to keep pent up inside themselves anymore, it burst away in a
flood of sperm and lightning bolt orgasms,
and they went into convulsions against each other, twisting and
arching their backs, gulping air for fear they’d suffocate, holding
onto each other for fear that if they let go they’d be lost
forever, and then finally, after countless eternities had passed,
they lay still side by side on the sleeping bags, as on some
distant mountain peak a fox barked at the moon.

“Are you all right?” Butler asked
her, as he breathed like an ox.

“I think so,” she replied weakly.
“You’re really something, Butler.”

“So are you.”

“I think that was the best fuck I
ever had in my life.”

“I bet you say that to all the
guys.”

“Here we go again,” she said
sadly.

“Well, you probably do.”

“So what if I do? The main point is
that whenever I say it I mean it. I can’t understand why you can’t
take a compliment like a man.”

“I’m suspicious by nature, I
suppose. It’s part of my line of work, I imagine.”

She rolled toward him and kissed
his shoulder. “You’re such a sweet man, Butler. And you have such a
hard life. Perhaps I shouldn’t judge you so harshly.”

“No, I deserve your criticism,
because I’m a selfish horny bastard. I don’t deserve any
sympathy.”

“You poor man. I think you’re being
too hard on yourself.”

“No one could ever criticize me
more severely than I criticize myself,” he replied. “I have to keep
myself on my toes.”

She kissed his shoulder again. “I’d
much rather have you on your back.”

“Why is it that women are so coy
and demure before you have sex with them, and after you have sex
with them they’re always making suggestive remarks.”

“Deep down we’re
all a bunch of raunchy broads, Butler. Once we loosen up we’re
liable to say anything, or do anything.”
She reached down and wrapped her hands around his softening dork.
“How’s my poor little baby doing?”

“I think he’s tired,” Butler
said.

“Can I kiss him good
night.”

“I think he’d appreciate that quite
a lot.”

She got onto her knees, bent over
his drooping member, and kissed it. At the touch of her lips it
gave a little jerk.

“What was that?” she
asked.

“A gesture of
appreciation.”

She kissed it again, and noticed
that it had become just a little bit harder. Kissing it once more,
she realized she was making it big and stiff again.

“My goodness, Butler,” she said
with admiration. “You’re a regular Olympic champion.”

“Only because you’re such an
incredible inspiration.”

“You are a truly great fuck,
Butler.”

“So are you, Ms.
Morrissey.”

“I feel like giving you a blowjob.
Is that all right?”

“I could never say no to you, Ms.
Morrissey.”

She placed his dong in her mouth
again, and commenced sucking. Butler lay with his head on his
hands, counting his blessings. Although life certainly was
difficult at times, it was not without its little compensations,
such as an occasional sexual interlude with the likes of Nora C.
Morrissey. He wiggled his hips around and felt tickles run up and
down his spine. Closing his eyes, he imagined the fair Wilma B.
Willoughby copping his joint, and it became even harder.

Then they shifted about so that
Butler could devour Nora and at the same time screw her pretty
face. He held her firm shapely buttocks in his hands and nearly
fainted from ecstasy, while she nearly choked on his dong. They
went at each other in this manner for a long period of time, as
wolves howled in the distance and the wise old owl of Halvados
hooted at the moon. At one point Nora lost her balance and fell
sideways onto the down sleeping bags. They rolled over and they hit
the wall of the tent.

“I’m going to come!” she
screamed.

He came up out of
the valley. “Try to come quietly, because
we don’t know who might be around here.”

“Don’t stop!”

They both kept sucking each other,
and then they both exploded at each other. Fountains of cream
gushed into Nora’s mouth, and as she struggled to swallow it all,
it ran down her cheeks and into her fiery red hair. Meanwhile, her
little valley welled up with hot champagne, and Butler rubbed his
face in it. They went into convulsions, kissing and sucking each
other, murmuring endearments, and going out of their minds. Finally
the waves of passion subsided and they lay panting for breath,
wondering why the tent hadn’t collapsed. Butler thought that
perhaps he should write a letter of thanks to the tent
manufacturer.

“Come up here where I can see you,”
Nora whispered.

With great effort Butler raised
himself, turned around, and lay beside her, touching her cheek with
his lips.

“It was rather good, wasn’t it? Why
don’t we do it again?”

They did it again, again, and
again, as the wise old owl of Halvados hooted his encouragement,
and a mountain hyena laughed uproariously.


Chapter Forty

At daybreak they were on the trail
again, climbing up and down the sides of mountains. They came upon
the footprints of mountain goats and cougars. Mists arose from the
deep valleys and eagles flew through the air. At nine o’clock they
came to the entrance of a canyon. Nora held her hands to her cheeks
and made a sound like a trill of a bird.

“That was very nice,” Butler said.
“I didn’t know you did bird calls in addition to everything else
you do.”

A bird responded to her, and then
men and women with rifles came out from behind boulders and bushes.
They recognized Nora and greeted her warmly, then were introduced
to Butler.

Nora and Butler were taken to rebel
headquarters, a cave in the side of one of the mountains. On a
table,’ beneath a kerosene lantern, Butler laid out his maps before
the rebel commanders, a group of lean young men with long mustaches
and clear eyes. He pointed out the observation post built by the
military regime to observe the atom bomb that would be dropped on
the Sierra Chorino Mountains.

“Atom bomb!” said Jorge Allesandro,
a former architect, aghast.

“Yes.”

“They’re going to drop an atom bomb
on us?”

“But it’s defused; I took care of
that myself.”

Butler explained that they must put
together a sizable detachment immediately and march toward the
observation post. They would surround it and wait for the signal
that the plane had dropped the bomb. The signal would come via
radio from an observer on one of the mountains. When he saw one big
plane fly overhead and drop something, he was to notify the rebel
detachment immediately. Then the attack would begin.

“If we’re successful,” Allesandro
said, looking at the map, “we should be able to capture them all
and take back our country.”

“Precisely,” Butler
agreed.

“But what if you Americans
intervene the way you did in Guatemala and Santo
Domingo?”

“You will have won before the
American government finds out about it. Just think, you’ll have all
the admirals and generals and politicians together. You’ll hold
them hostage so that the Halvados Army and Air Force won’t attack
you, and then you’ll organize your new government. The first order
of business will be to arm the workers and peasants, of course, so
you’ll be able to defend the country when the military regime
changes its mind.”

“As it most
certainly will,” agreed Manuelo Duarte, another rebel leader, a former machinist.

“You can bet on that,” said Butler,
“but by then your people should have enough tanks and guns to hold
them off.”

The rebel leaders organized their
troops, posted an observer high in the mountains, and by noon were
making their way down the mountains toward the observation post
where the leaders of the regime were gathering to observe the first
atom bomb blast in the history of South America.


Chapter Forty-One

The observation post had been built
on a hill that had a clear view of the Sierra Chorino Mountains
some twenty-five miles away. Army bulldozers had cleared the jungle
from the top of the hill and dug bunkers deep into the ground. A
road had been constructed by construction battalions and trucks had
brought in furniture, food and champagne. The high-ranking military
officers and political leaders of the regime then moved into the
bunkers, while their servants lived in tents outside. Periscopes
were constructed so that the country’s leaders could watch, from
the comfort of their bunkers, the Sierra Chorino Mountains go up in
smoke.

In the very
center of the bunker network were Phillip Noble, Kurt Leiberfarb,
President Santiago del Pisco, and a variety of generals, admirals
and field marshals, and a contingent of the nation’s millionaires.
They passed their time drinking and eating and telling stories
about successful business deals, stock market swindles, land
frauds, tax evasions, price-fixing, bribes, cartels and various
other practices dear to the hearts of
businessmen. They were eagerly awaiting the morning of the next
day, when at eleven o’clock a bomber of the Halvados Air Force
would take off from the Santiago Del Pisco Air Force Base, fly to
the Sierra Chorino Mountains, and drop the wondrous bomb that would
solve all their problems.


Chapter Forty-Two

Five hundred armed, determined
guerrillas crossed the Halvados pampas and entered the jungles of
Iquitos Province. Butler, armed with an M16, was in front of the
column along with the guerrilla leaders. Nora C. Morrissey had left
by another route for the Institute headquarters to report the
success of her mission.

The jungle was thick with
vegetation and humid as a steam bath. Vines hung from the trees and
monkeys cackled at the guerrillas, occasionally throwing a coconut
or banana at them. Weird tropical birds screeched from their
branches and snakes slithered everywhere in search of
prey.

By late afternoon they were five
miles into the jungle, and their commander, Jorge Allesandro,
called for a break. They Were in a clearing near a lake, and they
sat down to drink from their canteens and chew some
bread.

Butler thought he’d wash his hands
and face in the lake. He got up and walked to it, where it shone
like a mirror in the tropical sun. Kneeling at the edge of the
lake, he rolled up the sleeves of his shirt.

“Don’t move!” somebody yelled.

Butler turned around and saw Jorge
Allesandro running toward him. “Get away from that lake,
Butler!”

Butler stood up. “What’s the
matter?”

Jorge stopped before him; in the
clearing, all the guerrillas were looking.

“These waters are infested with
piranha fish,” Jorge explained. “If you put your hands in there
they’ll eat all the flesh away in a few seconds. They can finish
off a whole cow in two minutes. Halvados has the most ravenous
piranha fish in South America.”

Butler looked at his hands and
realized they would have been gone if Jorge hadn’t noticed him
kneeling at the lake. “I’ll keep that in mind from now on,” he
said.


Chapter Forty-Three

It was eleven o’clock the next
morning at the Santiago del Pisco Air Force Base. A B-52 bomber,
purchased from the United States of America, sat on the runway, its
engines warming up. In its belly, directly over the bomb gates, was
the atom bomb. Next to the bomb, sitting at a little table, was
Lieutenant Rudolfo Diaz, the bombardier, adjusting his bomb sights,
making last minute checks.

In the cockpit was Major Eduardo
Pina, the pilot, who was looking over his instruments. Assisting
him was his copilot, Captain Casanova Castelango.

Diaz, Pina and Castelango had
received intensive instruction during the past twenty-four hours in
the dropping of the bomb. Their instructors were United States Air
Force officers flown in from Washington D.C.

Major Pina spoke into his headset
microphone. “CX4 to control tower, CX4 to control tower, request
permission to take off.”

His earphones
replied, “Control tower to CX4, wind southeast, ceiling twenty-four
hundred, permission granted for takeoff. Happy hunting,
amigos.”

Pina eased forward the stick and
the big B-52 rumbled down the runway. All eyes followed it, because
everyone knew that the fate of the republic hung on the success of
the plane’s mission. At the end of the runway Pina pulled back the
stick and the B-52 climbed into the sky.

Pina took it up to ten thousand
feet, then made a big circle and headed for the Sierra Chorino
Mountains. The sky was blue and the jungle was like a vast green
carpet below. Pina turned to Castelango and said with a smile, “We
are making history this morning, my friend.”

“Yes,” Castelango agreed, “our
names will be in history books someday.”

“Maybe then my children will show
me some respect,” Pina said.

In the fuselage next to the bomb,
Lieutenant Diaz studied his map of the Sierra Chorino Mountains. He
thought that someday when a movie was made of his life, this would
be the most suspenseful scene as it showed him, the loyal,
dedicated bombardier, preparing to eradicate the filthy, lying,
vicious, atheistic communist fiends who threatened the happiness of
all good middle-class people everywhere.

The B-52 crossed the pampas; in the
distance the Sierra Chorino Mountains could be seen. Major Pina
licked his lips and picked up his microphone. “The objective is
dead ahead,” he said.

Back in the fuselage, Bombardier
Diaz answered, “Aye aye, sir.” Then he looked into his bombsights.
He saw the pampas passing swiftly under the cross hairs of his
lens. On the right side of the bombsight was a little button and a
switch. To the right of that was a big lever. The lever opened the
bomb doors and the switch activated the button that would drop the
bomb. Diaz turned to look at the bomb, resting quietly above the
doors. “What a masterpiece of engineering you are,” he said
softly.

“We are now approaching the
objective,” Major Pina said into his microphone.

“Aye aye, sir,” Diaz
said.

Diaz looked into his bombsight and
saw the Sierra Chorino Mountains loom up from the pampas. The plan
was to drop the bomb directly in the center of the mountains.
Diaz’s fingers itched and his mouth went dry. Zero hour was rapidly
approaching. He pulled the lever and the huge bomb door opened
wide. Looking through them, he could see the mountains down below.
Then he returned his eye to the bombsight.

“We will be over the objective in
thirty seconds,” Major Pina said.

Diaz reached to his side and
flicked the switch that activated the bomb. Then he flicked the
switch on the bombsight, activating the button. He squinted through
the bombsight and saw the objective, a particular mountain, float
toward the crosshairs. And then the magic meeting of crosshairs and
mountain top occurred. Diaz set his jaw and pressed the
button.

The apparatus clanged and the bomb
dropped out of the B-52.

“Bombs away!” Diaz yelled.

Major Pina pulled
back the stick and climbed high into the sky to get as far away as
possible from the huge blast. “CX4 to headquarters, CX4 to
headquarters, the bomb has been dropped!” he said into his
microphone. “Viva
Halvados!”

Bombardier Diaz closed the bomb
doors and lay on the floor of the plane. He felt weird and began to
giggle hysterically.

The bomb dropped lazily through the
sky. High on a mountaintop a guerrilla with binoculars and a radio
watched it descend. The bomb whistled and yawed as it fell through
the atmosphere, hit the side of a mountain, bounced off and fell
into a deep ravine. At the bottom of the ravine was a river and the
bomb splashed through its surface, sliced through the water and
buried itself thirty yards into the sedimentary mud at the bottom
of the river, where it would remain until the end of
time.


Chapter Forty-Four

In his bunker, Phillip Noble was
peering through his periscope at the Sierra Chorino Mountains. He
wore the blue dress uniform of a field marshal in the Halvados Army
and his chest was blanketed with medals he had recently been
awarded for outstanding service to the republic of Halvados. His
fingers were adorned with jeweled rings and his officer’s hat was
on the back of his head.

He turned to President Santiago del
Pisco, who was looking through the periscope next to him.
“Shouldn’t it have exploded by now?”

“I think so,” Pisco
said.

“Then what happened?”

“I don’t know.”

“Don’t you think you’d better call
that plane and find out?”

“Good idea.” Pisco turned to the
radio operator sitting at his transmitter in the corner. “Call the
plane and find out what happened.”

“Headquarters to CX4, headquarters
to CX4, do you read me?”

“CX4 to headquarters, CX4 to
headquarters, we read you.”

“Headquarters to CX4, what happened
to the bomb?”

“CX4 to headquarters, we don’t
know.”

Noble stomped to the radio
operator, tore the microphone out of his hand, and yelled, “Did you
drop the bomb?”

“Yes sir.”

“Did you turn on the switch before
you dropped it?”

“Bombardier Diaz has indicated to
me that he did, sir!”

“But you must have done something
wrong, you asshole!”

“We have done nothing wrong that we
know of, sir!”

Noble drew back
his arm and threw the microphone against
the wall The abrupt motion caused his hat to fall off, revealing
his curly blond hair. “I’m surrounded by fools and
birdbrains!” he screamed, his face turning red.
“Nobody can do anything right around here!
Only I can get things accomplished! Fools!
Liars! Incompetents! Scum of the earth!”

He paced back and forth, in the
throes of a major nervous breakdown, while the various politicians,
military officers and local millionaires tried to soothe
him.

“Get away from me, you clowns! I’m
going back to Washington right away to get another bomb! And this
time I’ll drop it myself!”

Noble stormed toward the door of
the bunker, just as the surrounding jungle exploded with the sound
of gunfire. He stopped and listened, a puzzled expression on his
face. “What the fuck is that?” he said.


Chapter Forty-Five

“Forward!” cried
Jorge Allesandro. “Venceremos!”

The rebel brigade came out of the
jungle with rifles and bayonets at the ready. They charged the
bunkers and the network of trenches surrounding them. Defending
soldiers, taken by surprise, tried to organize resistance, but the
rebels swarmed over them.

The generals,
admirals and millionaires looked out the windows of the bunker in
horror. The rebels slaughtered the soldiers who fought, took into custody those who
surrendered.

Butler was beside Allesandro in the
main trench, with a Colt .45 in one hand and an entrenching tool in
the other. An army captain charged him with a rifle and bayonet,
but Butler neatly dodged to the side and crowned him with the
entrenching tool. A sergeant aimed his rifle at Butler, but Butler
drilled him through the chest with his Colt .45. A lieutenant crept
up on Butler and tried to bash him from behind with his rifle butt,
but Jorge Allesandro shot the lieutenant between the
eyes.

The trenches were filled with
squirming bodies locked in mortal combat. Blood flew everywhere and
corpses fell on top of corpses.

“Stop them!”
President Santiago del Pisco shouted from within
his bunker.

The front door of the bunker was
blown off its hinges and the rebels poured in.

“We surrender!” Pisco screamed,
throwing up his hands.

“Mercy!” cried Brigadier General
Caputo.

The other military officers and
millionaires waved white handkerchiefs in the air and surrendered.
In the confusion, Phillip Noble ran out the back door of the bunker
and fled toward the jungle. His lungs were heaving and his heart
chugged in his chest, but he ran in a wild panic, because he was
afraid of what the rebels would do if they got their hands on
him.

Butler stood in the middle of a
trench, dead bodies piled all around him. He was bleeding from a
bayonet wound on his arm, and was loading his Colt.45, when
something told him to look up. He saw a man dressed like an officer
in the Halvados Army, running toward the jungle. Then sun glinted
on the rings on the officer’s hand. Butler realized that only one
man wore so many rings; that man was Phillip Noble of Noble
Oil.

Butler jumped out
of the trench and ran after Noble. He jumped over trenches and
dodged boulders, holding his Colt .45 in his hand. Noble looked
over his shoulder, saw someone coming after him, ducked into the
jungle. He pulled out his revolver and
fired wildly behind him as he ran screaming through the foliage.
Branches scratched his face and mud filled his shoes. This can’t be
happening to me, he told himself. This must be a dream. He found a
narrow path and ran along it, gulping air, stumbling and weeping,
firing his revolver at the person crashing through the woods behind
him. “Somebody
save me!” Noble bellowed. A chimpanzee in
a nearby tree cackled madly.

Running in total desperation, he
fired his pistol again, but nothing happened. It was empty. With a
curse he threw the weapon away and rounded a bend in the road.
Ahead was a stream, with an inflatable boat beside it with oars
inside.

Noble stumbled down the incline to
the boat, got in and pushed away from shore. He rowed frantically,
because if he could get to the other side he could get away.
Looking behind him, he saw his pursuer appear on the path and
descend the incline. Noble’s jaw dropped open and his eyes goggled
when he recognized the man as Butler.

“Butler!”
Noble screamed in mad fury.

“Come back here!” Butler called
out, standing at the river’s edge.

“Never!”

“I said come back
here!”

“Let me go, Butler! I’ll give you
anything—oil wells, millions of dollars, choice real estate,
factories, beautiful women—let me go and I’ll give you whatever you
want!”

Butler watched Noble sweating and
rowing like a maniac. “I want you, you filthy bastard!”

“Please!”
Noble begged.

Butler raised his Colt .45. “If you
don’t come back I’m going to shoot!”

Noble set his jaw and rowed harder.
He was a wealthy powerful man, he was accustomed to having his way,
and he was sure that somehow he would make it to the far
shore.

“This is your last chance,” Butler
said, taking aim at the inflatable boat.

Noble said nothing, just kept
rowing like a madman. The shore was coming closer and
closer.

Butler fired his
Colt .45, the pistol kicked in his hand, and his bullet zipped through a rubber wall of the inflatable
boat. Air began to hiss out. The boat sank into the water. Noble
shrieked and rowed furiously, his eyes bulging and saliva dripping
out of his mouth. The water came over the sides of the boat and his
knees were wet. The water around him began to boil peculiarly. He
looked and saw thousands of tiny fish swarming about him, their
needle teeth glinting in the sunlight.

“No!” Noble screamed as he began
sinking into the water.

The fish came at him with their
sharp little teeth, and the river churned around him. All his
billions and all his oil wells couldn’t save him from the hungry
piranha fish. It was his moment of truth. As his flesh was torn off
his bones, he saw for a brief moment what a foolish, selfish, vain
man he’d been, but it was too late. People like Phillip Noble
always find out when it’s too late. Screaming and shrieking, going
into bloody convulsions, his body disappeared beneath the raging
waters.

Butler watched from the shore as
Noble went under. He saw the flash of fins and gills and the water
turning blood red as it foamed about. Then gradually the activity
diminished; the water became still again. A white skeleton floated
to the top of the river and began to drift downstream, the jeweled
rings still on its fingers.

Butler shoved his Colt .45 in its
holster and walked away.


Chapter Forty-Six

The helicopter
fluttered down the California coast to Big Sur, and Butler looked
out the window, still wearing his jungle fatigues. He was unshaven
and there was a bandage on his shoulder
covering a not very serious bullet wound. He looked like an old
soldier coming back from the wars. Through the window he saw the
Pacific Ocean kissing the craggy mountains, and then the helicopter
descended into the parking lot behind the headquarters of the
Bancroft Research Institute.

The helicopter landed on the gravel
and the motors were turned off. Lieutenant Kelley came out of the
front cabin, removing her flight helmet and letting her wavy blonde
hair fall out. “We’re home, Butler,” she said with a
smile.

“Why don’t you and me get together
sometime, Lieutenant Kelley?” he asked as he stood up.

“For what purpose?”

“I don’t know. Maybe you can show
me how to fly.”

“I think you want to get into my
pants, Butler.”

“They’re awfully good-looking
pants, Lieutenant Kelley,”

She opened the door of the
helicopter, and outside were three men and a woman, all of whom
Butler never had seen before. Butler realized it would be
inappropriate to continue his conversation with Lieutenant Kelley
in front of them.

“After you, Mr. Butler,”
Lieutenant Kelley said, pointing to the door.

“No, after you, Lieutenant
Kelley.”

“I’m the captain of this ship and
I’m supposed to be the last one to leave. It’s regulations.
Sorry.”

“Ah, it’s so difficult for me to
keep up with this changing feminist world,” Butler sighed as he
jumped out of the helicopter.

“Congratulations, Mr. Butler,”
said one of the men waiting outside, shaking his hand.

“Good work,” said
another.

“We’re proud of you,” said
another.

“Good show,” said the
woman.

“Thanks a lot, folks,” said
Butler.

“Mr. Sheffield is most anxious to
see you,” said the woman.

“I’ll report to him
immediately.”

Butler entered the mansion and
traversed the corridors, accepting congratulations from everyone he
passed. Finally he approached Mr. Sheffield’s office.

“Go right in,” said one of Mr.
Sheffield’s secretaries. “He’s expecting you.”

Butler entered Mr. Sheffield’s
office and closed the door behind him. Mr. Sheffield stood behind
his desk and held out his hand. “My deepest and most heartfelt
congratulations,” he said.

Butler shook the hand that glowed
in the light, and in the shadows he could make out Mr. Sheffield’s
eyeglasses and white mustache. “Thank you, sir.”

“Have a seat.”

“Yes sir.”

They both sat down. Mr. Sheffield
was in the darkness behind his desk again, but Butler had been most
impressed by the hazy glimpse of him that he’d caught. Mr.
Sheffield had looked like a man of deep intellect and great
character, the type of man who would be President of the United
States if there was any justice in the world.

“How do you feel, Butler?” Mr.
Sheffield asked.

“Fine, sir.”

“Looks like you’ve got a wound on
your shoulder there.”

“It’s nothing, sir.”

“You’d better have it looked at by
one of the doctors.”

“I’ll do that, sir.”

“Someday when the annals of the
Institute are written, Butler, you can be sure that your mission to
Halvados will occupy a prominent chapter. You probably saved the
world down there.”

“I hope it was worth saving,
sir.”

“I’m sure it is. Otherwise I
wouldn’t be doing what I’m doing. I’m sure you must feel the same
way.”

“I do, sir.”

“Well, I suppose you’ll want to
rest up a bit.”

“That would be nice.”

“You may take a little vacation of
course, but I hope you realize that we don’t have many master spies
like you in our organization, and we might need you again for
something in the near future.”

Butler took out a cigarette and lit
it up. “I’m at your service, sir.”

“I hope you won’t regret saying
that.”

“It’s an honor to be of service to
my country and the world, sir.”

“You’re a good man,
Butler.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Mr. Sheffield dismissed Butler, and
he left the office, making his way through the corridors and halls
to his room on the second floor. Butler felt good, as though he was
a useful human being. He was filled with a sense of triumph and
accomplishment. On the spiral staircase leading to the second
floor, he moved to the side to let a woman pass him on the way
down, and as her full figure came into view he realized with joy
that she was none other than Wilma B. Willoughby with her lustrous
black hair and flashing green eyes.

“Hi Wilma,” he said
happily.

“Don’t talk to me,” she said icily
as she passed him by.

“Huh?”

She continued walking down the
stairs, and he looked at her for a few moments in hurt
astonishment, then went after her.

“Are you mad at me?” he asked,
catching up with her.

“I said don’t talk to me,” she
replied, walking briskly along the corridor.

He kept up with her, walking
sideways like a crab. “Why are you mad at me?” he asked.

“You know very well why I’m mad at
you.”

“But I don’t-I really
don’t!”

“What if I were to mention the name
of Nora C. Morrissey?” she asked, shooting him a glance that would
stop a freight train.

“Oh, oh,” Butler said.

“Are you getting the picture, you
bastard?”

“How did you find out about
that?”

“People talk, especially red-headed
floozies like Nora C. Morrissey.”

“But Wilma, it didn’t mean
anything.”

“On the contrary, it meant
everything.”

“We were in a desperate
situation.”

“So you had to screw?” Wilma asked
with poisonous sarcasm.

“You know how it is.”

“I’m afraid I don’t. And I simply
refuse to have anything to do with a man as promiscuous as
yourself.”

“But Wilma, don’t be a
prude.”

“Butler, if you ever talk to me
again I’m going to smash you right in the face.”

“But Wilma…”

She raised her fist and attempted
to smash him in the face, but he ducked and her blow went over his
head. However he got the message. He retreated, prepared to fend
off additional blows.

“But I’m a wounded man,” he
protested.

“Then go cry on Nora C. Morrissey’s
shoulders,” Wilma replied, turning on her heels and walking away in
a huff.

Butler watched her go, puffing his
cigarette. Her cute little ass was swinging from side to side under
her beige skirt, and he swore that someday in some way he’d get her
goodies. She was only a woman, after all. She’d have a moment of
weakness someplace, and he’d be right there to take advantage of
it. And it’d be wonderful, because things are always better when
you have to wait a little longer for them.

Some people just
don’t appreciate heroes, he thought as he
walked toward his room.
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